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Introduction



Return to Little Rock


The bar at the Capital Hotel serves Moscow Mules in copper mugs to the power brokers who run Little Rock. Set a block from the banks of the Arkansas River, it’s where lobbyists, legislators, and miscellaneous political operatives have gathered for decades to talk shop and hatch plots.


“Rules,” the hotel bar’s website asserts, “are made at the Statehouse; laws are made at the Capital Bar.”


I spent a lot of time at that hotel bar as a young man in the 1990s. But I wasn’t there to make laws. I was there to make trouble.


And now, fifteen years after I’d last stepped foot in Arkansas, I was back to make amends.


If you’d told the younger me that, a few blocks east of my old stomping grounds at the Capital Bar, there would someday stand the Clinton School of Public Service… just up the street from the William Jefferson Clinton Presidential Library… on President Clinton Avenue… I would have had a stroke.


And if you’d told me that I’d someday find myself back in Little Rock to appear on stage at the Clinton School of Public Service as a guest speaker… I would have had another.
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When the United States won the Cold War, the right lost its raison d’être—its organizing principle and its most effective argument for why conservative ideas should hold sway and Republican politicians should hold power. Ronald Reagan was exiting the stage, and the young ideologues who had enthusiastically followed him into the conservative movement were left scrambling to define a cohesive vision for the country’s future.


I was one of them. During my college years at the University of California, Berkeley, I’d become a right-wing iconoclast, a crusading campus journalist bent on destroying what I saw to be a corrupt, politically correct liberal establishment. After graduation, I moved to Washington, where I joined a generation of young writers who gained prominence as the ideological (and, in many cases, biological) heirs to modern conservatism.


We inherited our predecessors’ clubby social connections, and, in many cases, their affectations (at twenty-five, I was known to stroll around the offices of the Washington Times, the crusading right-wing paper owned by cult leader Sun Myung Moon, with a pipe and even a walking stick).


But while we all adored Ronald Reagan, reviled communism, and believed liberal was a dirty word, we never really got around to articulating what, exactly, we were for.


Instead, we found agreement on what we were against. Or, rather, who. Absent a clear ideological end, the demonization of our opponents became an end unto itself. The politics of personal destruction wasn’t only something we did to further the conservative movement—it became the conservative movement.


I wasn’t just a practitioner of this new kind of politics; I was a pioneer. In 1991, law professor Anita Hill accused Supreme Court nominee Clarence Thomas, her former boss, of sexual harassment. My fellow conservatives and I couldn’t believe her. And, in fact, we made it our mission to discredit her—not just so that Thomas would be protected from what we saw as outrageously unfair and false allegations, but because we saw Hill as an avatar of the liberal effort to attack everything we stood for, whatever that was.


Thomas, of course, was narrowly confirmed. But we still had a job to do: burnishing his legacy. And I was assigned to do it. I wrote a twenty-two-thousand-word article for the March 1992 issue of the American Spectator entitled “The Real Anita Hill,” in which I attempted to take apart Hill’s story, characterizing her as part of a liberal conspiracy to frame our hero, now Justice Thomas.


It was a hit piece, full of explicit (and, often, unsubstantiated) details of Hill’s personal life, innuendo, and pure hearsay—all capped with a flatly racist caricature of Hill on the cover. Smugly labeling her as “a bit nutty and a bit slutty,” I used every nugget I could dig up, every allegation I was passed by Republican operatives in the Bush administration and on Capitol Hill, and a healthy dose of imagination to smear Anita Hill.


The Spectator proudly published it as “investigative journalism.” I turned the piece into a lucrative best-selling book. Rush Limbaugh read from it on the air for three days straight. My career as a right-wing hitman was born.
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But even as I was making a name for myself on the right, the conservative movement found itself facing down a problem it couldn’t solve: a problem named Bill and Hillary Clinton.


As Governor Clinton campaigned for the presidency in 1992, it quickly became clear that we couldn’t compete with his message of hope and optimism, much less his ambitious, positive agenda for the country.


(Later, I would learn that right-wing animus toward the Clintons began even farther back in Arkansas, based in resentment among the rear guard of Southern racists over then governor Clinton’s early embrace of civil rights and stoked by the nerve of his wife to build a career and a public persona of her own.)


All we had were scandals, real and invented, that we hoped would stop the country from taking a chance on a young, dynamic, progressive Baby Boomer—and his ambitious, brilliant, accomplished wife.


It didn’t work. The American people sent the Clintons to Washington. In a democracy like ours, that should have been the end of it. He won, we lost; better luck next time. But now that we were out of power in addition to being out of ideas, conservatives worried that it would be the end of us.


The problem with the Clintons wasn’t so much who they were as what they represented. They were a threat to the established political and social order, serious agents of change who, if allowed to succeed, could make us look even more ideologically bankrupt, even more hopelessly irrelevant, than we already were.


So conservatives defied two hundred years of American history and set the stage for a coup. The Clintons barely had time to unpack in the White House before the threat of impeachment was being quietly bandied about in my circles. The right was determined to take down the Clintons. All they needed was an excuse. And I was sent to Arkansas to find one.


The Spectator’s publisher, billionaire Richard Mellon Scaife, believed Robert Penn Warren’s famous line, “Man is conceived in sin and born in corruption, and he passeth from the stink of the didie to the stench of the shroud. There is always something.” And he knew that if we were going to find that something, or, quite frankly, create that something, it was going to take a lot of money. So, long before the era of SuperPACs, this one lone billionaire was willing to shell out millions to propagandize the nation and wreck the Clintons.


His magazine—my employer—launched what became known as the Arkansas Project, a dirt-digging operation into the Clintons’ past that eventually encompassed a kitchen sink full of allegations ranging from financial fraud to drug running and even murder.


That was how, as a young muckraker on the make, I found myself in Little Rock, downing cocktails at the Capital Bar and swapping stories with a cast of eccentrics. On one trip, I was introduced by a Republican operative to a group of Arkansas state troopers who had served on then governor Clinton’s security staff and who wanted to go public with stories scandalizing Bill and Hillary Clinton.


They painted a picture of the president as nothing short of a compulsive womanizer: picking up women at hotels, ushering conquests into the governor’s residence for “personal tour[s] of the mansion,” and even receiving oral sex in the parking lot of his daughter’s elementary school.


As for Hillary, the troopers described her as cold, calculating, and cruel, a woman with a “garbage mouth” who “hated Arkansas” and “liked to intimidate men.” The Clintons’ marriage was, in the troopers’ eyes, one of political convenience: “If he was dead politically, I would expect a divorce in 30 days.”


If that strikes you as a little too perfect for the caricature of the Clintons the troopers were trying to draw, well, it struck me that way, too. As we talked, I became suspicious of the troopers’ motives. I knew they wanted to use my article to cash in and sell a tell-all book. And, of course, I couldn’t be sure if what they were saying was true.


But I had a job to do: Get dirt into print. So I did. I took the troopers at their word and published all of the above, plus plenty more, in the pages of the Spectator.


Nothing was too inflammatory to make it past the tissue-paper-thin fact-check at the magazine:




The troopers speculated that Hillary tolerated this behavior much as eighteenth-century aristocrats maintained marriages of convenience to suit the social and material needs of both parties. Hillary herself was intimately involved with the late Vincent Foster, a partner at the Rose Law Firm and later deputy White House counsel. Foster killed himself in July under circumstances that remain murky. “It was common knowledge around the mansion that Hillary and Vince were having an affair,” said Larry Patterson, though he conceded that the evidence for this is more circumstantial than his first-hand knowledge of Clinton’s behavior.





And nothing was too petty to be judged worthy of ink; even the Clintons’ cat didn’t escape unscathed (Socks, I revealed, “apparently retches with alarming frequency”).


My “reporting” became national news, and the mainstream media soon followed up. This was no accident; turning the more respectable outlets against the Clintons was part of the goal of the Arkansas Project, and it worked. Soon, the troopers’ allegations were printed in major newspapers and repeated on national television. The “scandal” even got a name: Troopergate. And the press now had license to chase all sorts of stories, even stories that were thinly veiled attempts to smear the Clintons for partisan purposes.


Troopergate, of course, was just such an attempt. On closer examination, it turned out that the lurid stories the troopers had told me belonged on the fiction shelf.


Other reporters, following up on the story for outlets that, unlike the Spectator, had fact-checking protocols in place, found gaping holes in the troopers’ accounts. The troopers claimed that security gate logs had been destroyed as part of a cover-up; it turned out those logs had never been kept in the first place. The troopers described watching via surveillance camera as Governor Clinton and a supposed paramour engaged in sexual activity in a truck; it turned out that this was physically impossible, as the camera was incapable of capturing a clear image from inside a vehicle. The troopers recalled that Vince Foster had fondled Hillary at an event; it turned out that the event had never taken place.


The poisonous fruit from the tree of lies that I had planted by identifying a “woman named Paula” in my Troopergate piece prompted Paula Jones to come forward, she said, to clear her name, subpoenaed as part of Jones’ sexual harassment lawsuit against President Clinton the troopers would reverse themselves, denying under oath much of what they had asserted to me in our interviews. Those depositions established that the troopers used their proximity to the governor to procure women for themselves.


It got worse: I later found out that an operative close to would-be House speaker Newt Gingrich had paid the troopers to talk.


This, then, wasn’t just a false story. It was a setup, a deliberate and organized fraud perpetrated on the American people by wealthy conservatives and the Republican political establishment. It was, as Hillary Clinton was widely mocked for suggesting, the beginnings of a “vast right-wing conspiracy.”


In the immediate aftermath of my Spectator piece, the mainstream media, suddenly transfixed by Arkansas, revived an old “scandal” from the 1992 Clinton campaign, one about quid pro quos and conflicts of interest involving a money-losing land deal called Whitewater that the Clintons had invested in. The feeding frenzy over Whitewater in Washington was such that President Clinton felt compelled to call for the appointment of a special prosecutor to investigate the matter. Eventually, a right-wing judge, Ken Starr, took over the inquiry and proceeded to go very far afield from his original mandate, probing the Paula Jones sexual harassment case, through which he found a former White House intern, Monica Lewinsky, with whom Clinton had had a consensual sexual dalliance.


After spending several years and $70 million investigating the Clintons, Starr turned up no wrongdoing. But the story of the president and the intern was enough for the GOP to open the impeachment proceedings in Newt Gingrich’s House of Representatives that the right had lusted for since the Clintons came to Washington.


It was, in short, everything I went to Arkansas to achieve.
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By then, six years into the Clinton presidency, I was disgusted with what I had wrought.


After the trooper story broke, a publisher commissioned me to write a book about Hillary Clinton, expecting a hit job that would be published on the eve of the 1996 elections. And why not? In addition to characterizing the president as a sex-crazed sociopath, conservatives thought they could gain political advantage by portraying his wife as a conniving, shrewish, unstable Lady Macbeth. And they were willing to pay me a million bucks to do it.


So I spent two years researching and writing, retracing every step of Hillary Clinton’s life, doing more than a hundred interviews, and going back twenty years collecting virtually every piece of paper that had her name on it.


Contrary to what my patrons expected, I found no silver bullet that would stop the Clintons. What I did find was a woman with a steadfast commitment to public service, a clear political vision, and a deep well of personal integrity. I couldn’t write the book conservatives wanted, not without betraying the facts as I saw them—and betraying myself in the process.


You see, in the aftermath of publishing my Anita Hill tract, while writing a review of Strange Justice, a competing book on the Senate hearings by Jill Abramson and Jane Mayer that provided fresh evidence for Hill’s charges, I learned from my own trusted sources, the people who knew Clarence Thomas best, that they never believed he was innocent, despite what they had led me to think when I was reporting my book. Now I was part of their club, and these seasoned Washington players could let me in on their secret: Defending Thomas was never about bringing the truth to light; it was all about partisan politics. Thomas, not Anita Hill, had lied, just as Strange Justice suggested—in fact, he had perjured himself to get on the court.


And, for my part, I had been sold a bill of goods, which made me complicit in the monumental lies of Thomas and his supporters, even though I wrote my book in good faith. I made a private vow that as I reported on Hillary, I would not be used by the right again.


So I resisted the conservative spin on Hillary, sticking to the facts and being as fair as I could to my subject. And in struggling to find Hillary’s humanity, I gradually found my own. I didn’t turn into a progressive or a Democrat overnight, but this period did mark the beginning of a political awakening that would play out in the years to come.


I ended up publishing a nuanced portrait of Hillary that exonerated her on the long list of charges that I concluded had been manufactured by her opponents: Whitewater, Travelgate, Filegate—there was nothing to any of it. And I also reached an affirmative judgment, based on my study of her prodigious talents, strong character, and bedrock American values: Hillary, I wrote, had the potential to be “an even more historically significant figure than her husband.”


Predictably, the right wasn’t interested. Their campaign of character assassination would continue without me. And by the time that campaign culminated in an unconstitutional power grab—the 1998 impeachment of President Clinton—I was ready to do everything in my power to help Clinton stay in office by blowing the whistle on the machinations of my ex-colleagues.


My divorce from the conservative movement came in a long piece I wrote for Esquire magazine, “Confessions of a Right-Wing Hit Man,” and, later, a book called Blinded by the Right, in which I exposed what I had been involved in—a wrongful scheme to thwart a twice-elected president by throwing sand in the gears of progressive governance.


I apologized for smearing people. I confessed my sins to the public. And, in the years that followed, I’d find a way to make a different kind of impact on our political discourse, one that promoted honest debate and served to ferret out the kind of lies I’d once peddled.


But it took fifteen years for me to come back to Arkansas.
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It was hard not to feel a bit like a rehabilitated convict returning to the scene of the crime.


I was nervous. And why not? The room felt more like a press conference than a college talk. Many of the reporters who had built careers at major national publications covering the “Clinton beat” flew down from New York and Washington, a mini-reunion of their own. Once again, my take on the Clintons would make headlines (including on the front page of the New York Times). And, of course, this being 2014, the press was also live-tweeting my remarks.


Also in the room were many of the Clinton associates I’d long done battle with, some of whom I’d even attacked personally. Up in the balcony, I could see Bruce Lindsey, a trusted counselor to the former president who had been on the front lines of the White House’s legal defense efforts against the parade of phony scandals and Republican witch hunts.


And out in the crowd were countless local Clinton supporters whose names I’d never heard but who had been loyal to the former president dating back to when he was a young governor. Later, many waited in line to tell me they came to see for themselves if I understood the hurt and damage I had caused them.


Kicking off the program was Skip Rutherford, the dean of the school and an old Clinton hand from way back when who had valiantly attempted to defend the president from my attacks.


“In the 1990s,” Skip told the room, “he certainly played a major role in this state, to the dismay of some.” Standing offstage, I heard several people laugh nervously at the understatement.


Although Skip and I had known each other’s names (and probably cursed them, too) for many years, we’d never met until the night before the speech, when we got together at the Capital Bar.


He was friendly and welcoming, but he made it clear to me how hard those days had been on Clinton supporters in Arkansas. Though the investigations my reporting had unleashed turned up nothing, they tormented innocent people, forcing them to ring up huge legal bills. It was important, he told me as we finished our drinks, not just for the sake of history, but for the future, that people hear my story.


And so, before a packed crowd—a mix of reporters, politicos, and young students looking to learn from my own strange journey in American politics and journalism—I told that story. I talked about the reclusive billionaire whose wealth funded a shadow campaign against the American president, about the right-wing publications that ignored any pretense of journalistic standards and chose instead to launder false accusations into print, about the way the mainstream media were unwitting accomplices to the crime of character assassination, and about the role I played in all of it.


It’s a story that, as yet, lacks an ending. I didn’t come back to Arkansas to settle some karmic debt, to find closure in a difficult, and at times ugly, chapter of my life, or to have one last Moscow Mule at the Capital Bar.


The real reason I came back—and the reason I wrote this book—is that the Clinton wars still aren’t over.


Bill and Hillary Clinton remain the most important, perhaps the defining political figures of this generation. Hillary is the most likely candidate—and, in my opinion, the right candidate—to win the Democratic nomination for president in 2016. And the same reactionary forces that tried to drag them down in the 1990s are still at work today.


The Arkansas Project wasn’t a relic. It was a rough draft. There remains what Hillary, back in 1998, called a “vast right-wing conspiracy” in this country. It even features many of the same participants. But it’s become bigger, more focused, and better-funded than ever before. It’s more like a “vast right-wing conglomerate,” as the Atlantic magazine observed. And it’s about to bring its considerable power to bear against Hillary Clinton.


Today, even more obviously than when I was involved, the conservative movement cannot compete in the marketplace of ideas. And when it comes to the 2016 election, the fact is that no Republican politician enjoys the widespread appeal, deep devotion, or impressive record of public service that Hillary does. The only way they can win is by using fear and sensationalism to undermine honest debate—and that’s exactly what they’ll do if we let them.
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When I finished my speech at the Clinton School, I was relieved by the warm round of applause. And I wasn’t surprised that, despite the radical personal transformation I’d detailed, a majority of the questions I got weren’t about my story at all.


My questioners were concerned less with what I’d participated in back in the 1990s, and more about the ongoing right-wing campaign to distort the facts and destroy their opponents by any means necessary.


Today, conservative mouthpieces like Rush Limbaugh and his imitators are continuing to spread lies and spew angry rhetoric that deserve no place in our public discourse. One right-wing shock jock has expressed his wish to see Hillary “shot in the vagina.”


Today, Fox News reliably recycles these lies onto cable news, creating an alternate universe in which facts are turned upside down and invective stands in for argument. Fox has accused Hillary of murder, compared her to a murderer, and suggested she commit suicide.


Today, Richard Mellon Scaife may be dead and gone, but he’s been replaced by a pair of billionaire brothers, Charles and David Koch, whose motives are no purer but whose treasure chest of funding for right-wing causes is far deeper than Scaife’s. They’ve pledged to spend close to a billion dollars to defeat Hillary.


Today, the American Spectator may no longer be the journal of record for the conservative movement, giving its most extreme elements a platform, but that’s only because those extremists now have platforms of their own: a slew of new digital media properties from which conservatives slander their political opponents. They have Hillary squarely in their sights.


Today, the conservative movement has been co-opted by its right-most fringe, blocking progress or even real debate on the issues that affect our country. The United States Senate is bullied and bossed by Tea Party types like Ted Cruz, who led a pointless government shutdown, and Rand Paul, a desperate presidential candidate who, as I pointed out in Little Rock, has already started recycling the same stale attack lines on the Clintons.


And, of course, today, it is still a Clinton who stands in the way of these forces. Well before Hillary declared herself to be a candidate for president, no fewer than eight conservative PACs had set up shop to try to tarnish her record and reputation before she had a chance to make her own case.


The market for such sludge is huge. Unprecedentedly, every major news outlet assigned a reporter to the Hillary beat three years before Election Day, while she was still a private citizen and unsure she’d even make the run.


This, then, is the dynamic in which events are unfolding, a dynamic I warned of in my speech: On the one hand, a voracious news media hungry for any Clinton crumb; and on the other, well-funded anti-Clinton mudslinging operations that feed the beast. This is the new reality of American media and politics, a sick and scary evolution from the world within which I operated back in the 1990s.


Fortunately, things have changed on the other side, as well.


Today, a network of progressive organizations exists to confront the right on the battlefield of public discourse, countering their lies and holding accountable those who spread them.


Today, Democratic politicians and their supporters embrace the idea that these smears cannot be ignored—they must be refuted and their sources exposed.


Today, Hillary knows that dedicated watchdogs have her back in the fight against conservative propaganda.


And, today, I’m one of them.


This book is, in part, the story of how Bill and Hillary Clinton, their enemies, and I have all evolved since the battles of the 1990s—how the Clinton Wars have become ingrained in the fabric of our politics, how the vast right-wing conspiracy has grown and changed, and how I came to take a leadership role in combating it.


Counterarguments and spin have long been a part of the normal give-and-take of politics in our democracy. But concurrent with the rise of the Clintons—and with the trajectory of my own time in politics—there arose a professional political class on the right, bankrupt of ideas and issues, whose sole and relentless preoccupation is slinging mud at the liberal alternative.


In my lifetime, the conservative message machine I was once an integral part of has grown into a formidable and treacherous leviathan. And my career has become a ceaseless (some might say Sisyphean) effort to counter the power of the organized right and restore some sense of truth and balance to the political arena.


That’s what this book is all about. I wrote it not just to tell stories about the recent political past. I wrote this book to help shape the future.


I make no secret of the fact that I hope for the sake of the country Hillary Clinton is the Democratic nominee for president in 2016—and wins the presidency. And I know from my long experience on both sides of the Clinton Wars what it will take for that to happen—and what her opponents will do to try to stop her.


This, then, is more than a history of the new, vast right-wing conglomerate and the progressive infrastructure that has grown up to counter its influence. It’s a handbook—a practical guide for Hillary supporters who want to help protect her from the dishonest conservative campaign already underway, for Democrats who are sick and tired of being bullied by the radical right and lied to by the press, and for plain old everyday Americans who want to see a real debate about their futures rather than a rerun of the stale scandal politics of the 1990s.


Hillary’s candidacy means that 2016 will be the climax of a long struggle to determine America’s purpose in the twenty-first century. The right will come at her with everything it has.


The good news is, I have their playbook. And I’m revealing it to you so that, together, we can be ready for what the right has coming and ensure our fellow Americans don’t get tricked by it.















Chapter One



Building the Machine


My phone was ringing.


It was a blustery Saturday afternoon in January 2003, and I was walking through the front door of my townhouse on N Street in the Georgetown section of Washington, arms laden with groceries from the nearby Safeway.


Once upon a time, this townhouse—sometimes referred to as “the house Anita Hill built,” since I had purchased it with the proceeds from my best seller, The Real Anita Hill—had been a social hub for conservative movement activists determined to destroy the Clinton presidency and have a rollicking good time doing it.


A typical cocktail party at my townhouse might feature appearances from bold-faced names like Grover Norquist, Ann Coulter, Laura Ingraham, Matt Drudge, and Tucker Carlson. You might bump into the conservative lawyers who represented Clinton accuser Paula Jones. You might run across the Republican Capitol Hill operatives investigating Whitewater. And no matter who was in attendance, you’d find plenty of booze, plenty of cigars, and plenty of braggadocio, as the leading lights of our movement celebrated and plotted.


On the night in 1994 when Republicans swept the midterm elections and Newt Gingrich rose to power, I’d hosted perhaps our most memorably raucous celebration, where we toasted again and again to the apparent demise of our enemies.


But it had been years since the house Anita Hill built hosted any right-wing bacchanalia. In fact, it had been a while since I’d had much company at all.


When I broke with the conservative movement in 1997, declaring in an Esquire article that “David Brock, the road warrior of the right, is dead,” I wasn’t just abandoning my professional network. I was turning my back on the only friends I had (or, at least, people who I thought were friends). In Washington, the personal and the political had always been intertwined, unusually so in my case. And in both respects, I was now adrift and alone.


That’s how I spent much of the next four years—alone, in that townhouse, struggling to understand the journey I’d been on, let alone figure out a way to explain it.


The resulting book, Blinded by the Right, was an anguished endeavor. It also ended up becoming a critical and commercial success. The first review, a long piece in the New Yorker by Hendrik Hertzberg, signaled the consensus line on the book in media circles—it was an incisive exposé on the inner workings of the conservative movement. Moreover, Hertzberg and other reviewers found the confessional aspects of my story authentic and sincere.


As for my former friends on the right, they never laid a glove on what I wrote, factually or otherwise. Instead, they endeavored to smear me personally, which shouldn’t have surprised me; they were using the same playbook that had made my own career.


I was gratified by the positive reception to Blinded by the Right, but I was no less alone. While I had declared myself a refugee from a movement with which I no longer identified, I was still a man without a country. And, really, without a plan.


After Blinded, I began work on another book, one that would open a wider lens on conservative organizing in both politics and media since the late 1960s, tracing the architecture of the modern conservative movement as it had developed over more than thirty years. I wanted to explain how, through their dedicated efforts, conservative Republicans had moved the country’s political discourse so far to the right that they had become a dominant force in American politics as a whole.


The Republican Noise Machine, I called it. I knew from the inside how conservatives had built that machine, enabling them to shape public opinion and thus shift the political landscape. But as I began to research and write the book, I began to see, as well, how someone could build a machine to counter that influence, and even reverse it.


To be clear, I didn’t yet see myself as that someone, though as part of the conservative movement, I was never purely an observer—my writing was a form of activism, and I still felt the pull to make a political difference with my work. But becoming an activist on the other side, a serious partisan working in liberal Democratic circles, I couldn’t yet fathom.


And it might never have happened had I not walked in the door that cold January day, set my groceries down on the kitchen table, picked up the phone that was ringing on the wall, and—for the first time in my life—spoken with President Bill Clinton.
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I’d be lying if I said I remembered every word of the conversation. It was unexpected, almost unbelievable.


I do remember him thanking me for writing Blinded. And he clearly wasn’t doing so to be polite. He was well versed in its contents, generous in his praise, and intrigued by the details I’d laid out about how the campaign against him had worked, who had been involved, and why I thought they’d done it.


(Later, I discovered that he had purchased dozens of copies of the book, sending them across the country and urging friends to read it. I once visited his Harlem office, where an aide opened a big cabinet to reveal that it was filled with copies. I probably owe him some royalties.)


At times, the former president seemed almost bemused by the antics of his detractors, especially some of the more colorful nemeses from back in his Arkansas days. At times, he was intensely curious—the reclusive and powerful Richard Mellon Scaife, in particular, was an object of fascination.


And when we talked about the sections of the book where I had laid out the way the right-wing media had manipulated more mainstream outlets, using them to spread its anti-Clinton propaganda, the former president became especially animated.


Then he asked me what I was currently doing—and what I planned to do in the future. We talked a bit about the paperback edition of Blinded I was tinkering with in between work on my new book, and he suggested that I consider going out and speaking, particularly on college campuses, as a way of spreading the message.


Actually, suggested isn’t the right word. President Clinton insisted that I go see his speaker’s agent as soon as possible.


Eventually, I found myself describing my new book project in some detail. And then I mentioned my nascent idea of an organization that could counter the “Republican Noise Machine.”


Here, the conversation shifted. The former president had been doing most of the talking, but as I described this idea (more or less making it up as I went along), he got quiet, listening as I riffed. If a group like that had existed when his presidency was under siege, he finally said, things might have played out a lot differently.


At the end of the call, he told me to write a business plan for an organization along the lines of what I was talking about, and send it to him.


That’s how the story of Media Matters for America, and everything that came after, began: The right guy called at the right time.


Had my phone not rung that day, and had President Clinton not responded so enthusiastically to the bits and pieces of an idea that were then floating around in my head, the organization almost certainly wouldn’t exist today. And I really don’t know where I would have ended up in life.


But by the time I hung up the phone, I could see a path, a way to take my singular perspective, apply the skills that had built my previous career, and reengage in the political process—only this time, instead of fighting for the far right, I’d be fighting on the side of what is right.


It was an unanticipated turn in my life. But in retrospect, it seems like fate.
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It was easy to make the argument for why Media Matters needed to exist (and hard to understand why Democrats hadn’t already created it).


For decades, conservatives had complained about liberal bias in the mainstream media. And to help them complain effectively, they set up watchdog groups like Accuracy in Media (launched to protect the Nixon administration from being criticized on Vietnam and Watergate) and the Media Research Center (founded in 1987 by Brent Bozell, the nephew of conservative paterfamilias William F. Buckley).


By the time I found myself drafting the original Media Matters prospectus, these groups had become enormously powerful, thanks to generous funding from right-wing activists like my old benefactor, Richard Mellon Scaife. The Media Research Center alone had a $6 million budget and dozens of employees. By comparison, the only media advocacy organization on the left, Fairness and Accuracy in Reporting (FAIR) had a cash reserve of less than $25,000.


Moreover, the right-wing watchdogs had been enormously successful in cowing traditional outlets into catering to right-wing spin and promoting right-wing commentary. Nine of the top fourteen newspaper columnists were now conservatives, reaching more than two thousand newspapers. At a July 2004 symposium at Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government, network anchors agreed that the right was in their ear. “There is a guy by the name of Brent Bozell,” NBC’s Tom Brokaw told the crowd, “who makes a living at taking us on every night. He’s well organized, he’s got a constituency, he’s got a newsletter, he can hit a button and we’ll hear from him.”


And in addition to pushing traditional outlets to skew to the right, conservative watchdogs were creating a rationale, a justification, and a market for explicitly right-wing media that played to its audience’s sense of grievance with the “liberal” press: Rush Limbaugh, his imitators on talk radio, and, eventually, the Fox News Channel.


In October 2003, Bill O’Reilly could write: “For decades, [liberals] controlled the agenda on TV news. Now that’s over.” My old buddy Matt Drudge hailed “the beginning of a second media century.” And Weekly Standard columnist David Brooks described the conservative media as “a dazzlingly efficient ideology delivery system that swamps liberal efforts to get their ideas out.”


Liberals who watched Fox News recoiled at the constant stream of conservative misinformation being served up around the clock. But Fox didn’t care—because liberals weren’t the target audience. A 2004 Media Vote poll found that 88 percent of daily Fox viewers strongly supported President George W. Bush.


Instead, the idea was to reinforce right-wing messaging for the conservative base and bully mainstream media into swallowing it whole. The hugely powerful right-wing media, unmatched by anything on the left, could say whatever it wanted to its growing audience—at the time, 22 percent of Americans got their news from conservative talk radio, according to Gallup—and putatively “neutral” mainstream outlets were afraid not to give credence to its claims.


Few progressives failed to notice that the media climate had turned hostile. And many wrote books thoroughly debunking Rush Limbaugh’s claim to be a “truth teller,” Sean Hannity’s claim to be a “responsible journalist,” Bill O’Reilly’s claim to run a “No Spin Zone,” and, of course, Fox News’s insistence that it was “fair and balanced.”


But as I surveyed the political landscape in 2003, I didn’t see anyone doing what I thought was necessary to solve the problem, as opposed to simply describing and decrying it.


What we needed was a system by which right-wing media no longer operated with impunity and its false charges could be answered in real time. What we needed was a way for liberals to register their concerns in newsrooms to discourage them from recycling right-wing misinformation—not with lengthy critiques of conservative influence in the New York Review of Books, but by fighting it out in news cycle after news cycle.


What we needed was a watchdog group of our own—one that, in the words of my draft prospectus for Media Matters, would be “nimble, quick, sharp, and focused.”


At the time, nobody was even systematically recording talk radio, let alone transcribing and archiving it, making it impossible to hold the hosts accountable. As far back as 1994, Democrats were saying publicly that they needed to monitor Rush Limbaugh in real time—but no one ever did it.


But I wanted to do more than just subject some poor intern to listening to Rush. I wanted to take on right-wing print outlets like the Washington Times and the Wall Street Journal editorial page, conservative magazines, books, columnists, and websites the same way: tracking everything these guys said, calling them out in real time when what they said wasn’t true, and making sure the mainstream media didn’t repeat their lies without hearing from us.


I wrote a plan to fund a team of five researchers—one for each area of focus: Radio, TV, Print, Internet/Books, and Pundit Profiles. We’d build a website to catalog our findings, designed to reach the media itself, progressive activists, top bloggers, and everyday news consumers who might write a letter to the editor or call their local TV outlet when they saw or heard something wrong. And we’d produce daily Web content so that we could help shape each news cycle.


I hoped to launch in the spring of 2004, as the presidential election heated up, create some early momentum with a small group, track our progress, and then grow to scale. And I needed to find some funding—$1.8 million, specifically—to make it happen.
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As it happened, purely by chance, a personal friend knew a Democratic strategist named Rob Stein. He was quietly working to build the network of progressive megadonors that would become known as the Democracy Alliance. Rob seemed like a good place to start pitching, but he was skeptical. Progressives, he explained, don’t like to fund permanent institutions the way my old friends on the right did. Instead, they funded from election to election, flitting from project to project based on whatever they thought the next important fight was. He thought I’d find the whole experience of trying to build a piece of progressive infrastructure frustrating—but I was thankful when he agreed to help me anyway.


At that time, Rob was thinking along some of the same lines. His pitch for the Democracy Alliance urged wealthy progressives to fund broad-based (rather than single-issue) progressive institutions on a sustained basis by illustrating how the right’s willingness to do the same—building an architecture of money, message, and media—had been so effective politically. I was happy to help Rob fill in some of the backstory on the conservative machine, he advised me on my business plan, and I later joined his road show as he enlisted wealthy progressives to sign up for the alliance. I was a firsthand witness to how the right had built up its network, including the ones who used to sign my paychecks.


Meanwhile, as requested, I sent President Clinton my prospectus, which laid out an ambitious plan to create “the leading media watchdog group for progressives in the United States,” one that would “identify, expose, and correct media malpractice—wherever it’s found, in every news cycle.”


I also sent it to Senator Tom Daschle, the Democratic Senate leader, whom I’d met the year before, when he invited me to discuss Blinded at the Senate Democratic Caucus weekly lunch. He was one of many people who had received a copy of the book from President Clinton, in Daschle’s case, complete with Clinton’s own margin notes.


That lunch had been my first real journey into the heart of the Democratic establishment I’d spent so many years harassing. It was held in the Capitol’s ornate LBJ Room, where Majority Leader Lyndon Baines Johnson had held court. Dozens of powerful Democratic senators were in attendance. Still, I was less nervous than you might think. I relished the opportunity to tell my story. And I was ready to answer every question the senators might throw my way.


Being invited to this lunch was an early sign that there was an influential audience for my message. And I learned from the senators’ questions that they were truly interested in knowing how the other side had accomplished all it had. Frankly, they didn’t seem nearly as interested in my personal odyssey, or the shenanigans I’d helped to pull, as they were in understanding the right’s decades-long institution-building effort.


I’m sure there was skepticism about me in the room, but it never made itself apparent. Instead, I fielded questions from Senator Joe Biden about a right-wing leadership institute that had a large campus in his home state of Delaware. Senator Dianne Feinstein of California asked about specific institutions like the Heritage Foundation, where I had worked. There were a lot of questions about the Federalist Society and its role in grooming the right-wing judiciary. I was beginning to feel less like a snitch and more like an expert witness.


But there was one juror who waited until the very end of the lunch to speak: the junior senator from New York, Hillary Rodham Clinton, whom I had never met except once back in 1995 at a book signing for It Takes a Village, where I had approached her for an interview for the book I was writing about her. (Understandably, she politely declined.) I imagine I wasn’t the only person waiting for her take on my presentation. Speaking last, she reinforced what I’d said about the power of the right-wing media machine and urged her fellow senators to take seriously what I was saying. “Here are the three points David just made that you guys need to remember,” she began, summarizing my case more clearly than I had.


That event meant a lot. That morning, Matt Drudge had published on his website the (false) claim that I had worked on Blinded from a mental ward. And to be well received by this room full of accomplished Democrats—including Hillary herself—made me feel a little less vulnerable.


I didn’t yet know, of course, that this conversation would be a prelude to my future. I never expected to end up helping Democrats compete in the political media wars. I wasn’t sure they even wanted to compete in those wars at all.


But after I sent my business plan for Media Matters to Senator Daschle, I was invited to a meeting in his office with Senator Harry Reid and a handful of aides and Democratic operatives. Democrats had just lost control of the Senate. There was widespread sentiment that the party had to start doing things differently, particularly in the area of media and communications.


Everyone at the meeting agreed that an organization like Media Matters should be formed. I explained that Media Matters would be a nonpartisan group engaged in media criticism, a form of public education, and therefore should be incorporated as a tax-exempt charity. So unfamiliar was the group with ideological infrastructure like the Heritage Foundation and the Media Research Center on the right, both 501(c)(3) charitable endeavors, that several aides expressed astonishment with my plan.


Finally Senator Reid, seated at the end of a long wooden conference table, spoke up. “Well, if theirs is c3, then ours is going to be c3,” he declared, pounding the table with his fist.


The real question in the room was whether I was the right person to form the group, and I wasn’t totally sure myself. Some raised the valid point that I might be viewed skeptically as a truth-squad leader given my checkered journalistic history—and the credibility of Media Matters would be of paramount importance. Meanwhile, there was the issue of liberal skepticism—could someone with my baggage really go out there and raise money from wealthy progressives?


At that point, I turned to Senator Daschle and offered to give the idea away.


But someone intervened. It was John Podesta—the former chief of staff for President Clinton who had recently formed the Center for American Progress, which would go on to become a powerhouse progressive think tank in Washington. John argued that it was precisely because I had spent so long inside right-wing media that I was just the person to fight it.


The senator said he thought John was right, and the matter was settled. John soon gave me office space at CAP while I worked to launch Media Matters.


Meanwhile, President Clinton had given a copy of my plan to Hillary, who immediately sprang into action, inviting me to pitch it to meetings of her national Senate fund-raising council at the Clinton homes in Washington and Chappaqua. I would now see that the Clintons were as committed to forcefully confronting the organized right as I was, and to building and funding the permanent ideological machinery that success would require. It was on the basis of this mutual understanding that an early bond was formed.
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Going to dinner at Bill and Hillary Clinton’s house felt like an out-of-body experience. These were, after all, people I’d worked hard to destroy.


But at dinner, the Clintons were warm, welcoming, and gracious. When the food had been served, I stood up and made my pitch to a hundred or so people sitting under a white tent on the back lawn of the Clintons’ Chappaqua home. Throughout, Hillary sat at a head table directly in front of me, nodding affirmatively. President Clinton was doing the same at a table nearby.


When I finished, they both spoke in support of me and my project—Hillary joking that they were inviting the fox into the henhouse, and Bill speaking about the importance of forgiveness in life while assuring their friends that every word I had spoken was true.


Forgiveness. That was the gift the Clintons gave me.


The former president gave me a tour of the house before I left, showing off the memorabilia he’d accumulated in office. And as I was leaving, still a bit dazed, Hillary followed me down the driveway, listing the dinner guests who she said would be interested in financially supporting the new venture. She asked if I knew what my next move would be. I said I had no idea. She told me to be in touch with her staff for help. And she went to work, as well.


A few days after the Chappaqua dinner, I addressed a group of Hillary’s supporters in Washington, including Susie Tompkins Buell, the founder of Esprit and a close friend of Hillary’s, who quickly spoke up and said she wanted to host a fund-raiser for Media Matters in San Francisco. I didn’t know who Susie was, but I was happy to have the help, even more so when I found out she was one of the most important progressive donors on the West Coast, and downright stunned when, led by major donors Steve Silberstein and Louise Gund, I raised $800,000 in seed money at one dinner party, nearly half what I thought I needed to get started.


A few days after I met Susie, Kelly Craighead, who had been one of Hillary’s closest aides in the White House and had just left Hillary’s political action committee, called and offered to work with me to launch the organization. With Kelly came a valuable Rolodex. Yet her first call, to long-time Democratic donor B. Rappaport in Texas, didn’t bode well. Rappaport flat-out told Kelly she was crazy to be working with me and hung up the phone. Luckily, his response wasn’t at all typical, and in time he became an enthusiastic financial supporter.


Our first task: Find that other million dollars. Rob Stein had cautioned me that he’d seen many promising initiatives on the left begin to operate with too little seed cash, living hand-to-mouth and invariably going under—he warned that we should avoid starting operations until we had fully funded the plan.


Kelly set up a meeting in New York with Peter Lewis, the Progressive Insurance mogul, and his son Jonathan. At the time, Peter was coinvesting with George Soros in a number of political committees they hoped would defeat President George W. Bush in the 2004 election. The two put more than $60 million into Americans Coming Together, an independent media advertising and field organizing operation.


Peter and Jonathan had both read Blinded (by now, I was coming to understand that the book was a pretty effective calling card). Peter thought that perhaps he and Soros would split the million dollars, giving me the chance to launch in time to have an impact on the 2004 election. But Soros passed, saying he’d already funded a project at the Columbia Journalism School to fact-check the media, so Peter stepped up all by himself. (Soros later became a donor, as well.)


All of a sudden, we were a real organization—and one operating on Peter’s sped-up election-year timetable. Kelly took the helm as chief of staff and lead fund-raiser. And we were off to the races: On May 3, 2004, Media Matters for America opened its doors.


Within days, we were monitoring Rush Limbaugh, and, sure enough, he didn’t disappoint. Less than a week after our launch, Rush compared the horrific abuse at the Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq to a college fraternity prank. It was exactly the sort of thing he’d been saying for years—but now, there was a system in place to make sure that the world found out about it, and that he faced consequences for saying it.


We acted fast, posting the transcript on our website so he couldn’t wriggle off the hook. And to show we were serious about getting his comments noticed, we ran a cable TV ad featuring them. Once upon a time, Rush’s most inflammatory remarks provoked nothing but guffaws from his “dittohead” audience. This isn’t my insult, by the way—Rush’s listeners were famously so devoted in their allegiance to everything their hero said that they referred to themselves as “dittoheads,” and callers often greeted him with a hearty “Megadittoes!” But now, for the first time, Rush’s words were coming back to haunt him. The story made international headlines, with Limbaugh coming in for a wide round of condemnation.


With this early victory, we had proof of concept—clear and convincing evidence that a professional watchdog operation that always got its facts right could make lying a liability for the right if we could catch them in the act.
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That operation was housed in a rented space in downtown Washington that looked every bit like the start-up it was. Researchers sat at rows of desks tucked along a narrow corridor, recording and watching cable news or plugging in headphones to monitor right-wing radio. Two of them were devoted to nothing but Rush. Other staffers toiled away updating the website. Our press team stayed on top of mainstream outlets, prodding them to acknowledge the right-wing misinformation we were finding.


The days began at 5 a.m., and they were powered by caffeine, youthful energy, and the victories we quickly began to rack up. In the same month we brought Rush’s Abu Ghraib comment to light—our first month in existence—we highlighted the fallacy of Bill O’Reilly’s talking points on income redistribution; exposed Matt Drudge for peddling talking points word for word from the Republican National Committee; and called out Fox News contributor Linda Chavez for labeling John Kerry a “communist apologist” and then, in what would emerge as a pattern, lying about having done so.


We felt good about our launch. Progressives were excited to see someone taking it to the right-wing bullies who haunted the airwaves. Some of the more fair-minded conservatives shrugged, acknowledging that it couldn’t hurt to have another fact-checker in the game. And, of course, many of the leading lights of the far right went entertainingly berserk at finding themselves called out for what they were saying on the air, inevitably punching down at our upstart organization and helping us attract more influence (and more funding).


Media Matters quickly became a force to be reckoned with. In April 2007, Don Imus, the shock jock whose popular show was broadcast nationwide on MSNBC, made a racially loaded remark about the Rutgers University women’s basketball team, calling the players “nappy-headed hos.” Before Media Matters, the remark might have gone unnoticed, coming as it did at 6:14 in the morning. But a Media Matters researcher caught it, and we quickly posted the video and transcript to our website.


By the next day, MSNBC had come out against the remark, condemning its own host’s “offensive comments.” Imus himself grudgingly apologized, as well. And in a previous era, that might have been the end of it.


But as the Washington Post reported, we were able to show that “the comments [were] ‘just the latest in a long history of racial slurs made on the show by Imus, his guests, and regular contributors.’” This was someone whose executive producer once said, on the air, that Hillary Clinton was “trying to sound black in front of a black audience” when speaking at a civil rights event in Selma, Alabama. “Bitch is gonna be wearing cornrows,” he mused, adding that Hillary would be “giving Crips signs during speeches.” The shocking development wasn’t that Imus had said something so offensive, it was that he had been given airtime on a national cable news network for so long.


After several days of public outcry, MSNBC and CBS Radio said they would suspend Imus for two weeks—a second attempt to distance themselves from their host without having to fire the man who brought in millions of dollars in ad revenue and who was the toast of much of the Washington media establishment he featured on his show. But the public pressure kept up, and advertisers kept fleeing. Finally, just a week after Imus insulted the Rutgers players, MSNBC announced that it would no longer broadcast Imus’s show. A day later, CBS Radio canceled it. Imus was finished—and national media credited Media Matters with taking his scalp.


The same thing happened when we outed Lou Dobbs, a CNN regular since the network’s launch in 1980, as a “birther” who doubted President Obama’s eligibility to hold office. Far from the “Mr. Independent” image he worked hard to propagate, Dobbs routinely used his show to broadcast particularly skewed conservative political opinions—and when he talked about immigrants, which was often, he frequently crossed the line.


We had been cataloguing and debunking Dobbs’s comments for years—such as his 2005 claim that “the invasion of illegal aliens” had caused an increase in leprosy—and when he plunged headfirst into the right-wing fever swamps, suggesting on his radio show there were unanswered questions about the circumstances of Obama’s birth, we were ready. We bought airtime to highlight “CNN’s Lou Dobbs Problem,” and worked with a coalition of Latino and progressive groups to press Dobbs’s advertisers to boycott the show. After weeks of pressure led by the National Council of La Raza, Dobbs abruptly resigned from the network that had been his home for nearly three decades. Like Imus, he ended up on the Fox Business Network—a refuge of the discredited, where both belonged.


Of course, while we continued to accumulate more and more of these victories, we weren’t in it just to play “gotcha.” Cable news was a better place without the likes of Imus and Dobbs, but Media Matters had never been only about discrediting individual miscreants. It was about fundamentally changing the media landscape so that trafficking in right-wing misinformation was no longer a good business model. It was about bringing accountability to the airwaves—not just accountability for the mouthpieces who spewed lies, but for the outlets that offered those mouthpieces microphones, for the advertisers who paid for them, and for the mainstream media that still uncritically passed their nonsense along.


[image: image]


Media Matters had grown enormously in its first five years. No longer anything resembling a start-up, by 2009, we were well established, well funded (with an annual budget above $10 million), and increasingly looked to as a top media watchdog.


But the stakes had grown, too. With President Obama’s election, it was clear that progressives would now have a chance to lead—and that, committed as ever to doing the conservative movement’s bidding, the right-wing media would represent a serious threat to the new president’s agenda.


During the campaign, Americans were treated to a constant stream of false accusations about then Senator Obama’s alleged connections to radical black activists and even domestic terrorists, not to mention the assertion that he had been born in Kenya and was ineligible to serve. And as he took office, the right’s rhetoric reached a boiling point, as hosts warned of the demise of American democracy and even urged their audiences to hoard guns and food in preparation for some kind of Obamapocalypse.


Some of the attacks were silly, the kind of thing you’d get in an e-mail forwarded from your crazy uncle. More than a few were downright racist. But all of them, taken together, represented a serious threat to Obama’s ability to govern. We couldn’t afford to sit back and let the far right try to take down another Democratic president with a campaign of lies and distortions. It was time for us to go on offense. And we decided to start by attacking the heart of the beast.


So we declared war on the Fox News Channel.


For years, we had tried to contain Fox’s influence. We knew that its hosts were strictly in the business of spreading right-wing misinformation, and we saw our job as quickly calling it out so as to discourage more credible outlets from repeating it—the same strategy we used with any right-wing media mouthpiece.


But now, in a campaign spearheaded by Media Matters President Eric Burns, we would attempt to go from ring-fencing Fox to actually assaulting it directly, going after what was said on its airwaves but also hitting the network where it really hurt: in the wallet. We wrote an eighty-five-page plan to focus our organization’s efforts against Fox—and geared up to put it in place.


We hired researchers and reporters to help put together an investigative report on Fox’s operations, which we published in 2012. We dug into the sketchy professional backgrounds of Fox executives. We set up legal support to help people file suit against Fox when their privacy had been invaded or their reputations harmed. We increased our pressure campaigns against Fox advertisers.


We published internal e-mails, like the one in which Bill Sammon, the managing editor of Fox’s Washington bureau, told reporters when covering health care reform not to use the phrase “public option” when they could use the more loaded term “government-run health insurance.” We aired secret recordings, like the one of Sammon on a conservative cruise revealing that he intentionally ran “what I guess was some rather mischievous speculation about whether Barack Obama really advocated socialism, a premise that privately I found rather far-fetched.”


We even looked up the corporate ladder to take on Fox’s parent company, News Corporation, and its CEO, Rupert Murdoch. At the time, Murdoch was moving to take over a British broadcaster—so we established a presence in London to bird-dog him every step of the way. We hired Ilyse Hogue, an executive from MoveOn.org to organize among News Corporation shareholders. We worked to pressure regulators to hold the company’s feet to the fire. As a publicity stunt, I even bid in, and won, a charity auction for a chance to have lunch with Rupert Murdoch. (Murdoch refused and returned my money rather than sit down face-to-face.)


“Fox News,” as we wrote in our battle plan, “is not a news organization. It is the de facto leader of the GOP, and it is long past time that it is treated as such by the media, elected officials, and the public.”


Our first major success was our offensive against Fox News star Glenn Beck, the ringleader of Fox’s effort to discredit the new president and sow fear, even paranoia, among conservatives about Obama.


Beck had been hired for this task by Roger Ailes—the Republican political consultant and former Limbaugh producer who ran the Fox “news” operation and whose own history was a rich tapestry of race-baiting. One of the architects of the Willie Horton attack that invoked the specter of a furloughed African-American convict to portray Michael Dukakis as soft on crime, Ailes reportedly said, “The only question is whether we depict Willie Horton with a knife in his hand or without it.”


It came as no surprise, then, that the network’s attacks on Obama had a decidedly racial tinge, with Fox hosts using Obama’s former pastor, Reverend Jeremiah Wright, and outright inventing links between Obama and radicals like Louis Farrakhan in order to depict Obama as some kind of modern-day Black Panther.


Beck was the star of the show. And, frankly, he was good at what he was hired to do: playing to conservative fears. If, today, he’s mostly remembered as a clown, tearfully ranting in front of inscrutable chalkboard diagrams, it’s also worth recalling that, for a time, he was a clown who got results. It’s largely because of Beck’s exertions that Van Jones, a progressive African-American activist who had been tapped as a White House environmental advisor, was transformed in the eyes of the right into, in Beck’s words, an “unrepentant Communist revolutionary” and, after a massive pressure campaign, forced to resign.


With Jones’s media lynching, Beck turned his sights to an official at the Department of Education named Kevin Jennings. A former high school history teacher who had started the country’s first Gay-Straight Alliance student club, Jennings had later gone on to found the Gay & Lesbian Straight Education Network (GLSEN), an organization that fought against bullying in schools, before being named to the Obama administration to coordinate antibullying efforts.


Between the right’s general paranoia over the administration’s “czars,” Jennings’s career exposing the harsh realities of discrimination against gay and lesbian students, and his status as an openly gay man, he was a natural target for Fox and its allies on the right. Jennings was falsely accused of “encouraging” and “covering up” statutory rape, of being a “pedophile,” of having “personally pushed books that encouraged children to meet adults at gay bars for sex.” Karl Rove even uttered the particularly vile lie that Jennings had engaged in “high-profile, in-your-face advocacy of things like NAMBLA”—the infamous pedophilia apologist organization.


Not knowing the facts, the White House was slow to defend Jennings. That was why a group like Media Matters was so essential. We closely examined the allegations and soon found the evidence to disprove them; for example, in one case, where the right was claiming that Jennings had covered up the sexual abuse of one of his students, we found the alleged victim, who told us that nothing of the sort had taken place.


In the end, CNN aired a report laying out the true facts of the Jennings case. Fox acknowledged its false reports. And Jennings himself would go on to keep his job and have an enormously successful tenure, including putting together a historic antibullying summit in the East Room of the White House.


Defeating the attacks on Kevin Jennings did stop the political targeting of Obama officials by Fox, but Beck nonetheless continued to conjure up a sinister conspiracy afoot in the White House. Nothing was too inflammatory: Beck routinely used violent rhetoric and even invoked the specter of the Holocaust and slavery to illustrate the alleged dangers of President Obama, whom he called “a racist” with “a deep-seated hatred for white people.”


Beck’s last rant was the spark behind an advertiser boycott that led to more than twenty companies pulling their spots from his program in the summer of 2009. Over the next year, working with allied progressive groups like ColorofChange.org, we helped sustain the drumbeat of criticism. We hired the organizer who had been leading the ad boycott effort, and that number of lost advertisers would grow to nearly three hundred.


In August 2010, Washington Post columnist Dana Milbank called attention to Beck’s extremism. “Most every broadcast has some violent imagery,” Milbank wrote. “‘The clock is ticking.… The war is just beginning.… Shoot me in the head if you try to change our government.… You have to be prepared to take rocks to the head.… The other side is attacking.… There is a coup going on.… Grab a torch!… Drive a stake through the heart of the bloodsuckers.… They are taking you to a place to be slaughtered.… They are putting a gun to America’s head.’”


By making sure that Beck’s advertisers didn’t miss these gems, we made Beck toxic to the network. He helped undermine himself, of course. As we ramped up the pressure, he responded by becoming even more unhinged, and his frequent incitements to violence became even more thinly veiled. When Sarah Palin went on Beck’s radio show to defend him, we hit back—and Palin’s fans responded, menacingly, by posting the home addresses of our young research staff online. It was one of the lowest and most personally upsetting acts of retaliation we had endured over the years.


We beefed up security in the building, but we were undeterred—and eventually successful. Beck ultimately lost virtually every national advertiser he had, and Fox executives who could never have been persuaded by appeals to their sense of journalistic integrity were finally convinced by the effect on their bottom line.


In what turned out to be his last days on Fox, Beck became increasingly fixated on Media Matters. We became a featured player in his chalkboard conspiracies. At one point, he even tapped on the glass, as if to reach through the screen to where our researchers were watching, to brag that despite our best efforts, he was still in business. It got pretty intense; as Beck got closer and closer to going over the edge, we got more and more focused.


Three weeks after Beck addressed us directly on camera, I was getting ready to go into an event with some prospective donors when my phone rang with the news that Fox was declining to renew Beck’s contract. Talk about a great way to break the ice with new donors. For Beck’s last show, we threw a huge party at our new office space to celebrate our biggest victory yet.


At the height of his influence, Glenn Beck was celebrated on the cover of Time magazine as the face of a new conservatism. By the time Media Matters and our allies were done exposing him, he was just another crank on the Internet.


By 2013, three years after we’d declared war on Fox, the network itself, while still the outlet of choice for conservatives, had lost much of its ability to influence the broader political and media landscape.


In a January 2014 feature story in New York magazine, Frank Rich wrote, “Fox News has been defeated on the media battlefield—and on the political battlefield as well.” Rich noted that the network’s audience is disproportionately old and white, arguing that very few Americans “do not already know that Fox News is a GOP auxiliary and view it, hate-watch it, or avoid it accordingly.” He attributed the network’s damaged reputation in part to “Media Matters, an aggressive and well-financed watchdog operation.”


The network was still selling its version of reality to a rabid audience, but Fox could no longer credibly claim to deserve recognition as a legitimate journalistic enterprise, a “fair and balanced” arbiter of fact. The conventional wisdom had changed, the mainstream media had become much more skeptical of Fox’s reporting—and thus far less apt to pick it up.


It was time to declare a victory of sorts. We would continue to monitor Fox’s programming, debunk its misinformation, and hold its hosts accountable, but the proliferation of new right-wing outlets online, which we’ll investigate in a subsequent chapter, meant that Fox was also losing influence as the gatekeeper between the far right and the mainstream media. So we redeployed our troops to meet these new challenges as we recommitted to our core mission: taking the fight to the right, wherever they are, and speaking truth to their lies.
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Today, our Media Matters staff has grown to eighty people, working from our newsroomlike open offices near Capitol Hill. Also residing there are servers that, as of this writing, store five hundred thousand gigabytes of archived material, forty times what the entire Library of Congress would take up if it were digitized. Instead of relying on an external cloud, we built our own, essentially a gigantic DVR, one that also tracks radio broadcasts and web traffic. We take a lot of precautions (including keeping tape backups offsite), because we’re constantly facing denial-of-service attacks—although our IT department would proudly relate that, apart from one incident where our office Internet ran a little slow for a few hours, we’ve successfully fended off each one.


Our diligent researchers are still at the core of what we do. They still sit in long rows, listening and watching and occasionally raising a ruckus when they spot something really egregious. But we now have dozens of them, trading off eight-hour shifts so we can be up and running, rotating in teams, from 5 a.m. until after midnight most days.


One team monitors incoming material—anything from cable news to right-wing radio to conservative activists on social media. When someone on that first line sees or hears or reads something we could potentially go after, they send a brief report out flagging it (say, “Allen West just accused Obama of providing aid and comfort to terrorists on Neil Cavuto”). A second team is responsible for reviewing the tape, making sure we have the full context. Conservatives would be surprised how often we debate whether we’re being completely fair to the likes of Rush Limbaugh. And they do whatever research needs to be done to debunk the lie. Then a third team generates published content based on that work, beginning with clipping the video and writing up our findings.


To answer an often-asked question: Yes, our researchers can take bathroom breaks. We build redundancy into the system to make sure we don’t miss anything. But, still, you might find yourself wondering what kind of people would choose to do this sort of thing for a living. Fox’s late night show, Red Eye, once broadcast a mock “interview” with an actor pretending to be one of our employees:




It is the saddest place I have ever seen in my life. I think about it, and I want to throw up.… I get to work and I take off my clothes, and they strap me into a chair in front of a TV with [Fox News Channel] on. They keep my eyelids propped open like in Clockwork Orange, and I sit and type all day.





The truth is, Media Matters is actually a fun place to work. And rest assured that our staff is fully clothed. Sure, everyone hits a wall once in a while; it can be frustrating to listen to people lie all day. A show like Fox and Friends, which features a roundtable of conservative talking heads gleefully making things up, can be especially difficult to get through. But our researchers are passionate about what they do. Indeed, it’s not uncommon for a researcher to have had his or her own watchdog blog before coming to work with us. They understand that truth telling is critical to advancing progressive priorities. They know that caring about the environment, or gender equality or economic justice means caring about the way these issues are refracted through the media.


But, yes, researchers also have to have a pretty high tolerance for listening to Rush Limbaugh. That said, it pays off. In time, Media Matters would succeed in marginalizing the once-invincible king of the dittoheads—not just by discrediting him, but by putting pressure on advertisers to withdraw their support of his show. Rush was always generous enough to give us a steady stream of material to work with. But in early 2012, he would finally cross the line once and for all.


Georgetown law student Sandra Fluke had become the face of a legislative fight over birth control. Ostensibly, it was a fight about the Affordable Care Act’s mandate that employers cover prescription birth control for employees. But you didn’t have to scratch too far beneath the surface to understand what conservatives were really mad about.


Rush made the mistake of saying what so many in the conservative movement were really thinking, calling Fluke a “slut” and a “prostitute.” We caught the smears in real time, of course, but decided to hold off on spotlighting them. While Rush’s vilification of a private citizen was disgusting, we weren’t sure there was much to be gained by picking a fight over a few nasty words. But Limbaugh wasn’t done; over the next three days, he continued his smear campaign against Fluke, launching, by our count, forty-six separate personal attacks against her, each of which we recorded and catalogued. It was exactly the sort of offensive material that had given us our first major victory over Limbaugh back in 2004; now, however, we had eight years of Rush’s vitriol archived and ready to display, allowing us to put his attacks on Sandra Fluke in their ugly context.


When we struck back, we struck hard, publishing a background piece highlighting Limbaugh’s long history of extremism, misogyny, and personal attacks, and clearly demonstrating that his three-day smear campaign was no anomaly. It was a perfect example of our multifaceted approach (and talented staff) in action.


Our media team created a series of narrative-building videos which quickly amassed tens of thousands of views online. Our messaging initiative armed allies in the progressive community such as Planned Parenthood with talking points, and graduates of our pundit training program hit the airwaves, making dozens of appearances on cable networks. Our spokespeople joined them, driving the conversation in major national media. Fluke herself referred people to our website when she made appearances. And our online engagement team launched a radio ad campaign in key markets to urge local stations to give Rush the boot. And our outreach folks organized allies to pressure advertisers to abandon the show, collecting nearly a million signatures overall.


Today, Rush Limbaugh still has a radio show. But his program has lost hundreds of millions of dollars in revenue for the radio companies that carry it. Moreover, the show has become so toxic it is hurting all of talk radio. Indeed, a right-wing radio show ain’t worth what it used to be. Despite the fact that so-called “news talk” radio remains the industry’s second-most popular format (behind country music), advertising on those stations now costs about half what it does on stations that play music. In other words, while right-wing radio may still be popular, it’s no longer so lucrative—because, as the Wall Street Journal reported in February 2015, advertisers want to “avoid associating their brands with potentially controversial programming.” Rush may have been the father of right-wing talk radio, but, with a little help from Media Matters, his mouth turned out to be its undoing.


[image: image]


To be sure, our targets hated any scrutiny. Bill O’Reilly called Media Matters a “guttersnipe organization,” “very fascist,” and “vicious,” and likened us to the Ku Klux Klan. Republican leader Mitch McConnell of Kentucky told a gathering at a conservative think tank: “Now on the outside there is a well-documented effort by a number of left-wing groups like Media Matters to harass and to intimidate conservatives with the goal of scaring them off the political playing field and off the airwaves as well.” And Fox host Eric Bolling exclaimed, “Hey, Media Matters… I’d love to waterboard you for the truth!”


We took it all in stride. In fact, there was no better evidence that Media Matters really mattered.
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“Lucid, persuasive, and passionate where it needs to be.”
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