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To my father






Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they toil not, neither do they . . . SPIN.

—MATTHEW 6:28
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FOREWORD
BY BILL MAHER






Bill Press ought to know from spin. After all, he's been spinning for a long time. He's a good guide to help us wiggle our way through the spin of others.

What is spin, really, but a lie communicated through the veneer of vague truth? Whitney Houston suffering from “ exhaustion,” and New Jersey being labeled the “Garden State.”

Glaring political examples come to mind: the Nixon cover-up's “previous statements are inoperative,” Gary Condit's “cooperating fully,” and, of course, any discussion of Dick Cheney's “health.”

But, by far, my favorite instance of unabashed spin occurred during the 1996 presidential campaign. When asked whether or not cigarettes are addictive, Bob Dole replied, “I don't know. I'm not a doctor.”

Why, that's just as preposterous as if President Bush were to say global warming “needs more study.”

Oh wait. He did say that.







INTRODUCTION
SPINNING THIS BOOK



“Then you should say what you mean,” the March Hare went on.

“I do,” Alice hastily replied; “at least—at least I mean what I say—that's the same thing, you know.”

“Not the same thing a bit!” said the Hatter. “Why, you might as well say that ‘I see what I eat’ is the same thing as “I eat what I see’!”

“You might just as well say,” added the March Hare, “that ‘I like what I get’ is the same thing as ‘I get what I like’!”

“You might just as well say,” added the Dormouse, which seemed to be talking in its sleep, “that ‘I breathe when I sleep’ is the same thing as ‘I sleep when I breathe’!”

“It is the same thing with you,” said the Hatter, and here the conversation dropped.

—Lewis Carroll, Alice's Adventures in Wonderland, Chapter VII: A Mad Tea Party









This book was born in shock: the shock of sitting down as co-host of Crossfire for the very first time, in February 1996. I asked a straightforward question, expecting a straightforward answer. What I got instead was spin.

Our guest was conservative Republican Senator Don Nickles of Oklahoma. But it could have been liberal Democratic Senator Teddy Kennedy of Massachusetts. No matter. The result's the same. We ask. They spin.

There is no good definition of spin. It's easier to say what it's not than what it is: It's not the truth. Neither is it a lie. Spin lies somewhere in between: almost telling the truth, but not quite; bending the truth to make things look as good—or as bad—as possible; painting things in the best possible—or worst possible—light.

Spin is nothing new. As we shall see, it has been around since Adam and Eve. But we are more aware of it today. It is used more outrageously today. And we've finally given it a name.

Spin is everywhere. It is part of our daily vocabulary. It colors and shapes every arena of human endeavor. Grownups do it; kids do it. We live in a world of spin.

Of course, politics is one of spin's most fertile breeding grounds. Many political campaigns establish official “spin rooms.” Consultants are hired to put the “best spin” on a candidate's résumé. The candidate himself learns to spin, rather than answer a question directly. Party leaders are recruited to parachute into campaigns and serve as “master spinners.” Today's variation of an old cynicism reads: How can you tell when a politician is spinning? When his lips are moving!

Spin is not limited to political campaigns. It not only helps people to get elected, it helps them to stay in office and build public support for their programs. Whether in the city council, or in the U.S. Congress, spin is a big part of getting bills passed. When Tom Daschle took over as Senate majority leader in June 2001, he created a special “intensive care unit” for members of the media with questions on the pending patients’ bill of rights. Reported the Washington Post: “No media ICU would be complete without spin doctors, who will offer reporters quick rebuttals to attacks by the health care industry and its allies in Congress.”

But the political realm has no monopoly on spin. In fact, politicians may not even be the worst offenders:


	Defense lawyers are paid to put the best possible spin on their client's criminal behavior: “Yes, Your Honor, she did stab her husband 30 times with a butcher knife while he was watching the evening news, but she's a good mother to her 6 children and she volunteers for the Red Cross every Saturday.”

	Salesmen spin the supposed magic of their products: “This new vacuum cleaner actually makes housework fun!”

	TV networks spin their nightly newscast: “Ten reasons why all children hate their parents. Tape at 11.”

	Over cocktails, men and women spin their sex appeal: “No, actually, there's no one in my life right now.” Meaning, of course, no one I want to tell you about.







And that's just for starters. Look around you. Spin is in the air. There is a magazine called Spin. A Tom Lowe novel about politics called Spin. A TV show called Spin City. The Nation magazine advertises itself as “Spin Control.” There was a rock band called “Spin Doctors.” Howard Kurtz, media critic for the Washington Post, wrote a book about the White House called Spin Cycle. In June 2001, the mighty Smithsonian Institution sponsored a workshop on “Who Spins the News?”. And, during the 2000 election, conservative columnist Tucker Carlson and I hosted a popular nightly primetime show on CNN called The Spin Room.

Tucker and I compare spin to obscenity, and borrowing a phrase from Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart, we may not be able to define it, but we know it when we see it. According to Tucker, spin is when you hear a politician say something so patently untrue that you want to throw a beer bottle at the TV set. As a former student of theology, I take a loftier road: spin is when somebody says something so outrageous that you expect God to send a bolt of lightning to strike the spinner dead on the spot.

Unfortunately, spin is not always so obvious. Sometimes, it's much more insidious. When George W. Bush said thatpolitics had nothing to do with his decision on stem-cell research, some people didn't see the spin. Some people actually believed him.








GEORGE ORWELL AND SPIN



Spin has its roots in what was first described as “Newspeak” by George Orwell in his novel 1984. (Orwell may have gotten the date wrong, but he was right about everything else.) In the totalitarian state he described, the ruling party controlled thought by controlling the language. The key was “doublethink,” as expressed in “doublespeak”—by which one says the exact opposite of what one means, yet ends up believing it to be true: “War Is Peace,” “Freedom Is Slavery,” and “Ignorance Is Strength.”

Another disturbing parallel between Washingtonspeak and Newspeak is the shrinking vocabulary. In Orwell's 1984, certain words are dropped from the language each year until, in the end, Oldspeak disappears entirely and only Newspeak is left. If you can't express a thought in Newspeak, that thought cannot be expressed at all. The leaders of our nation do not operate with the same level of efficiency, but they do play the same game with words: they drop certain words or phrases and replace them with others, in order to control or change what we think about a proposal by giving it a new name.

Thus, “late-term” abortion becomes “partial-birth” abortion and “fast track” authority becomes “trade promotion” authority. Ronald Reagan's original proposal to build a Strategic Defense Initiative has undergone many name changes over the years—from SDI, or Strategic Defense Initiative, to “Brilliant Pebbles” to “National Missile Defense” to simply “missile defense” today, although the best name was and remains “Star Wars.”

In Orwell's classic essay, “Politics and the English Language,” he compares those who so deftly manipulate language to “a cuttlefish spurting out ink.” It's all part of politics, he argues. From those who inhabit the corruptworld of politics, says Orwell, we can expect to encounter equally corrupt speech. After all, he continues: “Political language—and with variations this is true of all political parties, from Conservatives to Anarchists—is designed to make lies sound truthful and murder respectable, and to give an appearance of solidity to pure wind.”

“Giving solidity to pure wind”: how closely that resembles the contemporary news conference. Over the years, I have listened to politicians of all stripes and ideologies attempting to give “solidity to pure wind.”

I confess: I had done a little spinning of my own before joining CNN. For almost fifteen years, with one year out to run for political office, I worked on radio and TV in Los Angeles, the second-biggest market in the country. My specialty was nightly political commentary as part of the evening news—first on KABC-TV, later on KCOP-TV. In only two and a half minutes, I'd not only tell you everything you needed to know about an issue, I'd tell you what you should think about it. On the late news, at 11P.M., I'd do the same thing in only thirty seconds. The formula was: “Here are the facts. Here is my spin. Thank you for listening.”

Soon after starting in TV, I branched out into talk radio, first, as guest host for the vacationing Michael Jackson (the talk show host, not the Gloved One) on KABC Radio. Next, I was presenting political commentary during morning drive. Then, I was debating the issues every afternoon with conservative sidekick Bill Pearl, where we were immediately dubbed “The Dueling Bills.” Eager to have my own show, I moved to KFI Radio and launched Bill Press, True American on weekend afternoons. When Republican spokesman Tony Blankley first heard of my radio moniker, “True American,” he sniffed, “Talk about spin!”

More so than television news, talk radio is spin heaven. The talk show host begins with an opening spin on the topic of the hour. Then listeners call to spin the talk show host. It's great fun, and it's the most democratic forum that exists for the debate and discussion of ideas. Talk radio is the home of equal opportunity spinning.

I've always been comfortable in politics: While working in TV and radio, I also held down the volunteer job of Chairman of the California Democratic Party and took time out in 1990 to run unsuccessfully in the Democratic primary for California State Insurance Commissioner. I started out volunteering for Gene McCarthy in 1968 and ran a campaign in San Francisco for Supervisor Roger Boas. I worked for nine years in Sacramento as Chief of Staff for State Senator Peter Behr; as Executive Director of the Planning and Conservation League, an environmental lobby; and as Director of the California Office of Planning and Research for Governor Jerry Brown. By the time I began broadcasting, I knew almost every elected official in the state, Republican and Democrat, starting with Pat Brown, Jesse Unruh and Ronald Reagan, and I had worked with many of them on various issues.

But my first introduction to spin—real spin, as practiced by a master—was with California Governor Jerry Brown. Whenever the governor gave a news conference, his team of advisers would immediately gather in Press Secretary Bill Stall's office, anxiously awaiting the first story about his remarks to come over the Associated Press wire. If the coverage did not match their expectations, either Stall or Chief of Staff Gray Davis (now governor himself) or top adviser Tom Quinn—or sometimes even the governor—would get the reporter on the phone, harangue him and demand a different lead to the story. Most of the time, the poor reporter, perhaps stunned by the immediate and urgent attention, usually agreed to provide it.

First, the governor spun the news in his statement. Then, if he didn't get the spin he wanted, he was able to spin it again—all before the wire story was picked up by the papers or radio or TV. This was virtual spin control. In state capitols, it still happens every day.

So, before joining Crossfire, I'd been around the block— the relatively small block that California is. Nevertheless, I was unprepared for the total verbal disconnect in the nation's capital. In many ways, Washington really did resembleAlice's Mad Tea Party. With every Crossfire guest, I understood the words they spoke well enough, but they didn't exactly say what they meant, or mean what they said.

After one year in Washington, I was afraid I might end up believing things like “People are homeless by choice,” “Guns don't kill,” “Conservatives are compassionate” and “Arsenic is good for drinking water.”

I soon came to realize that the twists and turns of language I was hearing in Washington were not as evil as Orwell's Newspeak (not yet, anyway). What I was hearing was much more banal. Somewhere between lies and the truth, these were not the words of tyrants seeking to control; they were the utterings of politicians seeking to confuse. But they were also the words of politicians who were confused themselves, because they were leading double lives. And not just the politicians, unfortunately; most of the people around them were leading double lives as well. Welcome to Washington.








WASHINGTON AS SPIN



The late Meg Greenfield, editorial page editor of the Washington Post, discovered that people inside the Beltway had developed a language of their own, speaking on two levels at once: “The two-track conversation is as close as the capitol comes to having its own language,” she notes in her memoir Washington. In every conversation, in other words, almost in every statement, there is the literal meaning and the implied meaning. In a world of spin, we hear the literal meaning, but respond to the implied.

Greenfield also discovered that people didn't just talk in two tracks, they also lived in those same two tracks. They pretended to be someone who, in fact, they were not, and they pretended so successfully that they soon forgot which persona was the real one and which was the phony. “It is as if everyone who came to the place were put into the witness protection program,” Greenfield explained, “furnished with a complete new public identity, and left with much untendedanxiety about the vestiges of the old one. We are, most of us, much of the time, in disguise. We present ourselves as we think we are meant to be.”

So Washington veterans, both in and around the Congress and the White House, all have their public persona and their private persona. After a while, they're not sure which is which.

In such an environment, spin is essential to enabling one to mask the truth—both in speech and in life. Spin is the only way to survive, or to advance one's personal or political agenda.

As novices, our first reaction is to flee. Our second is to scream out loud, “Cut the bullshit!” Our third, which most fall into, is simply to accept it and begin cultivating our own double personality. That's the way it is, it's not going to change, and you might as well adapt accordingly.

Like Meg Greenfield and countless others, I learned to survive in Washington by learning to recognize spin, deal with it, laugh at it, see through it—and even do a little spinning myself. Why not? When in Rome, spin as the Romans spin.

But while Washington may be the capital of spin, it's not alone. Wherever we live today, we live in a world of mutual dependency between spinners and spun. Spinners feel they must spin in order to gain any respect or attention. Spinnees, in turn, expect a certain amount of freedom with the truth from others. We are constantly spinning each other in circles. And we are spinning our discourse downward.

Today, spin is no longer a secret. It's openly talked about—and bragged about. If, earlier, politicians or consultants were occasionally derided as mere “spinners,” they now proudly label themselves “spin doctors” or “ spinmeisters.” If gatherings of supporters were once mocked as “spin alley,” campaigns now openly organize “spin rooms,” where spokespeople come to spin and reporters come to be spun.

Every celebrity today has his or her own spokesperson, or spinperson. And not just celebrities, almost anybody who lands in the news gets one.


	O.J. still has a spin doctor.

	Congressman Gary Condit hired one along with a criminal attorney. So did Chandra Levy's parents.

	When a little boy in Florida lost his arm to a shark, his uncle first yanked his severed arm out of the shark's jaws—and then hired a spin doctor.







Even spin doctors need spin doctors. When New York's celebrity flack Lizzie Grubman got into hot water for backing her SUV into the crowd outside a Hamptons night club, she hired two of them.

Life is tough. By the time you pay for your personal trainer and your personal spin doctor, there's no money left for groceries.








THE SPIN ROOM



By the 2000 election, spin had become such an important component of political campaigns that CNN decided to launch a new show about spin called the Spin Room. Conservative columnist Tucker Carlson and I got the lucky assignment. We parsed the spin every night throughout the election, the long recount and into the first months of the new administration, when Tucker moved over to join me and Bob Novak on Crossfire.

Tucker's great fun to work with (and I'm not just spinning!). Neither one of us takes ourselves, or our political parties, too seriously. Unlike any other political show on television, Spin Room was a casual, meandering conversation: a chance to kick back at the end of the day, chew over the latest news, poke holes into the most outrageous spins of the day, read e-mails and chat room comments from viewers and, most important, enjoy a few laughs.

But what started out as a show about political spin became a show about universal spin. Once Tucker and I started talking about political spin—and the more examples of spin we heard from viewers—we realized that spin was not limitedto politics. Spin was everywhere. In every profession and every human experience, we are bombarded with spin: from doctors, lawyers, car salesmen, advertisers, businessmen, professors, journalists, preachers, boyfriends, girlfriends, even husbands and wives. Parents spin their kids, and kids spin their parents. Spin makes the world go round.

Before anybody spins us, before we spin anybody else, it all starts closer to home: we spin ourselves. What is self-esteem but spinning oneself in a positive manner? Who wants to go around all day feeling down in the dumps? Do yourself a favor. Take a cue from Al Franken's Stuart Smalley on Saturday Night Live: “I'm good enough, I'm smart enough, and doggone it, some people like me.” Start your day by telling yourself how smart, good-looking, clever, witty and sexy you are.

Spin yourself.








GOOD SPIN/BAD SPIN



The obvious question: Is spin bad?

That's what most people think. Spin has a bad reputation, which is unfortunate, because not all spin is bad. For the most part, it's benign. And sometimes, it can actually be a good thing. (The best answer, in the end, is what the old man said when asked whether he wore boxers or briefs: “Depends . . .”)

Spin can be bad. Spin can be evil. It can be used deliberately to deceive, to cover up, to distort the facts and to justify the most foul acts a person or government can commit. In those cases, spin is more accurately called a “lie.” However, as Lanny Davis—former spinner for Bill Clinton and one of the world's best—observes in his book Truth to Tell, that kind of spin often backfires, because the truth comes out and the liar is caught with egg on his face. In which case, Davis concludes: “Bad spinning is not only dishonest, it is ineffective.”

Unfortunately, lies don't always backfire. Sometimes people-get away with lies. Always have, and always will.

But most spin is garden-variety harmless. It is nowhere near a lie. It is simply toying with the truth:


	When a movie critic gushes: “You'll be rolling in the aisles. The worst that could happen is missing this film.” That's spin.

	When your son comes home from fishing, stretches out his hands and says: “Mom, you should have seen the one that got away!” That's spin.

	When the golf pro tells you: “All you have to do is buy this new titanium club. It'll take ten strokes off your game.” That's spin.

	When we dignify the job of trash collector by calling him “a sanitation engineer.” That's spin.

	When Reno, Nevada, promotes itself as “The Biggest Little City in the World.” That's spin.

	When the minister tells a grieving widow: “God loved your husband so much, He wanted him right up there alongside Him.” That's spin.

	When a national politician gets off the plane from an early foray into Iowa and New Hampshire and swears to reporters: “I haven't even thought about running for president. For the next two years, all I want is to do the best possible job for the people of my home state.” Don't believe a word he says. He doesn't expect you to. That's spin.

	When a man tells a woman: “That's the best sex I've ever had in my entire life.” He's just happy he got laid. That's spin.







Spin (n): something between truth and a lie.








HELPFUL SPIN



Spin can also be a positive force to help us through some sticky situations.






	
After twenty-seven years of marriage and four kids, a famous couple gets divorced and a spokesman insists they're “still friends—they just discovered they weren'tcompatible anymore.” Now, everybody knows he's been cheating on her for years, they haven't lived as man and wife for years, and they were just waiting for their youngest to start college before making it official. But spin makes it easier for them to hold their heads up high. Why not?


	You hate your job. You hate your boss even more, and the feeling is mutual. Along comes a new job, so you quit your old job. But you don't burn your bridges behind you. You spin your way out of it: “I really enjoyed this job. It's been a great learning experience for me. In many ways, I hate to go, but it's time to move on.” And, sure enough, the boss even says a few nice things about you, no matter how happy she is to see you finally walk out the door for good. Spin gets you both through what could have been a painful situation.

	In May 2001, after reporting huge losses and being slammed with an SEC investigation, Lucent Technologies canned its hot shot CFO Deborah C. Hopkins—but made her a sweetheart deal. In addition to providing her full $650,000 base salary and a severance payment of at least $1.95 million, Lucent agreed to hire a public relations executive for six months to protect her reputation by spinning the reasons for her departure. The deal later fell through, but the precedent was set. From now on, when fired, every powerful Wall Street executive will be entitled to his or her own spin doctor. Never again will anyone dare say: “So-and-so did a lousy job, so we fired his ass!”







Spin is also used in applying for a job. After all, what's a good job interview but good spin?





	
If you're serious about getting the job, you're sure as hell not going to slink in, shoulders drooping, eyes downcast and whisper, “I'm not really sure I can handle all the pressure, but I'd be willing to give it a try, if you'd be so kind as to be patient with me.” Instead, you stride in, standing tall, and proudly declare, “I was born to do thisjob. I'm the best person you could find, no matter how many you interview.” You know it's spin. They know it's spin. But that's the way you get the job.







Spin helps in less dramatic ways, too.





	Question: “Hey, how goes it?” Answer: “Great!” or “No complaints” or “Never been better”—not “Life really sucks, big time.” Putting it more positively makes us feel more positive about ourselves.






Spin is a self-help technique as old as Dale Carnegie's 1936 classic How to Win Friends and Influence People. It builds us up in the eyes of others. In the section of his book on “How to Win People to Your Way of Thinking,” Carnegie advises: “Let the other person feel that the idea is his or hers.” Now that is nothing but spin, but it works. We all do it.

Sometimes spin is a means toward a greater end. If you really value a friendship, you don't have to destroy it by telling the guy how much your wife can't stand him. Spin the reason he's never invited over, spare him the truth, save the friendship. Spin may also be the way to keep a job, save a marriage or salvage a business relationship. If so, it's worth it. The end doesn't always justify the means, but in this case it does.

During time of war, spin can also serve to unite an entire nation and help us through adversity. After the horrendous attacks against the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, the first time foreign terrorists struck the American mainland, there were many strong statements from President Bush and other leaders. “We are the greatest people on earth.” “We will not be scared off.” “We have declared war on terrorism.” “This is World War III.” “We will win this war.” “We will find those responsible and wipe them off the face of the planet.” “He can run but he can't hide.” “We will bring Osama bin Laden back dead or alive.”

Some of it was true. Some of it was hyperbole. Some of it was spin. Some of it was more suited to a Super Bowl gamethan national policy. But all of it was welcome, helping us pull together, survive, steel ourselves for the difficult days ahead, start rebuilding, and return to as close to normalcy as we will ever get. Spin works.

Most important, spin builds us up in our own eyes as well. Spinning ourselves helps us gain self-confidence. In today's competitive world, spin is an essential survival technique.

This book is a look at spin in its many dimensions: good and bad; political, professional and personal; historical and current. After reading it, you will be better equipped to live in the world of spin. You will know how to spot spin better. You will know how to recognize it, decipher it, see through it, respond to it—and, perhaps, even how to better practice it yourself.

You will, in fact, be spin-proof.







ONE
THE BEST POSSIBLE LIGHT



You can fool all of the people some of the time, and some of the people all of the time, but you can not fool all of the people all of the time.

Abraham Lincoln








In May 2001, when former Independent Counsel Ken Starr appeared on CNN's Crossfire, I asked him to comment on a charge by Senator Charles Schumer that Republicans under George W. Bush were attempting an ideological takeover of the federal courts. Starr didn't hesitate one second. “Look, that is spin,” he sniffed. “That is absolute spin.”

He didn't define the term. He didn't have to. A few years ago, nobody would have known what Starr meant. Today, everyone listening did. We live in the Age of Spin.

Advertising critic Randall Rothenberg, in fact, suggests there is something called the “Media-Spindustrial Complex,” which encompasses advertising, public relations, lobbying, polling, direct mail, investor relations, focus groups, jury consulting, speechwriting, radio and television stations and newspapers—all joined together in the business of twisting the truth. He's not being cynical. In fact, he may be naöve. Spin may be even more widespread than that.

* * *

Today, truth is relative. We are not obliged, or expected, to speak the truth. Instead, we routinely manipulate the truth in order to shine the best possible light on the worst of circumstances. We no longer say what we mean, nor mean what we say. We say what we want people to think, and, if we say it often and well enough, people will.








THE BEGINNINGS OF SPIN



There are two origins of the word “spin” as we commonly use it today. The first relates to the ancient art of spinning. That's what the good, old spinning wheel was for. If fibers can be spun, so can words. So it wasn't long before the word “spin” took on the meaning of telling a story. Homer makes this point dramatically in the Iliad: Penelope spins and weaves all day long—then, at the end of the day, she pulls the fabric apart and starts all over again the next morning. As she spins the thread, Homer spins the adventures of her missing husband Odysseus. Thus was spin born.

Later, spin took on the additional meaning of using words in a way that even more closely resembled the spinning of thread: not just telling a story, but drawing it out, twisting the facts, exaggerating to make a point. Think of walking along the waterfront in New Bedford, Massachusetts. There, pulling on his pipe, sits a bearded, long-retired sea captain, telling stories of sailing ships and codfish harvest and whaling adventures. Oh, what a yarn he “spins”!

The second, more modern, origin of the word has its roots in that other American pastime: baseball! When a pitcher throws the ball a certain way, he puts “spin” on it, giving it a deviant, rather than a straight, track. He throws a curve. Well, of course, you can put the same spin on words.

The popular English Bloomsbury Good Word Guide defines a spin doctor as “a person employed by a political party, government department, etc., to present or interpret facts or events in a favourable light.” As an example of current, correct usage of the term, Bloomsbury cites an articlefrom The Observer: “Almost everyone who took part in the travelling circus of the election became so bewitched by the spin doctors, photo opportunities and in-jokes of each campaign that we lost sight of one fundamental reality.”

But Bloomsbury does not pretend that England invented the spin doctor. It admits that the term, although increasingly popular in the U.K., is actually “a vogue expression of American origin,” which has its origin on the playing field. “The expression derives from the spin given to a ball in certain sports in order to control its direction through the air or the way in which it bounces.”

Spin as practiced today is neither so innocent nor so onedimensional. It comes in many varieties, but it is always used to camouflage the truth, rather than to tell it.








THE TEN ESSENTIAL SPINS



THE HAPPY-FACE SPIN



In its most innocent and innocuous form, spin is simply putting bad news in a better light: If you're dealt a handful of bad cards, bluff and pretend it's a royal flush. Or, as San Francisco's legendary advertising genius Jerry Mander once famously spun: “When you're handed a lemon, make lemonade.”

Putting a spin on bad news is something we do naturally. It's how we survive. Any bad news can be turned into a positive. So what if Jake got canned? He still has his health, doesn't he? And isn't good health more important than a good job? Sure, her house burned down, but she saved her family photographs. Yes, he totaled his car, but at least he had insurance. The Mets lost, but they played a great game.

In the media, you quickly learn to put the best spin on everything, even total failure. When Dr. Laura Schlesinger's TV show bombed in the ratings and was canceled after only seven months, she still saw a sliver of sunshine. “I think the good news is, people got to see the mettle of my character,” she told an interviewer for World magazine. “If there wereever a question of my character, there isn't anymore. I guess in every pile of poop, there is a flower that grows.”

Only Dr. Laura would say “pile of poop” instead of “pile of shit.” But, then again, she was speaking to a conservative Christian publication. And who but Dr. Laura would compare herself to a flower that feasts on feces?

As former Democratic Chairman of California, I was called upon more than once to put a happy-face spin on losing an election. “The important thing is not that we didn't win the election. The important thing is that we received 57 percent of the women's vote and 49 percent of the minority vote. That is a great victory.” Nonsense, I would think to myself. We still lost, Bozo.

Variations on this same lame excuse were heard from Los Angeles in June 2001, when Antonio Villaraigosa lost his chance to become the first Latino mayor of Los Angeles in modern times. It was a huge embarrassment for Hispanics, who make up almost 50 percent of L.A.'s population. Still, supporters insisted they were not disappointed. “Just the fact that he came so close,” psychologist Mauricio Murillo, told the New York Times. “I think he did the most he could've done.”

Being sent to jail, too, could be a good thing. Sentenced for 90 days for protesting the American bombing of Vieques Island, the Rev. Al Sharpton, potential presidential candidate in 2004, beamed, “Nelson Mandela went from prison to president.”

A serious heart condition can even be happy-face spun into good news, as long as you have the right cardiologist— and the right spin doctor. When Vice President Dick Cheney was rushed to the hospital for his second heart procedure in three months, Mary Matalin, my former co-host on Crossfire, now Cheney's communications director, faced a real challenge: how to paint this as a routine procedure that would not interfere with performance of his official duties.

In order to help meet this challenge, Brill's Content magazine sought advice from several expert spin doctors, including Michael Deaver, the man who succeeded in making people believe Ronald Reagan actually understood the issues he was talking about. Here was Deaver's prescription for Cheney:“I'd keep Vice President Cheney's schedule as public as possible: Get him out there. I'd show him walking on Capitol Hill, talking to senators, going to his Senate office. Show him active when he's in the Senate and walking around the White House complex.” Even before the magazine appeared, Mary Matalin, acting on her own instinct for good spin, followed Deaver's advice and had Cheney out walking.

Indeed, with enough imagination, even the most gruesome situation can be positively portrayed. When it came time for the execution of Oklahoma City bomber Timothy McVeigh at the federal penitentiary in Terre Haute, Indiana, Mayor Judy Anderson was asked by the New Yorker 's Marc Singer how she felt about her city's being the center of such morbid international attention. “It's not something we chose,” admitted the mayor, “but because it's going to happen we're trying to put a positive spin on the activities that will take place here.” Her spin: that the people of Terre Haute are really very friendly, unlike your typical executioner, and that the federal prison is really a wonderful institution that employs a lot of local people. The death chamber is just one, unfortunate, part of the prison that, after all, is rarely used.

The gallant mayor also found positive things to say about all the hucksters who suddenly showed up in Terre Haute to make a buck off the execution by hawking buttons, souvenir programs and T-shirts. “We have no control over what they sell,” she acknowledged, “We're just asking that it be in very good taste.” Sounds good, unless you know, as Singer reports, that the hottest-selling item at the souvenir stands was the front page of a phony newspaper called “The Hangin’ Times,” with a photograph of McVeigh and the headline: “Die Motherfucker Die.” Hard to spin that one as good taste. Indeed, it's hard to imagine any execution souvenir that could be considered good taste.

The risk with spinning bad news as good news is that you sometimes get caught—and exposed. In May 2001, Republican Senator James Jeffords of Vermont—exasperated by an increasingly right-wing and intolerant Republican party, and snubbed one too many times by the Bush White House—suddenlyleft the GOP and became an Independent, thereby handing power over to Senate Democrats and leaving the Bush policy agenda up the proverbial shit creek without a paddle. An embarrassed George W. Bush unleashed political counselor Karl Rove to absolve the White House of any blame by slamming Jeffords's motives: The White House did nothing to push Jeffords out of the party, Rove insisted. His defection was motivated only by “committee chairs and deals and bargains and pledges” with Democrats. Exposing this double-dealing was considered good news for the White House.

Rove's gambit backfired. An outraged Jeffords declared that his decision was based on principle, not expediency. As a Republican, he felt he could no longer represent his state or the nation on the issues he cared about: education, energy, choice, the environment. As a moderate, he felt unwelcome in a party and administration led by George W. Bush. That's why he left. Any other explanation, Jeffords sneered, was mere “spinning.”








THE BOY-SCOUT (OR GIRL-SCOUT) SPIN



An equally common form of spin is the pious denial. Why admit you did something wrong when you can save face— and, perhaps, fool the world—by casting your crime, or some embarrassing action or statement, in the best possible light?

When Linda Chavez was nominated by President George W. Bush to be Labor Secretary, she was roundly condemned for having hired an illegal alien to work in her home at a subminimum wage. Forced to withdraw her nomination, Chavez did not deny that she had employed a woman from Guatemala illegally. But, she insisted, she had not knowingly broken the law. She was simply being a good Samaritan. Or, to use George Bush's now-classic spin, she was just living the role of a “compassionate conservative.”

For obvious reasons, getting caught with your pants down seems to bring out the most colorful spin in people—and not just in Washington. When Eddie Murphy was caught with a transvestite prostitute in his car on Hollywood's Santa MonicaBoulevard—actually, he was driving his wife's car!—the freewheeling, fast-talking Eddie was lost for words, but his publicist issued a classic denial that the comedian had done nothing wrong: Eddie was just offering a downtrodden woman a ride home. “Nothing happened at all,” insisted the flack, “but Eddie said he will never do this again.” Of course not. Eddie will never again troll Hollywood Boulevard, looking for hookers to give free rides to–especially not in his wife's car.

But for the most imaginative boy-scout spin, it's hard to top controversial Ohio Congressman James Traficant, a favorite Spin Room guest. His hair defies gravity, as does his spin. In his first trial for racketeering, back in the early ’80s, when he was county sheriff, Traficant successfully defended himself against charges he had pocketed Mafia money in return for looking the other way on mob activities. How? By convincing a jury that he had not accepted bribes from the mob. Rather, in a secret, one-man sting operation, Traficant insisted, he was simply helping take their money “out of circulation”—and thereby performing a valuable public service.

This type of spin is clearly just a fancy word for bullshit. But I'm willing to bet that neither Linda Chavez, Eddie Murphy, nor James Traficant actually believed their crazy stories. Not only that, they didn't expect us to believe them, either. That's just the way it works. It's the standard response when shit happens today. Spin it the best you can because you know nobody believes what you're saying anyway, and it's less painful for everyone involved than telling the truth.








THE TWILIGHT-ZONE SPIN



Sometimes spin is used to express the exact opposite of what one means.

Politicians often spin this way and, remarkably, do so with a straight face. In the early days of the Bush administration—with the Senate tied 50–50 and Republicans holding an edge only because of the tie-breaking vote of Vice PresidentDick Cheney—Minority Leader Tom Daschle stood in front of reporters and declared, “We look forward to working closely with Republicans in a constructive, bipartisan manner.” Reporters dutifully jotted it down, but they didn't believe it. Neither did Daschle. Everybody knew what he really meant was, “We'll go along as best we can for now. But, as soon as Strom Thurmond dies and we get control of the Senate, we'll cut their balls off.” Then Jim Jeffords switched parties and that's exactly what Daschle did.

Consider the courtroom: How many times does the defendant who pleads “not guilty” really mean it? More often than not, when he tells the judge “not guilty,” what he means is, “I'm guilty as sin, but I don't think you have enough evidence to prove it, so go ahead and take your best shot.”

Failure to recognize this brand of spin can prove dangerous-to your relationship. When your significant other, for example, insists, “My birthday's no big deal. I don't want to do anything special”—don't you believe it. Order the flowers, make a reservation for dinner, light the candles, or your goose is cooked. Silly you—you missed the twilight-zone spin.
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This form of spin is not just saying one thing while meaning-another. There's another variation: pretending to be one thing when, in fact, you're just the opposite. In the 2000 presidential campaign, Al Gore pretended to be a Tennessee farmer, when his entire lifetime was spent at three different addresses along Washington, D.C.'s Massachusetts Avenue, with only summer vacations in Tennessee. But he wasn't the only pretender: George W. Bush also painted himself as the Washington outsider, the Western maverick. Bush was born in Connecticut; educated at Andover, Yale and Harvard; helped manage his daddy's campaign for president; and lived and worked for a while in the White House. Forget the 10-gallon hat. Bush is a Beltway boy with a twilight-zone spin.

What's interesting is that this phenomenon of pretending to be someone you're not is not unique to Bush and Gore. It's expected, or required, of anyone aspiring to the White Houseor Congress. There's a certain personal transformation necessary for anyone who comes to live and work in the nation's capital. As we saw earlier, they're asked to join what Meg Greenfield called “the witness protection program.” That duality of personality may exist elsewhere in the country, but nowhere to the degree it does in Washington.

Here spin is a fancy word for camouflage. And, again, people-believe what they want to believe. They believed Bush, even though they knew it wasn't true, because they liked him. They didn't believe Gore, because they didn't trust him. His cowboy boots didn't look like they'd ever stepped in a cowflop.








THE BLAME-IT-ON-MY-YOUTH SPIN



Kids can get away with murder. We all know that, because we all did. And just like, in some ways, we never want to grow up, in other ways, we never want to lose the innocence of childhood—especially the ability to do something wrong, bad, or just plain stupid, and get away with it because “after all, he's just a kid.”

Illinois Congressman Henry Hyde. As Chairman of the House Judiciary Committee, Hyde was riding his white horse, leading the Republican charge against that wife-cheating Bill Clinton, when Salon.com reported that Hyde was quite the wife-cheater himself as a state legislator. In fact, as a married man, he had enjoyed a very public fling with a female legislative assistant. Hyde testily denied that his transgression bore any similarity to Clinton's playing around. Cheating on his own wife, Hyde piously insisted, had been but “a youthful indiscretion.” That's the classic blame-it-on-my-youth spin. At the time of his affair, Hyde was 41 years old, married, with two kids. Indiscreet, yes. Youthful, no.

Interestingly enough, the Hyde spin proved to be contagious. George W. Bush caught it toward the end of his campaign. Just days before the election, news broke of his long-covered-up drunk driving arrest: an event that happened in 1976 in Kennebunkport, Maine, but had never been reported.His handlers dismissed the news as too long ago to matter. It was just another “youthful indiscretion.” Bush was thirty when arrested. Old enough to know better. And he was fifty and governor of Texas when he instructed his attorney, Al Gonzales, now White House counsel, to get him out of serving on a DWI jury, so he wouldn't have to lie about his own driving record.

As transparent as Bush's don't-blame-me-I-was-only-akid-spin was, it worked. In fact, it was the entire basis of George W. Bush's campaign for president. He successfully spun the theory that he had led a wild and woolly life up until the age of forty—thereby self-extending his youth by at least twenty years—and refused to talk about anything that happened during all that time. Under this life-begins-at-forty rule, Bush never had to answer questions about alcohol, drugs or playing hooky from the National Guard. He stuck to his guns that the first forty years of his life were one giant “youthful indiscretion”—that the only part of his life that counted was after he found Jesus—and reporters let him get away with it.








THE VAST-CONSPIRACY SPIN



One of the easiest ways of dealing with bad news is to blame somebody else. It's the grown-up version of the kid who couldn't turn in his homework because his dog ate it. No selfrespecting teacher would accept that excuse today, even though they may have once tried it themselves. But you'd be surprised how many self-respecting journalists will still accept a politician's version of the my-dog-ate-my-homework story and report it straight-faced.

This version of spin could, of course, be called the Hillary Clinton defense, because she is its most famous practitioner. Thanks to the miracle of videotape, what Hillary said may be remembered longer than what Bill and Monica did. Interviewed by Matt Lauer, on NBC's Today show, the morning of January 27, 1998, she sprang to her husband's defense: “The great story here, for anybody willing to find it and write about it and explain it, is this vast right-wing conspiracy thathas been conspiring against my husband since the day he announced for president.” And, the sad part is, she believed it at the time.
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But, even though Republicans later slammed Hillary for accusing them of being responsible for her husband's philandering, they quickly sang the same song when they, too, got into trouble. When the House Judicial Committee was preparing to begin hearings on President Clinton's dalliance with Monica Lewinsky and it was reported that Judiciary Chairman Henry Hyde, while still a state legislator in Springfield, Illinois, had enjoyed his own adulterous fling with Cheryl Snodgrass, Hyde borrowed a page from Hillary's book. In addition to his blame-it-on-my-youth spin, Hyde questioned the motives and the timing of those who had released this bombshell. “The only purpose for this being dredged up now is an obvious attempt to intimidate me and it won't work. I intend to fulfill my constitutional duty and deal judiciously with the serious felony allegations presented to Congress in the Starr report.” In other words, when forced to defend the low road, take the high road.

Hyde wasn't the only Republican to grab for the Hillary/conspiracy life preserver when his boat started to sink. When Dubya's drunk-driving arrest was made public, the evidence of drunk driving, plus the fact that he had denied ever breaking the law, threatened to derail Bush's candidacy and cost him the election. Bush spinners went to work and had Dubya painted as the victim of a vast, left -wing conspiracy. “Why now, four days before the election?” he asked. “I've got my suspicions.” His staff blamed the conspiracy on a local Democratic attorney and, of course, the liberal media, even though his arrest was first reported by Maine's Fox News station, hardly a bastion of the liberal press.








THE IT-DEPENDS-ON-THE-DEFINITION SPIN



Every president leaves behind one memorable phrase for the history books. Of all the great things he said, Abe Lincoln will be remembered most for: “With malice toward none, and charity for all.” For Franklin Roosevelt it was: “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself.” Of Richard Nixon, we will always remember: “I am not a crook.” But Bill Clintontakes the cake. In one way, at least, he outshines them all: “I did not have sex with that woman, Miss Lewinsky.”

This, we soon learned, was pure spin. Clinton was not lying to the American people, he was just spinning them. He did not have “sex” with that woman, Miss Lewinsky, as long as we all agree on what the definition of sex is. In Clinton's dictionary, we soon learned—and it may be true on most college campuses today–the definition of sex does not include oral sex. Yes, Virginia, you can still give blow jobs and be a virgin. Yes, Bill, you can still get blow jobs from your intern and not cheat on your wife. When sex is spun according to the it-depends-on-the-definition spin, only vaginal sex counts as adultery.

You would think that, once he'd been caught stretching the truth, Clinton would have learned his lesson. But, no, for months, he continued trying to wiggle out of taking responsibility for his irresponsible acts by redefining terms. Asked if his denial of sexual relations with Monica Lewinsky before the judge in the Paula Jones case had been a lie, Clinton said not necessarily: “It depends on what your definition of is is.” As if everybody didn't know the meaning of is!

In the end, Clinton was impeached, not for having sex with Monica—that did not meet the definition of an impeachable offense—but for lying about it under oath. That in turn inspired Newt Gingrich to play his own word games. When news broke that Gingrich was having a secret affair with congressional aide Calista Bisek, at the very same time he was leading the Republican charge against Clinton, Newt and fellow Republicans insisted it was not the same thing. Yes, he had cheated on his wife, but he had not lied about it when caught, and that made all the difference. In other words, it depends on the meaning of the word “adultery”: If you don't lie about it, it's not adultery. Unfortunately for Newt, his aggrieved wife, Marianne, didn't buy his depends-on-the-definition spin.

A couple of Spin Room viewers sent in another example of definitional spin. This one from the world of sports: “Just to show you that spin is not confined to politics,” e-mailed Joan Seltzer and Don LoCrasto from San Francisco, “ Manager Dusty Baker of the San Francisco Giants made the followingcomment when asked why pitcher Kirk Reuter gave up 8 runs in one inning. ‘Kirk was hurt by a number of near strikes,’ Baker replied.” As Joan and Don pointed out, most people define “near strikes” as “balls”—and, unlike in horseshoes or hand grenades, in baseball near misses don't count.








THE FREE-LUNCH SPIN



Of course, there's no such thing as a free lunch. Everybody knows that. But some things we want to believe, even though we know they're not true, and the free lunch is one of them. Which, of course, as P. T. Barnum knew, makes us born targets for spin, and born suckers for anybody who spins us that we're about to get something for nothing.

The free-lunch spin is everywhere you look in the world of sales and business. How often do we hear the phrase: “no money down”? Or, better yet, as “Paul, the King of Big Screen,” used to advertise on KFI Radio in Los Angeles: “no money down, no interest, no payments—until next year's Super Bowl game.”

The implication, of course, is that it hurts less, or costs less, if you simply defer the payments, when, in fact, the exact opposite is true. By putting no money down, you end up paying more, not less. Even if you wait a whole, interest-free year before starting to make payments, you'll still be more in the hole than ever, and deeper in debt, because you've probably already spent all the money you could have been using to make regular payments on other irresistible bargains. Plus, you've had the big screen for a year, so it's no longer a novelty, and you're probably wondering why you bought the damned thing in the first place. Or else you're dying for this year's even bigger model. Great free lunch, wasn't it?

Perhaps the most widespread free-lunch spin comes from credit-card companies. If you believe the advertising, you never have to pay for anything anymore. You don't even have to fill out any forms or qualify for credit. As long as you have a mailing address, valid personalized credit cards will startarriving in the mail. Then, all you have to do is hand over a piece of plastic, and the objects of your desire are all yours. Of course, it only follows that the more plastic cards you have, the more toys you can acquire. You can have it all for nothing—until the bill comes. Then you can still have it for next to nothing, as long as you make the bare minimum payment, just enough to keep your line of credit alive.

Why spoil the fun by warning people that credit-card companies charge the highest rate of interest of any financial institution? Why point out they'd be better off applying for and getting a consumer loan from a bank? Why warn eager shoppers they could soon get themselves into so deep a hole they'll never dig their way out? What the hell? Why ruin the spin of a free lunch? Just charge the free lunch to your credit card!

Whether they're shopping with cash or credit card, consumers are hooked by another spin: the bargain price. It's so phony, it's comical, but it still works. And we're all suckers. You've had your heart set on those new $5,000 golf clubs forever, but they were just too damned expensive to justify. Then, one day, you're walking through the pro shop and there they are, at a big discount: “Special! Today only! Save $1,000.” You can't resist. You hand over your plastic, you load the clubs into the car, you drive home and walk in the door with the good news: “Honey, I just saved $1,000!” No, idiot, you just spent $4,000 for clubs you don't need and that are not going to improve your hopeless game.
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Al Gore at the 1995 Demacrafic Con-
vention.

“Three.thousand young._people il
stat smoking tomortow. Ore thousand
of them wil die a death not unlike my.
sister's. And that's why, until | craw
last breath, | will pour my heart and
soul into the cause of protecting our
children from the dange of smoking.”™
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By Kate O'Beime.

NOMINEE:  Hillary Clinton

SPIN “0ur role-playing helped Chelsea to
experience, in the priiacy of our
home, the feslings of any person who
sees someone she loves being person-
ally attacked

OCCASION:  Hillary describing in her 1395 book
Takes 2 Vilage how she and Bill Clin-
ton would say horible things about the.
future presicent in front of their six
year-old daughter to steel her against
political invective.

TRANSLATION: “B telling that story about Chelsea, e
put reporters and poltical opponents
on notice that any time they attacked
Bl they were hurting a It gir,

Brillant spin. By arguing “not in font of the chilcren,
Hillry ceflects all manner o Clinton crticism back on
the crifics. Of course, Chelsea wouldn' have had to
hear o many horrible things about her father if he.
hadi't done so many horrble things over the course of
his career, but never mind that one nageing fact,
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TRANSLATION: “Looks ke anti-smoking i the way to
o ight now. So Il run with it

While Al Gore's speech may have sounded heartiel at
the time, in fact t stands as a hallmark of spin. Not
only had Al received $16,000 in tobacco money during
s tenure as a Tennessee congressman, his party had
received more than $900,000 in tobaceo funds from
1992 to 1995 And Gore i the man who ance proudly
boasted o tobacco, *I want you to know that with
oun hands all of my i, | put it in the plant beds and
transferred it 've hoed . [ve dug in it 've sprayed it
've chopped i, 've shredded It spiked it put it inthe
barn and stripped it and sald i.” For invoking his de-
ceased sister to mask i earler political and voca-
tonal ventures in tobaceo, Al Gore reached a new lon
in spin.

Robert Novak s the co-host of G Crossia and a ntion
ally symdcated columist for the Chicaga Sun-Times,
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