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More Praise for South Park Conservatives


“Brian Anderson’s riveting account of the media revolution is a revelation. In a brisk and highly entertaining way, he gives chapter and verse on how the new media is rapidly breaking a liberal stranglehold on both news and entertainment.”

—Harry Stein, author of How I Accidentally Joined 
the Vast Right-Wing Conspiracy (and Found Inner Peace)


 



 



“Highly entertaining and colorful ... Brian Anderson is one of a limited few writing about the new conservative generation who really ‘gets it.’ South Park Conservatives should be required reading for anyone surprised by the reelection of George W. Bush.”

—Lorie Byrd, Polipundit.com






Introduction

A New Era


CBS’s cancellation in late 2003 of its planned four-hour miniseries The Reagans marked a watershed in America’s culture wars. Ten years earlier, CBS would have happily aired the libelous series—the working script of which depicted, based on zero evidence, the fortieth president declaring himself the Antichrist, dismissing AIDS sufferers with a cruel “They that live in sin shall die in sin,” and raging at his staff. Thanks to the remarkable transformation in mass communications and culture that this book chronicles, such left-wing humbug no longer gets a free pass. The consequences for our political life are momentous.

Conservatives have long lamented the Left’s near monopoly over the institutions of opinion and information, a monopoly that has enabled liberal opinion-makers to present their views as rock-solid truth and to sweep aside ideas and beliefs they don’t like as unworthy of argument. But as CBS discovered to its dismay, the Right now has a sizable media presence of its own. Almost overnight, conservatives have mastered the proliferating new media of talk radio, cable television, and the Internet, and they have benefited from a big shift in book publishing. No longer do the New York Times, the big networks, and the rest of the elite  liberal media have an all-but-monolithic power to set the terms of the nation’s political and cultural debate.

It was Matt Drudge’s Internet news site, the Drudge Report, that first leaked script excerpts from The Reagans (excerpts that were scheduled to appear in the New York Times the next day) and then drove the story. With billions of “hits” a year, the Drudge Report, which shows no bias against the Right, is impossible to ignore. Just ask ultraliberal Barbra Streisand: after Drudge reported that she had spent weeks on The Reagans set (where her husband, James Brolin, was portraying the president), she quickly distanced herself from the film. Soon the whole “blogosphere”—the rapidly expanding cybercosmos of commentary and discussion—was buzzing about The Reagans’ distortions, led by conservative-friendly opinion sites like National Review Online (NRO) and current-event blogs (web diaries) like InstaPundit. Writer Michael Paranzino began a web-based campaign to boycott CBS, and conservative talk radio weighed in. Cable-ratings colossus FOX News, launched in 1996 as a corrective to the media mainstream’s left-wing biases, fanned the controversy, booking Paranzino on several shows.

Faced with this new media–driven revolt—unthinkable just a few short years ago—and the subsequent pullout of sponsors, CBS ducked. Network boss Les Moonves shunted The Reagans to advertising-free cable subsidiary Showtime, agreeing that the series was unfair to the former president. “It just doesn’t work,” Moonves told staffers. “Listen, we are not afraid of controversy, we’d go out there if it came in at 50–50, pro and con, but it simply isn’t working. It’s biased.”1


In the election year of 2004, the new media turned up the heat. It put CBS right at the center of an even more significant controversy: Rathergate, the liberal media’s götterdämmerung. On September 8, CBS News anchor Dan Rather famously took to the air on 60 Minutes II trumpeting “newly obtained” Texas Air National Guard documents from the early 1970s, which purported to show that President George  W. Bush had neglected his guard duties three decades ago. In a close election, the revelations hurt W.’s reelection hopes—or would have, had they been true.

Rather’s “scoop” began to unravel almost instantly, thanks to intrepid bloggers.2 CBS posted the documents on its website the night of the 60 Minutes II broadcast. “Buckhead,” a conservative lawyer writing in to the conservative FreeRepublic.com site, called the memos forgeries a few hours later, arguing that no machine from the early 1970s could have produced such fonts and spacing. From there, political blogs Power Line (named Time’s first annual blog of the year) and Little Green Footballs took over. On the morning of September 9, Power Line’s Scott Johnson posted a few paragraphs headed “The 61st Minute,” agreeing with Buckhead that the story seemed fishy, and trudged off to his day job as a lawyer. When he got to the office, dozens of reader e-mails were waiting for him, offering evidence as to why the guard documents had to be fake. By late morning, Power Line “had an arsenal of arguments attacking the memos—typographical, logical, procedural, historical,” as Time put it.3


Later that afternoon, Little Green Footballs host Charles Johnson, a webpage designer by trade, used Microsoft Word default settings to create a seemingly exact replica of one of the memos. At this point, anyone following the blogosphere sleuthing knew that CBS’s story was bogus. These sites had readerships of thousands. But when Drudge linked to Power Line—“60 Minutes Documents on Bush Might Be Fake” blared the headline—millions learned of the rising scandal.

CBS dug in, calling the bloggers “partisan political” operatives. Former CBS News exec and now CNN news head Jonathan Klein, appearing on FOX News, sniffed that the typical blogger was “a guy sitting in his living room in his pajamas writing what he thinks,” nothing like CBS’s professional news operation, with its “multiple layers of checks and balances.” (Klein’s comment inspired Jim Geraghty of  NRO’s campaign blog the KerrySpot to dub the agents of the blogosphere the “pajamahadeen.”) NBC anchor Tom Brokaw accused bloggers of waging a kind of “political jihad against Dan Rather and CBS News.”4


But CBS couldn’t suppress the truth—not in 2004. A few years ago, noted InstaPundit’s law prof host Glenn Reynolds, “CBS would have flashed the documents on TV for a few seconds and no one would have seen them again. Even the people with doubts would have assumed that CBS had done its legwork.” Now the blogosphere—NRO, HughHe-witt. com, BeldarBlog, RealClearPolitics, RatherBiased.com, and other sites that had picked up the story—kept fact-checking, reporting the analyses of experts on typography, National Guard practices, and other aspects of the controversy. Talk radio started to cover Rathergate “like a blanket,” says veteran radio host Mike Siegel. FOX News did too.5


At last, the pressure grew so great that mainstream outlets ABC News and the Washington Post began reporting the story. The New York Times held out a bit longer—it so wanted to believe that the story would hurt Bush that it actually ran a headline proclaiming the memos “Fake but Accurate.” But even the Times, which had been embarrassed the year before by the blogosphere’s role in uncovering reporter Jayson Blair’s in-print fabrications, started to snoop around.

What emerged under this new-media and old-media spotlight wasn’t pretty. CBS, it turned out, had received the memos from notorious Texan Bush-hater Bill Burkett. The network’s own document experts refused to authenticate the memos, and Rather’s crew had ignored relevant sources—and anything else that countered the story’s anti-Bush thrust. Worse still, CBS producer Mary Mapes had urged a campaign aide to Democratic presidential hopeful John Kerry to contact Burkett about the story—the old media conspiring with the Democratic Party to bring down a Republican president. It was a paradigmatic case of liberal media bias—mendacity, even.

Anchorman Rather grudgingly admitted the memos were suspect on September 20. CBS News, its reputation shredded, appointed a two-member investigative team to determine how the unreliable story had made it onto the air. Rather announced he would step down as anchor in March 2005. The investigative panel’s 234-page report—decried by some critics as a whitewash, since it refused to acknowledge the role liberal bias at the network played in the scandal and left unanswered several key questions about sources—resulted in CBS’s firing of four senior executives, including Mapes.

A third example of the new media’s power: the Swift Boat Veterans for Truth story, a key reason John Kerry wasn’t taking the oath of office on January 20, 2005. Kerry’s advisers later admitted that they should have responded to the Swiftees’ charges about the senator’s Vietnam record—among them, that he had obtained most of his medals under dubious circumstances, that he had lied about a purported illegal mission to Cambodia in 1968, and that when he returned stateside and testified that he had witnessed war crimes committed by American troops (and indeed joined in them), he had “grossly and knowingly distorted the conduct” of his fellow servicemen, giving aid and comfort to the enemy. But as journalist and historian Michael Barone explains, the Kerry camp didn’t respond, “because they were confident the old media would bury the story.”

And they were right about that much. The Swiftees couldn’t get any old-media traction, even after the book Unfit for Command, written by a Swift Boat veteran, appeared in the summer and searing anti-Kerry ads began to run. “The old media loved the Kerry narrative—decorated hero returns from Vietnam and opposes the war—and didn’t want to disturb it by airing the Swiftees’ charges,” says Barone.

The new media again made all the difference. Talk radio, the blogs, and FOX News put the Swiftees’ case before the public, blasting Unfit for Command to the top of the bestseller list. Kerry weakly and belatedly  responded in late August, forcing the old media to pay attention at last. Most of the mainstream coverage was dismissive, but by then some of the charges—which Kerry never succeeded in rebutting—had stuck. “Memo to future Democratic nominees,” advises Barone: “You can no longer rely on the old media to hush up stories that hurt your cause. Your friends in the old media don’t have a monopoly any more.”6 Fittingly, aging liberal grandee Bill Moyers devoted his final PBS program to “the biggest story of our time”: the arrival of conservatives in media. To him, this represented a threat to America, since only liberals should get to decide and disseminate what is newsworthy.

In the chapters ahead, I will demonstrate this paradigm shift and explain its repercussions. We’ll look at the old media regime and the invective-filled but flaccid style of argument it permitted the Left to peddle for so long—an illiberal liberalism that has grown even more hysterical as the new media have rendered it less effectual. We will then consider the various agents of change: talk radio, cable TV (above all FOX News), the blogosphere, and book publishing.

There’s another dimension to the transformation, less immediately political than cultural: The new media have nourished a fiercely anti-liberal comedic spirit, whose anarchic, vulgar archetype is Comedy Central’s brilliant cartoon series South Park, depicting the adventures of four foulmouthed fourth-graders. As we’ll see, this spirit leaves no politically correct idol standing. South Park has mocked—with scathing genius—hate-crime laws and sexual harassment policies, liberal celebrities, abortion-rights extremists, and other shibboleths of the Left.

This anti-Left ethos is particularly appealing to the young, however much it might offend older conservatives. “If people wonder why antiwar celebrities such as Janeane Garofalo or Michael Moore failed to win over the younger generation, you have only to watch South Park to see why,” says blogger Andrew Sullivan, who coined the phrase “South  Park Republicans” to describe partisans of this iconoclastic attitude (Tech Central Station contributor Stephen Stanton has further popularized the term). “The next generation sees through the cant and piety, and cannot help giggling.”7 By no means, however, has the Right conquered popular culture; television entertainment, especially on the networks, remains mostly liberal in sensibility, and everyone knows where Hollywood stands politically. But it’s no longer a liberal monopoly: A new post-liberal counterculture has emerged.

Finally, we’ll meet some young conservatives, some of whom you’d call South Park conservatives. The same forces that are reshaping the information landscape are beginning to influence campus life too—the last place, after the media, that conservatives believed the Left’s power would remain inviolate. The change isn’t coming from faculty or school officials, but from self-organizing students and innovative outside groups, who are taking advantage of the new media to open schools to conservative currents of thought.

So is South Park Conservatives the triumphant (or, if you’re a lefty, disastrous) story of conservatives winning the culture wars? In my conclusion, I’ll argue that such an inference would be too hasty. But it is unquestionably time to say that the Right is no longer losing.





Chapter One

The Old Media Regime


In hi s recent book Weapons of Mass Distortion, L. Brent Bozell III, head of the Media Research Center (MRC), a media watchdog group, recounts a “rare glimpse behind the curtain” during a CNN appearance that captures the visceral dislike of conservatism—and conservatives—prevalent in the mainstream media. CNN had invited Bozell to debate a new MRC study showing how poorly the news networks covered religion. The CNN panel, to Bozell’s delight, proved both civil and fair, “the rare cable television appearance where the discussion did not devolve into a fight,” he notes.

In the CNN control room, however, such respect was sorely lacking. CNN had forgotten to turn off the transmission in Bozell’s earpiece, so he could hear everything the producers and other staffers were saying—even screaming—as he spoke on air. “Every time I made a statement it was met with derisive insults—‘Goddamn Nazi!’ ‘Fucking fascist!’ ‘What an asshole you are!’—and hysterical laughter,” Bozell recalls.

After the program, Bozell bumped into one of the producers standing outside the control room. “Great show,” the producer said, beaming. “I couldn’t resist,” Bozell says. “I reached past him and swung open  the control room door. There, crunched in the tight quarters, were a good half dozen CNN employees chattering away.... Smiling, I tossed them the earpiece. ‘Next time, don’t forget to turn it off during the show’ was all I needed to say: The picture of this motley crew, big-eyed, their mouths hanging open, will be with me forever.”1
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A few years ago, CBS anchor Dan Rather called liberal press bias “one of the great political myths.” “Most reporters don’t know whether they’re Republican or Democrat, and vote every which way,” said Rather. His ABC counterpart Peter Jennings agreed. “ABC, CBS, NBC are mainstream media,” he reassured CNN’s Larry King. “We are largely in the center, without particular axes to grind.”2


What a load of hooey. Long before Rathergate, long before ex–CBS newsman Bernard Goldberg’s bestseller Bias: A CBS Insider Exposes How the Media Distort the News, it was clear to any sensible observer that the mass communications media that emerged as powerful opinion-shaping forces after World War II—the national dailies, the Big Three networks, the shiny newsweeklies—were completely dominated by liberals. “If you talk to journalists who cover Washington,” FOX News anchor and former ABC News reporter Brit Hume recently noted, “you won’t find many who are pro-life, you won’t find very many who are environment-movement skeptics, you won’t find very many who think that the NRA’s anything other than a menace. You will find very few who are Republicans, and you won’t find very many who are self-acknowledged conservatives. It’s just not there.”3


Studies galore over the last few decades reinforce Hume’s observation. Contrary to Rather’s contentions, liberals vastly outnumber conservatives in elite press ranks. Social scientists S. Robert Lichter and Stanley Rothman first documented the imbalance in a pioneering 1979–1980 study later developed into a major book, The Media Elite.  Surveying 240 leading journalists at the nation’s prestigious media outlets—including the New York Times, the Washington Post, Time, Newsweek, ABC, CBS, NBC, and PBS—Lichter and Rothman discovered that eight out of ten voted Democratic in presidential races between 1964 and 1976, with 94 percent picking LBJ over Barry Goldwater in 1964 and 81 percent choosing McGovern over Nixon (who, recall, won 61 percent of the popular vote). The majority of these Watergate-era journalists—54 percent—placed themselves squarely on the left, the authors found. Only 19 percent said they were right of center.4


In their economic and social policy views, the authors showed, these journalists tended to be European-style social democrats, if not out-and-out socialists. Two-thirds, for instance, believed that government should significantly shrink the income gap between rich and poor, and an even greater majority endorsed racial preferences for blacks. Culturally, the media elites overwhelmingly embraced 1960s do-your-own-thing values. Nine out of ten gave a thumbs-up to abortion rights, and more than half saw nothing wrong with adultery. Most were not religious. On the foreign policy front, a majority of journalists—Vietnam-haunted—viewed the United States as an exploiter of the Third World, a cause of global poverty, and an immoral squanderer of the world’s resources. We were the bad guys, as bad as the Communists we were fighting, maybe worse. The media elites, in short, belonged to what critic Lionel Trilling famously called “the adversary culture,” expressing an “actually subversive intention” toward traditional American politics, society, and values.5


Nor have things changed since Lichter and Rothman did their original survey. Research from the mid-1990s, conducted by Rothman and political scientist Amy E. Black and written up in The Public Interest in 2001, revealed that 76 percent of top journalists voted for Democratic loser Michael Dukakis in the 1988 presidential race, and 91 percent pulled the lever for Bill Clinton in 1992. More than 70 percent  felt that the government should guarantee jobs, and 97 percent supported abortion rights. Three-quarters of journalists thought homosexuality was just as acceptable as heterosexuality.6 You’d have a hard time finding a more liberal group of Americans outside university faculty lounges. And the nation’s elite pressrooms seem to be becoming more liberal still, if that’s possible. According to a 2004 Pew Research Center survey, only 7 percent of reporters at national news organizations now say that they’re conservative; five times that percentage call themselves liberals. New York Times reporter John Tierney, one of that paper’s few non-lefty writers, surveyed 153 journalists at the 2004 Democratic National Convention. The Washington press corps rooted for Kerry over Bush by a margin of twelve to one, Tierney found, with the outside-the-Beltway reporters endorsing the Massachusetts senator for president by a three-to-one margin.

In virtually every respect, the political and moral views that dominate the media elite have been and remain out of sync with those of the American people. A 2001 Gallup poll found that 41 percent of Americans identify themselves as conservatives; just 18 percent say that they’re liberal. More than 40 percent of Americans embrace a pro-life stance on abortion, and a majority thinks that abortion is too easy to obtain. Same-sex marriage is a nonstarter. Only 4 percent of U.S. citizens endorse tax hikes. Most Americans reject affirmative action. Support for the military runs high.
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“Wait a second,” say some pressmen, when confronted with such facts. “Maybe we journalists are usually liberals, but that doesn’t mean we allow our political views ever to influence our reporting. We’re pros.”

That’d be great, if it were true. But editors and journalists must choose what is newsworthy, which experts to consult and how to identify them, what images to run with text or voice-overs, and what  questions to raise. Whether intentionally or unconsciously, the press corps’s liberal values invariably influence those choices, as the evidence shows.

Consider—to take only one of countless examples of liberal bias collected by the Media Research Center since its founding in 1987—how the Big Three networks reported Bush’s proposed tax-reduction package when debate raged over it in early 2001. In ninety-three stories, the MRC points out, the networks quoted liberal critics who disparaged the tax cut as “massive” or “huge” five times more frequently than they quoted tax-cut backers arguing the opposite point. Network reporters, with anchors Dan Rather (CBS) and Tom Brokaw (NBC) taking the lead, called the cuts “big” or “very big” thirty different times; no reporter ever branded the Bush cuts as moderate or small, as some supply-side economists did. Media message: Stop those crazy tax cutters!

The press simply doesn’t give the Right a fair shake on the economy. In an important econometric study, American Enterprise Institute researchers Kevin Hassett and John Lott methodically surveyed headlines in hundreds of newspapers and AP reports on unemployment, GDP, retail sales, and durable-goods orders going back to 1985, and found them to be considerably gloomier overall when a Republican sat in the White House, regardless of the economic data the stories reported. For the same kind of economic news, Republican presidents received about 20 to 30 percent less positive coverage from all papers, and 20 to 40 percent less positive coverage from the nation’s ten leading papers. Among the most biased news sources were—no surprises here—the New York Times and the Washington Post. This “partisan gap,” as Hassett and Lott call it, distorts public perceptions of the economy. Positive headlines actually had more to do with whether people thought an economy was getting better than with the underlying economic data, the authors unsurprisingly discovered.7


Throughout 2004, economists wondered why the public remained grumpy about the Bush economy, whose growth rate matched any twelve-month period of the Clinton presidency. A July AP/Ipsos–Public Affairs survey, for example, found that 57 percent of the respondents thought that the economy had lost more jobs than it had gained over the previous six months, when in fact it had added more than one million jobs. Headlines like the Chicago Tribune’s, greeting news of robust 4 percent economic growth during the fourth quarter of 2003—“GDP Growth Disappoints: Job Worries Linger”—no doubt had something to do with the public mystification.

Then there’s the way the mainstream media covers the homeless. During the Reagan years, Bernard Goldberg wryly observes, “I started noticing that the homeless people we showed on the news didn’t look very much like the homeless people I was tripping over on the sidewalk.”8 In fact, the typical Reagan-era TV-news homeless person looked like your hard-working family-man neighbor, suddenly, catastrophically down on his luck because of a bad economy and a lack of “affordable housing,” not the drug-addled, gibberish-spouting, fist-waving deinstitutionalized lunatic he was likely to be in the real world. “The networks insistently editorialized that homelessness was something that could happen to anybody, black or white, rich or poor, and was a consequence of Ronald Reagan’s lack of support for federal housing programs,” explains Forbes’s Dan Seligman; the homeless people shown on the tube had to reinforce that it’s-all-Reagan’s-fault message.9 When Democrat Bill Clinton became president, many observers commented, the homeless (of all kinds) curiously vanished from the nightly news and the morning paper headlines, only to return in 2000 when Republican George W. Bush took office.

The old media regime’s liberal distortions also color the reporting on cultural controversies like abortion. As the MRC documents, elite reporters rarely label abortion supporters as “liberal” but often tag abortion foes as “conservative”—and never “pro-life.” Pro-life protests win  little or no coverage, regardless of their size. Worse still, significant new data that show the anti-abortion side gaining ground also go virtually unreported. The Center for the Advancement of Women’s stunning 2003 survey showed that 51 percent of women now do not support abortion at all or only in the cases of incest or rape. This drew nary a comment from the Big Three, the New York Times, or the Washington Post. “We simply don’t get the truth on the abortion issue from the liberal media,” says Brent Bozell.10
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Liberal bias is perhaps at its most egregious in war reporting, at least when a Republican is president doing the warring. During the Cold War, especially after Ronald Reagan became president, American journalists, like most Western journalists, frequently gave the propaganda of the Soviet Union and its satellites equal footing with American officials’ statements, a Media Institute study documented. On CBS’s This Morning in 1988, hostess Kathleen Sullivan was sadly representative of this tendency, thrilling over Fidel Castro’s police state: “Now half of the Cuban population is under the age of twenty-five, mostly Spanish-speaking, and all have benefited from Castro’s Cuba, where their health and their education are priorities.”

The great anti-Communist writer Jean-François Revel denounced such naiveté in his mammoth study of elite political folly, The Flight from Truth. “A great deal of ‘reporting’ then done by Western journalists was primarily aimed at justifying the existence of [totalitarian] systems and soft-pedaling the threat they posed to democracy in various parts of the world,” wrote Revel. “This was a classic example of how democracy can unwittingly transmute its lifeblood into a poison, by fabricating arguments to prove that, unless absolutely perfect, it does not deserve to exist. In effect, this amounted to stipulating that democracy’s only choice is between saintliness and death.”11


When wars become hot, the writer and critic Dinesh D’Souza notes, the enduring “meta story”—the hidden general premise that governs elite press and broadcast coverage—is “another Vietnam.” “Every time the United States intervenes abroad,” complains D’Souza, whether in Grenada or Bosnia or Afghanistan or now Iraq, “a chorus of voices in the media warns that it’s Vietnam all over again.” “Quagmire,” “bogged-down,” “grim”—the elite press rushes to depict U.S. military action in the harshest light possible; civilian casualties get played up, heroic soldiers played down. It doesn’t matter how often the story turns out wrong, says D’Souza. “It is embedded in the psyche of a media generation that came of age during the Vietnam era.”12


The defeatist coverage of the Afghanistan and Iraq wars illustrates the meta story’s continuing hold on many journalists and editors. Just four weeks into the United States’s successful drive to remove the Taliban from power in Afghanistan in the fall of 2001, for example, the New York Times’s R. W. Apple saw only calamity ahead. “The ominous word ‘quagmire’ has begun to haunt conversations among government officials and students of foreign policy,” he wrote.13 Mere days later, the Taliban regime fell. ABC News, to take another case, lent undue credence to Taliban claims of Afghan civilian casualties, running sixteen minutes’ worth of reports on them from October 8–31. Those claims proved wildly exaggerated.

Reporting on Iraq has been bleaker still. Even as General Tommy Franks was leading American forces to swift victory in direct military conflict in spring 2003, the elite press proclaimed imminent U.S. defeat, trumpeted every purported injustice or error committed by our troops, and, Cold War–style, even sympathized with the enemy. “Iraqis Show New Defiance”; “Baghdad Bombing Brings Back Memories of 9/11”; “Urban Warfare: Long a Key Part of an Underdog’s Down-to-Earth Arsenal” (on the Iraqi forces’ practice of hiding behind civilians) —these were typical headlines in the elite press. In the hard  struggle to pacify and reconstruct Iraq, where the United States has admittedly taken some questionable steps, old-media reporters, with a few notable exceptions (above all, the New York Times’s sterling John Burns), have ignored progress and highlighted every impediment to victory. It’s as if they want the Iraq War to fail.14


Along with the gloomy reporting on military affairs comes an indulgent—even celebratory—view of antiwar types. “It’s an extraordinarily diverse crowd,” CNN reporter Maria Hinojosa gushed in a representative early 2003 television segment about a throng of protesters opposing then-looming military intervention in Iraq. “I have seen elderly men and women with mink coats carrying their posters. I have also seen children with their parents coming from public schools.... I have seen old antiwar folks who say that they’ve been coming to demonstrations since the 1960s, as well as high school students and college students who have never taken part in any demonstration who are now becoming part of the activity here.”

If you hadn’t come across the polls showing strong support for taking out Saddam at the time, you might think all Americans stood firmly against war. In thirty-eight different stories on antiwar street demonstrations, CNN noted only once that most Americans did not support the protesters’ views. One thing was certain: CNN, like its mainstream media brethren, sure did.

The elite media’s antiwar stance—sometimes coming close to an outright anti-Americanism—has been a major factor in driving viewers and readers away from it and toward FOX News, the blogosphere, and other news alternatives, as we’ll come to later.
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Far from keeping its liberal sympathies in check, the elite press sometimes roots for the Dems so openly it’s laughable. Never was this truer than in the 2004 election campaign. It was as if the rise of alternative  media, giving the Right a real chance to gets its word out in public debate for the first time, also gave some in the mainstream media the excuse to drop even the pretense of objectivity, so as to lobby night and day for the Democratic ticket. Rathergate and the Swift Boat vets controversy were only the most prominent cases. But the old media’s traditional bias found itself, for the first time, nakedly exposed in the light cast by the new information sources.

“Long a Republican Bulwark, a Growing Arizona Is in Play,” blared a front-page Los Angeles Times headline on the presidential race in September 2004. You had to read through most of the article before discovering that polls then had Bush eclipsing Kerry by sixteen points in Arizona. Bush eventually won the state handily.

Or how about the late-September Associated Press hit job camouflaged as a news story, headlined “Bush Twists Kerry’s Words on Iraq,” which could easily have been written by the Kerry campaign? Oh, wait, maybe it was. As the Power Line blog reminded everybody, the AP campaign reporter who wrote the story, Jennifer Loven, is married to Kerry environmental adviser Roger Ballentine and had dumped on President Bush before. Indeed, in an earlier “news” piece on the Bush administration’s Clear Skies environmental initiative, Loven dubbed it the “so-called” Clear Skies legislation, and criticized it in language lifted directly from one of her husband’s policy articles. Power Line’s John Hinderaker seethed, “If Jennifer Loven wants to run around and be a spokesperson for her Kerry-contributing and Kerry-paid husband’s environmental views, she should be free to do so, JUST NOT AS A FREAKING AP REPORTER FOR THE PRESIDENTIAL CAMPAIGN.” 15


After John Kerry emerged as the Democratic nominee, the elite media followed Democratic chairman Terry McAuliffe “like Pavlov’s dogs,” says media critic Tim Graham. “McAuliffe rang the ‘AWOL’ bell on President Bush’s service in the Texas Air National Guard, and the  networks followed, with sixty-three morning- and evening-news segments on the Big Three networks pounding Bush to prove he wasn’t ‘AWOL,’ ” Graham points out.16 In 1992, the networks aired only ten evening news stories on Bill Clinton’s draft evasion after that story broke. Kerry’s Vietnam record—Kerry’s record in general—remained largely unexamined by mainstream media outlets during the 2004 race.

Even more damning was the October memo from ABC News’s respected political director, Mark Halperin, which was leaked to the blogosphere. It basically instructed his colleagues to be tougher on Bush than on Kerry. “Kerry distorts, takes out of context, and [makes] mistakes all the time,” Halperin averred, but these untruths are “not central to his efforts to win.” By contrast, Bush’s attacks on Kerry “involve distortions and taking things out of context in a way that goes beyond what Kerry has done.” An implausible claim, but never mind: “We have a responsibility to hold both sides accountable to the public interest, but that doesn’t mean we reflexively and artificially hold both sides ‘equally’ accountable when the facts don’t warrant that,” Halperin told his troops, adding obligingly, “It’s up to Kerry to defend himself, of course.”17 But ABC could help!

Conservatives were justifiably ornery over the memo. “Halperin should make it official and move down to Washington to join the Democratic National Committee,” radio host Laura Ingraham sarcastically commented, expressing widespread sentiment.18 Yet, as New York Post columnist John Podhoretz advised, the memo was uniquely useful evidence, revealing “as no other document ever has the existence of a deeply ingrained double standard in the way political news is reported in the United States.”19 The elite media predictably looked away from Halperin’s blatant side-taking, though it had gotten all worked up a few months earlier over ostensibly pro-Bush programming notes from Halperin’s FOX News counterpart John Moody (we’ll consider those in Chapter Four).

Not that ABC could come close to the New York Times’s Bush-bashing, which encompassed far more than its innumerable pessimistic stories on Iraq—including its front-page report, broken just days before the presidential election and swiftly debunked by NBC and legions of bloggers, about 380 tons of high explosives purportedly missing from Iraq’s Al Qaqaa military complex south of Baghdad. The Times did everything in its power to bring down W., from burying good news for the president deep in polling articles to magnifying and promoting the charges of administration critics like Richard Clarke and Joseph Wilson to coming up with the absurd “Fake but Accurate” headline.

At the Unity convention for minority journalists in summer 2004, many attendees snickered during President Bush’s address but interrupted candidate Kerry’s address with enthusiastic cheers and whistles. One reporter present found the display of partisanship galling. “It was so offensive and awful, and I hated it. It was clearly inappropriate.” Another felt the same way: “As a group we should have kept ourselves in check.”20


Do we really need further proof of the mainstream media’s transparent politicking in the 2004 presidential race? Well, here’s just a little more. S. Robert Lichter’s nonpartisan Center for Media and Public Affairs studied 2004 election coverage by the Big Three, Time, and Newsweek during the summer and found evaluations of John Kerry ran 67 percent positive. For W., they ran 60 percent negative. Kerry enjoyed “the best press on network news of any presidential nominee since we began tracking election news in 1988,” the Center said. Newsweek reporter Evan Thomas, who said “absolutely” that most reporters wanted to see Kerry in the White House, estimated that the bias perhaps bought an extra five points at the polls for the Dems—not enough to win, as it turned out.21


Bush’s reelection came as a big shock to some in the old media, like CBS MarketWatch commentator Jon Friedman, who deserves the 2004  Pauline Kael Award for liberal cocooning. (Following Richard Nixon’s landslide victory in the 1972 presidential race, Kael famously snapped, “I don’t know how Richard Nixon could have won. I don’t know anybody who voted for him.”) “The Bush political team intuitively understood the tone of the U.S. voters much better than the media did,” Friedman reflected after the 2004 election. “To be honest, I still don’t quite understand how certified media junkies like me could have been so wrong. I read the New York Times and The New Yorker religiously. I watch CNN and the networks’ evening news programs as well as the gabfests on Sunday mornings too. Go figure.”22


Go figure indeed. Thanks to the revolutionary changes in mass communications this book explores—changes that have helped expose the elite media’s biases—and partly because Americans have got eyes to see, many have come to distrust the leading news organizations, believing they skew the news left. (Friedman might be joining their ranks soon.) In a 2003 Gallup poll, for instance, 45 percent of adult Americans described the media as “too liberal,” compared with just 15 percent who saw it as “too conservative.” The Pew Research Center found much the same in a 2003 survey: 51 percent of respondents felt the press had a left-wing bias, while 26 believed it tilted right. After Rathergate, a nationwide Gallup poll found only 44 percent of Americans were confident of the media’s ability to report the news fairly and accurately. That was the lowest percentage that Gallup had recorded since it began canvassing Americans on the subject over thirty years ago.

[image: 006]

Reinforcing the liberalism of the press, as everyone knows, is the liberalism of network entertainment—“the America Dream machine,” as Lichter, his wife, Linda S. Lichter, and Rothman call it in their 1994 book Prime Time: How TV Portrays American Culture, another groundbreaking study on media and politics. Logging thousands of hours  studying the content of prime-time situation comedies and dramas, the authors charted the dramatic shift from the apolitical programming of the 1950s to the “socially relevant” All in the Familys and Maudes of the 1970s and beyond, in which liberal values became omnipresent, as they largely remain on network entertainment today.
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