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“Spin Masters shows just how far to the left the news media have lurched. There are other ways to study media bias, but Freddoso’s book is a lot more fun than poring through the first forty-two Gail Collins columns in the New York Times about Mitt Romney driving with a dog on the roof of his car. (The dog liked it!)”

—Ann Coulter,
New York Times bestselling author of Mugged

“David Freddoso’s terrific new book Spin Masters documents more than routine media bias—though he has plenty of outrageous examples of that. It’s about how the media ignored or buried the big stories—like how Obama has hollowed out our economy or openly trampled on the Constitution—in favor of Democratic Party press releases. Freddoso reports the news you didn’t hear during the election—and also shows how we can avoid falling prey to the hypocritical and absurdly partisan liberal media again.”

—David Limbaugh,
New York Times bestselling author of The Great Destroyer

“If you had a scintilla of respect left for the mainstream media, David Freddoso’s excellent new book Spin Masters will shred it. He reports on the big stories the mainstream media didn’t and shows how if you relied on the mainstream media, you would have been less well informed than if you turned off your radio and television and cancelled your newspaper subscription.”

—David Harsanyi,
author of Obama’s Four Horsemen

“Media bias mostly takes the form of omission. In 2012, the media mostly omitted mention of Obama’s many offenses against ethics, good-government, and the truth. In Spin Masters, David Freddoso deftly tells the stories that most of the mainstream media missed because a dog on the roof of a car was more interesting than, say, an illegal military intervention in Libya or serial abuse of presidential power. I challenge anyone to read this book and then honestly deny that Obama’s reelection was aided by a media that didn’t do its job right.”

—Timothy P. Carney,
senior political columnist, Washington Examiner

“Conservatives need to know they are not just up against political activists on the left. They are also up against a media that leans left, regurgitates left-wing talking points, and transitions back and forth between left-wing institutions and the mainstream media. David Freddoso does an excellent job shedding light on just what conservatives are up against and what they must do to fight back.”

—Erick Erickson,
editor of RedState.com

“Freddoso not only shows how deeply in the Obama tank many journalists were in 2012. He also serves as an alternate-universe assignment desk for the stories unbiased reporters might have written.”

—Byron York,
chief political correspondent, Washington Examiner
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To my children.
“Et cognoscetis veritatem et veritas liberabit vos.”
Jn 8:32



CHAPTER ONE


A GREAT,
SLOBBERING
LOVE AFFAIR
CONTINUED

Slate, the online magazine, has a laudable quadrennial tradition. Before each presidential election, its staffers disclose to the public how they intend to vote. The first year they did this, in 2000, Democrat Al Gore won 78.4

The first year they did this, in 2000, Democrat Al Gore won 78.4 percent of their support, and Republican George W. Bush won 10.8 percent.1 In 2004, John Kerry had the backing of 84.9 percent of Slate’s staff.2

In 2008, Barack Obama was backed by fifty-five staffers out of fifty-eight, and John McCain by just one. (Another respondent answered merely, “Not McCain.”)3 As you may recall, Obama got a bit less than 94.8 percent from the general population in that election. In 2012, Obama again received a much smaller share of the popular vote than the 83.8 percent that Slate’s staff gave him.4

I admire Slate for disclosing how its writers vote, providing a look inside the minds of political journalists whose work I enjoy. But obviously, what stands out here is their degree of ideological uniformity.

It isn’t just Slate. In 1981, academics S. Robert Lichter and Stanley Rothman, who later wrote The Media Elite, surveyed 240 journalists at some of the nation’s most prestigious national media organizations. They found that four in five, 80 percent, had voted Democratic in all four of the presidential elections between 1964 and 1976, including the Nixon landslide of 1972.5 Rothman followed up with a similar survey in 1995 and found that 91 percent of journalists had voted for Bill Clinton in 1992—a year when he received just 43 percent of the popular vote.6

When it comes to their political giving, journalists are even more slanted. In 2008, William Tate of Investor’s Business Daily found that twenty journalists gave to Obama for every one who gave to John McCain.7 Political Moneyline (now CQ Moneyline) found in July 2004 that ninety-three journalists gave to John Kerry for every one who gave to George W. Bush.8

It would be too much to expect newsrooms to look—politically speaking—like America does. But 90 percent voting Democrat? It’s difficult to get that many people in a poll to say they like apple pie.

Journalism is one of the most influential professions, and also one of the most thoroughly and consistently politically lopsided. The media have a political party, and they are far more loyal in their partisanship than many of the voter blocs that probably come to mind when you think of partisan loyalty: Evangelical Christians, union members, Mormons, atheists—all of those groups are bastions of independent thought compared to journalists when it comes to their political thinking and voting patterns.


It’s More Than Bias

Conservatives often overdo it when they criticize media bias. They find it in every unfavorable story and sometimes in places where it doesn’t matter. I’ll say it: they whine too much. But that doesn’t mean they’re wrong. Former CBS News reporter Bernard Goldberg put it this way in Bias (2001), his seminal and bestselling book:


Some right-wing ideologues do blame “the liberal news media” for everything from crime to cancer. But that doesn’t detract from another truth: that, by and large, the media elites really are liberal. And Democrats, too. And both affect their news judgment.9



Bias was one of the first books I read after coming to Washington in 2001. There’s a reason it made number one on the New York Times bestseller list and stayed on the list for nineteen weeks, seven of them in the top slot. It provided an insider’s confirmation of a very real phenomenon—liberal media bias—that had irked conservatives for decades. Bias provided concrete examples of the subtle and overt ways that media bias affects coverage of the issues of the day.

Thanks to works like The Media Elite and Bias, and organizations like the Media Research Center, Americans aren’t really surprised anymore when they hear, say, a story about a room full of reporters at a presidential debate cheering at a good Obama debate line, as they did on October 17, 2012.10

A participant in one of Frank Luntz’s post-debate focus groups might have been a bit foul-mouthed but he was not alone when he complained about the media’s role in creating, promoting, and propping up the Obama presidency:


That’s why I voted for him [in 2008]. I bought his bull. And he’s lied about everything, he hasn’t provided, he hasn’t come through on anything, and he’s been bullsh--ting the public with the media behind him.11



Most journalists claim that they report the news as it is, and that they do not allow their personal political beliefs to influence how they report it. Objectivity, every aspiring reporter is taught, is a first principle of journalism. That is true even for opinion journalists and commentators, who also have a responsibility to present facts in a reasonable, honest way—and who, at their best, make a point of confronting facts that are inconvenient to the positions they take.

But no one is without biases. Any journalist, liberal or conservative, can report facts fairly. Even so, any journalist who thinks he’s perfectly unbiased is only deceiving himself.

The political coverage in 2012 was very biased. This book will explore many of the stories that bias prompted the media to ignore, and others that it prompted the media to tell ad nauseam despite their relative lack of importance.

Why does this happen? As Goldberg writes in both Bias and his 2009 book, A Slobbering Love Affair, it’s not that the heads of the media world are in some tall Manhattan building, consciously trying to slant the news and help the political party they like. They are more often prisoners to their own worldview, unable to recognize a good story (or its significance) if it falls outside of it. And this organic, institutional bias is further reinforced by their colleagues’ ideological uniformity. If they are exposed to any conservative arguments at all, they are usually weak and poorly grounded ones. As Goldberg put it:


The problem, in a word, is groupthink. There simply are too many like-minded people in America’s most important newsrooms, and like-mindedness has a way of reinforcing biases. . . .

. . .Yes, it is theoretically possible for journalists to be overwhelmingly liberal, and to overwhelmingly support Democratic candidates for president, and still be fair and objective in their journalism. But realistically, and in practice, there’s no way. That liberal bias seeps into just about everything the media touch. The problem is that life inside the liberal media bubble is too comfortable. It dulls the senses. It turns even well-educated journalists into narrow-minded provincial rubes. . . . It lulls journalists into thinking that they really are fair and honest brokers of information.12



If Goldberg’s talk of narrow-mindedness seems too strong, think back to the most spectacular journalistic failure of this century. Dan Rather’s downfall in 2004 came as a result of his instinctual willingness to believe anything negative about George W. Bush—anything! When a document of dubious provenance fell into his lap (it purported to document a backroom political deal that won Bush special treatment during the Vietnam War), he put it on the air with hardly a second thought.13 When you’re certain enough about your conclusion, any proof will do.

One can certainly fail without failing as dramatically as Rather did. An instinctual unwillingness to believe anything bad about a president results in journalistic failures, too—failures that don’t end careers, but that do result in important stories never being told, and in journalists bending over backwards to defend politicians they like in a way they never would for politicians they don’t like.

The flashy meltdowns on national television—the moments when overt bias spills over into coverage—have a very high entertainment value. They can be ridiculous and embarrassing for all involved. The 2012 election saw its fair share, and many will be discussed in this book.

But this book is not just about the awkward Obama cheerleading that occurred in some segments of the leg-tingling media. The deeper problem is the more subtle one. At the highest levels of journalism, editorial judgments are made about what matters and what deserves coverage. And yes, facts are facts, but their significance may not be obvious to someone whose view of the world is sufficiently one-dimensional.

In the coverage of the 2012 presidential race, news judgments generally sided with fluff, often coming straight from President Obama’s campaign, over substance. This made campaign coverage, in a word, stupider. It also made it a lot more helpful to Obama. The parade of bright shiny objects that distracts from the pain voters feel—of economic failure, of seeing their money wasted by a government that’s taking away their freedoms and claiming new, unprecedented powers every day—is exactly what an incumbent with a shaky record needs most.

On his trip to Poland in late July 2012, GOP presidential nominee Mitt Romney visited the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier in Warsaw—a solemn site filled with more sorrowful and painful memories than Americans have at Arlington Cemetery. The American press, roped off at a distance, shouted out—or really, whined out—their profound questions after him. Here were three of the five:


CNN: “Governor Romney are you concerned about some of the mishaps of your trip?”

Washington Post: “What about your gaffes?”

New York Times: “Governor Romney do you feel that your gaffes have overshadowed your foreign trip?”14



Ladies and gentlemen, that was your media during Campaign 2012. The CNN journalist then shouted out a fourth question, noting that Romney hadn’t been taking many questions from the press during his trip to Europe. But if these were the kind of questions they were asking, it’s hard to see this as a big loss. How would Romney have even answered? “I am quite concerned about my gaffes”? Or perhaps: “My gaffes are the best gaffes; that’s what I like about them”?

Yes, there was good journalism done in 2012. There were keen insights and hard-hitting stories published. But on aggregate, the press let the public down. And the public noticed.

The Pew Center for Excellence in Journalism released its postelection scorecard poll on November 15. The press received a gentleman’s C-minus—the lowest of any entity graded, and a lower grade than either campaign. But that wasn’t the most significant finding. In 2008, 57 percent of respondents told Pew that there was “more discussion of the issues than usual” during the election. In 2012, only 38 percent thought so, and 51 percent thought that the issues were discussed “less than usual.”15 That was the political media’s net contribution in 2012.

For example, the most important issue for many valuable days in the life of the Republic in 2012 was whether someone was going to ban birth control. No one had proposed any such thing, and no one running for president—no, not even Rick Santorum—supported it. But it became the burning issue anyway, and this was made possible when a Democratic operative-turned-television-journalist asked a question about it in a Republican presidential primary debate. In fact, George Stephanopoulos kept repeating the question until the debate audience booed him. From that moment on, the media provided a megaphone for the Obama campaign, so that it could carry this non-issue well into the late stages of the race. Months after that debate, NBC News Anchor Brian Williams would remark on air, “Who woke up in the Republican Party one day recently and said, ‘I know what we’ll go after, let’s go after reproductive rights?’ What was that about?”

For several days, the entire 2012 election seemed to hang on this purely academic question: In the event abortion was somehow made illegal nationwide (care to calculate the odds of this?), what would a Republican president do with respect to the 1 percent of abortions performed in cases of rape? It was not enough that one politician self-immolated by speaking of “legitimate rape” and asserting some utter nonsense about reproductive biology. The media helped Obama’s campaign tease that out into countless news segments and stories, so that every Republican in America had to be asked about it. It became the most important topic in American politics for some time.

Then there was the war on Big Bird. Then there was the preoccupation with every Republican criticism of President Obama as a sign of latent, or overt, racism. There were endless charges of voter suppression, prompted by entirely reasonable attempts to have voters produce identification at the polls, as they must in nearly every other nation on earth where the people have a right to vote.

All of this came at the expense of coverage of the many serious issues that surrounded the 2012 election. Here are a few stories that ended up on the short end of that equation:

•A “recovery” was underway in which a wraith-like version of the job market was rising from the grave to replace what had been there before the financial crisis. Mid-career workers (age twenty-five to fifty-four) were in a persistent labor market depression that included no jobs recovery at all.

•More and more people who had lost full-time jobs were forced to settle for part-time ones (which helped keep the unemployment rate low), and unprecedented numbers had no choice but to go on government assistance.

•President Obama’s policy of drone strikes—including on U.S. citizens—imposed a death penalty without trial on a sixteen-year-old boy, whose only apparent crime was being the son of a terrorist.

•The president unilaterally brought the United States into a war without seeking or receiving congressional approval.

•A U.S. ambassador was murdered on the anniversary of the 9/11 attacks, possibly because of official negligence. The president, the secretary of state, and other high-level administration officials all rushed to blame a YouTube video, despite that explanation’s prima facie improbability and intelligence information to the contrary.

•The president’s extensive foreign policy efforts at rapprochement with the Arab world utterly failed to win it over.

•Al Qaeda was making a comeback, despite the death of Osama bin Laden.

•The president circumvented constitutional restrictions on his office by making “recess” appointments when the Senate was not even in recess.

•With an executive privilege claim, the president of the United States officially involved himself in covering up a law enforcement scandal that had resulted in numerous deaths.

•President Obama and his administration stubbornly defended a failing policy of wasting billions in taxpayers’ money on dodgy clean energy projects and green job training that hadn’t created any jobs.

•The transformational president who promised to set pettiness aside and work across the aisle centered his reelection campaign on wedge issues—especially social issues—to divide America and distract people from economic conditions.

These stories could have made a real difference in how people viewed the Obama presidency. They were suppressed. The media had more important things to cover, like Mitt Romney’s gaffes, his dog, a fictitious “War on Women,” and Big Bird.

In some cases, stories that did deserve coverage—like Romney’s refusal to release his tax returns—were given such a ridiculously disproportionate airing that substantive stories about Obama’s presidency were buried in heaps of straw. Obama’s campaign team could not have possibly expected as much help from the media as it actually got.

It wasn’t just the distractions or the suppression, but also the tone of the coverage that worked in Obama’s favor. The Pew Center’s study on coverage of the candidates tells an interesting story. Between August 27 and October 23, the heart of the campaign, the body of stories written and broadcast about Romney was only about 27 percent more negative and 21 percent less positive than the body of Obama coverage. Believe it or not, that’s not bad by U.S. media standards—in 2008, Pew found that Obama got nearly 89 percent more positive coverage than Republican John McCain.

But Pew also broke out the numbers for the five weeks before the brightest moment of Romney’s campaign—the first presidential debate on October 3. Romney won that debate so decisively that the media had to give him some good ink. Before that happened, the body of Obama coverage was indeed 100 percent more positive than Romney coverage (22 percent of stories on Obama were positive versus 11 percent for Romney). And coverage of Romney was also 63 percent more negative than Obama coverage (44 percent of stories versus 27 percent).16

It would be wrong to expect perfectly equal coverage—candidates earn negatives sometimes, and Romney certainly earned his share. But the media’s collective judgment about what merits negative coverage, and how much of it, is rather arbitrary, and it’s hard to avoid the conclusion that it mirrors journalists’ documented groupthink in matters of political opinion. Somehow, for example, Romney’s hasty reaction to the embassy protests on September 11 became a bigger story than the Benghazi attack, the murder of Ambassador Christopher Stevens, and a presidential administration’s rush to blame it all on a YouTube video. It was as clear a case of horserace coverage trumping substance as there ever has been.

For all that, Romney did deserve negative coverage. Team Obama’s efforts to portray him as a heartless plutocrat never did as much damage to Romney as he did to himself with his comments about the “47 percent.” But you might not be surprised that Romney’s “47 percent” got considerably more play than, say, Obama’s comments during his first presidential campaign about the people who live in flyover country:


It’s not surprising then they get bitter, they cling to guns or religion or antipathy to people who aren’t like them or anti-immigrant sentiment or anti-trade sentiment as a way to explain their frustrations.17



Don’t forget: in a very similar, closed-door fundraising situation with committed supporters, Obama had written off the same percentage of Americans as Romney did. He was never subjected to nearly so much coverage as punishment, especially once the 2008 election began. Again, media groupthink. How can political journalists be expected to recognize Obama’s comments as a story when so many of them share that condescending view of the average Republican voter in the heartland?

For conservatives to demand gentler coverage for Republicans would be to miss the point—and frankly, to ask for something bad for the country. The problem isn’t that journalists are too hard on Republicans. The problem is that they often won’t do journalism at all unless they are covering a Republican. My Washington Examiner colleague Tim Carney remarked jokingly during the 2012 campaign that he hoped Mitt Romney would win, so that America could go back to having an anti-war movement again. I’ll go one further: a Romney win would have meant we could have had journalism again.

Did the media win the election for Obama? It’s not an easy question to answer. Mitt Romney did many things wrong in the 2012 campaign, and he may have deserved to lose on those grounds alone. Obama did many things right, and on those grounds he may have deserved to win. There is no certain way to know whether Obama wouldn’t have won anyway without getting so much help from the media.

But why should we ever have to ask such a question?

On June 14, 2012, President Obama was raising campaign cash at the Manhattan home of Sarah Jessica Parker—one of the dozens of celebrity fundraisers he held during the campaign (that’s another story not often mentioned). He told the star-studded crowd, “You’re the ultimate arbiter of which direction this country goes.”18

Joseph Pulitzer had a different take. His most enduring quotation is enshrined in the lobby of Columbia’s Graduate School of Journalism along with his statue:


Our Republic and its press will rise or fall together. An able, disinterested, public-spirited press, with trained intelligence to know the right and courage to do it, can preserve that public virtue without which popular government is a sham and a mockery. A cynical, mercenary, demagogic press will produce in time a people as base as itself. The power to mold the future of the Republic will be in the hands of the journalists of future generations.



The future is in the journalists’ hands. How do you think they did in 2012?



CHAPTER TWO


THE MEDIA
MAKES
A PRESIDENT

“It’s one of the great political myths, about press bias. Most reporters don’t know whether they’re Republican or Democrat, and vote every which way.”

—CBS News Anchor Dan Rather, February 8, 19951

During his quick ascent from an anonymous state senator to a U.S. senator, Barack Obama encountered what can only be described as an adoring media. Obama himself conceded in his biography The Audacity of Hope that during his political rise he was “the beneficiary of unusually—and at times undeservedly—positive press coverage.”2

That’s putting it mildly. As Politico’s John F. Harris told CNN’s Reliable Sources in January 2008, “A couple years ago, you would send a reporter out with Obama, and it was like they needed to go through detox when they came back—‘Oh, he’s so impressive, he’s so charismatic,’ and we’re kind of like, ‘Down, boy.’”3

The media’s adoration of Obama reached its crescendo during his 2008 presidential run. In A Slobbering Love Affair, Bernard Goldberg contends that the media didn’t “merely spin the news to help the Democrats; this time they de facto enlisted in the Obama campaign. And they didn’t give a damn what you or anybody else thought about it.”4

After Obama won the Iowa caucuses, an NBC News correspondent admitted that “it’s almost hard to remain objective” when covering Obama.5 He was right, except perhaps for the “almost.” Obama was described by the Obama-adoring opinion columnist Mark Morford as a “Lightworker. . .who can actually help usher in a new way of being on the planet.”6 Morford somehow avoided dying of embarrassment for putting that sentence on paper.

Obama’s words provoked a physiological response in some journalists. MSNBC’s Chris Matthews reacted in such a way that even fellow Obamaphile Keith Olbermann had to rein him in.


Chris Matthews: “I have to tell you, you know, it’s part of reporting this case, this election, the feeling most people get when they hear Barack Obama’s speech. My—I felt this thrill going up my leg. I mean, I don’t have that too often.”

Co-anchor Keith Olbermann: “Steady.”

Matthews: “No, seriously. It’s a dramatic event. He speaks about America in a way that has nothing to do with politics. It has to do with the feeling we have about our country. And that is an objective assessment.”7



Matthews’ “thrill going up my leg” earned him a lot of derision, all of it deserved. But it was his claim to objectivity that was most absurd. As Goldberg noted, Matthews had essentially enlisted as a freelancer in the Obama campaign—and didn’t give a damn who knew it.

“Obama deserved tougher scrutiny than he got,” the Washington Post’s ombudsman reported days after the 2008 election. This was especially true of his “undergraduate years, his start in Chicago and his relationship with Antoin ‘Tony’ Rezko, who was convicted this year of influence-peddling in Chicago.”8

ABC’s Jake Tapper conceded that the media “tilt[ed]. . .the scales a little bit” for Obama in 2008.9 New York magazine political reporter John Heilemann wrote that “No person with eyes in his head in 2008 could have failed to see the way that soft coverage helped to propel Obama first to the Democratic nomination and then into the White House.”10

The Center for Media and Public Affairs at George Mason University found that of 585 network news stories during a crucial five-week stretch of the campaign, 65 percent of the coverage Obama received was favorable, while just 36 percent of the coverage McCain got was positive.11

A Pew Research Center Project for Excellence in Journalism study found that the media’s coverage of the presidential campaign was skewed more than 2 to 1 in favor of Barack Obama.12

More important than whether a news outlet is biased is how that bias affects election outcomes. Leading up to the 2004 election, Newsweek assistant managing editor Evan Thomas said he felt the establishment media wanted John Kerry to win, and that the consequent bias was “worth maybe 15 points.”13

Perhaps that’s an exaggeration, but in 2008, Barack Obama told a reporter, “I am convinced that if there were no Fox News, I might be two or three points higher in the polls.”14

The adoration continued through Obama’s first term. News-week’s Evan Thomas said at one point that Obama’s approach to world affairs made him “sort of God” who’s “going to bring all different sides together.”15

ABC Nightline co-anchor Terry Moran compared Obama to the nation’s first president. “I like to say that, in some ways, Barack Obama is the first President since George Washington to be taking a step down into the Oval Office,” he said.16

Former Newsweek editor Jon Meacham compared Obama to another founding father, telling an NBC Today audience after Obama’s reelection, that Thomas Jefferson “was a tall, cool, cerebral president who won re-election, who was actually really good at politics even though he didn’t want to act as though he was. So there’s some similarities with President Obama.”17

CNN host Piers Morgan revealed to Obama strategist David Axelrod what he loves about Obama.


When you watch the President like that, I always feel he’s got so many pluses, doesn’t he? In a sense, he’s personable, he’s handsome, he can be funny. You know, abroad he has this great image for America. A lot of things are just perfect about Barack Obama.18



That’s the easy part of love. The hard part comes when things go badly. And when things started to go south politically—when unemployment rose and Obama’s approval ratings declined—the media proved themselves worthy lovers. They even chided the public for failing to appreciate the greatness of Obama’s achievements.

“People don’t appreciate some of the amazing legislative agenda that he’s accomplished,” was the rebuke from ABC’s Christiane Amanpour.19

Journalist Andrew Sullivan became one of Obama’s chief defenders during his first term. “Given the enormity of what he inherited, and given what he explicitly promised, it remains simply a fact that Obama has delivered in a way that the unhinged right and purist left have yet to understand or absorb,” Sullivan wrote in a Newsweek cover story in early 2012.


What I see in front of my nose is a President whose character, record, and promise remain as grotesquely underappreciated now as they were absurdly hyped in 2008. And I feel confident that sooner rather than later, the American people will come to see his first term from the same calm, sane perspective. And decide to finish what they started.20



Of course, nobody could top MSNBC’s Chris Matthews in over-the-top Obama adoration. “This guy’s done everything right,” Matthews said one night on his show, Hardball with Chris Matthews.


He’s raised his family right, he’s fought his way all the way to the top of the Harvard Law Review, in a blind test becomes head of the Review, the top editor there. Everything he’s done is clean as a whistle. He’s never not only broken any law, he’s never done anything wrong. He’s the perfect father, the perfect husband, the perfect American and all they do is trash the guy.21



The media strained for its metaphors as it touted Obama’s few successes. Howard Fineman remarked that in his targeting of Osama bin Laden, Obama “proved himself—vividly, in almost Biblical terms—to be an effective commander-in-chief of the armed forces of the United States.”22

On the first anniversary of the Navy SEAL raid that killed Osama bin Laden, NBC Nightly News anchor Brian Williams interviewed Obama about his decision to authorize the raid, putting the stakes in overly dramatic terms:


You had to go to Tuscaloosa. You had to go have fun at the Correspondents’ Dinner. Seth Meyers makes a joke about Osama bin Laden. How do you keep an even keel? Even when we look back on the videotape of that night, there’s no real depiction that there’s something afoot. . . . If this had failed in spectacular fashion, it would have blown up your presidency, I think, by all estimates. It would have been your Waterloo, and, perhaps your Watergate, consumed with hearings and inquiries. How thick did the specter of Jimmy Carter, Desert One hang in the air here?23



Obama’s Waterloo? His Watergate? I think it’s safe to assume the media wouldn’t have made such comparisons had the raid failed.

Even as Obama’s first term failed to live up to the hype, the media refused to abandon him. They were too invested. In fact, when they weren’t praising him to the skies, journalists and other employees within the bubble of media companies were also opening their wallets for him.

An August 2012 piece in the New York Times found that “Donations by Media Companies Tilt Heavily to Obama” and that “all the major media companies . . . have made larger contributions to President Obama than to his rival, former Gov. Mitt Romney.”24

The Times noted that even “conservative” news outlets such as Rupert Murdoch’s News Corporation, which owns Fox News, the Wall Street Journal and the New York Post, among other media outlets, gave significantly more money to Obama than to Romney.

The numbers are staggering. Among News Corporation employees, eight of the top ten donation recipients were Democrats. In 2008 News Corp. employees contributed more than $10 to Obama for every $1 they gave to John McCain.25

According to the non-partisan Center for Responsive Politics, employees at Time Warner, which owns CNN and Time magazine, gave nearly $200,000 to Obama and just $10,750 to Romney. At the Walt Disney Company, which owns ESPN and ABC and controls a fair share of America’s entertainment content as well, employees contributed $125,856 to Obama and $9,950 to Romney. Similar contrasts were evident in the contributions of employees from NBC and other top media companies.26

Revolving Door

Sometimes, it isn’t enough for members of the media to act as if they’re on the Obama administration’s payroll. Many of them have gone the whole hog, as Obama has hired a curiously large number of former journalists.

After Obama was elected, many journalists who covered candidate Obama couldn’t wait to start working for their new president. The New York Times commented days after Obama’s inauguration in January 2009, “An unusual number of journalists from prominent, mainstream organizations started new government jobs in January, providing new kindling to the debate over whether Obama is receiving unusually favorable treatment in the news media.”27 The Times reported:


These are not opinionated talkers in the vein of Chris Matthews. . . . Rather, they are, for the most part, more traditional journalists from organizations that strive to approach the news with objectivity.28



By my colleague Paul Bedard’s tally, by early 2012, nineteen journalists and media executives had gone on to jobs in the Obama administration or center-left groups supporting him and his agenda. Bedard counted five from the Washington Post, three from ABC, and three from CNN.29

The chart below shows a partial list of journalists who have entered the Obama administration.








	Name

	Media Organization

	Obama Administration Position




	Jay Carney

	Time

	White House Press Secretary




	Shailagh Murray

	Washington Post

	Vice President Joe Biden’s Communications Director




	Stephen Barr

	Washington Post

	Senior Managing Director of the Office of Public Affairs, Labor Department




	Warren Bass

	Washington Post

	Speech writer for U.N Ambassador Susan Rice




	Linda Douglass

	ABC/National Journal

	Spokeswoman, Department of Health and Human Services




	Sasha Johnson

	CNN

	Press Secretary, Department of Transportation




	Peter Gosselin

	Los Angeles Times

	Speechwriter for Treasury Secretary Timothy Geithner




	Jill Zuckman

	Chicago Tribune

	Director of Public Affairs, Department of Transportation





There used to be a stigma attached to reporters who crossed over to work for those they once covered. With Obama, it’s become more commonplace.

Battered Journalist Syndrome

But for all the love they give him, Barack Obama seems to loathe the media. Not just the conservative media, but also most of the mainstream political press that sings his praises.

Obama’s abuse of the media has intensified throughout his presidency, yet most journalists still treat him with an adoration and deference that isn’t really healthy for democracy. One could almost say they suffer from battered journalist syndrome.

Though a writer himself, Obama has long felt animosity toward the Fourth Estate. In the prologue to The Audacity of Hope, Obama groups the media in with other bad guys (money, interest groups, the legislative process) as examples of “institutional forces. . .that stifle even the best-intentioned politician.”30

He writes that political journalism on television and the Internet “coarsens the political culture,” “makes tempers flare,” and “helps breed distrust. . . . And whether we politicians like to admit it or not, the constant vitriol can wear on the spirit.”31

Obama became a harsh critic of the media during his first term. That’s because as president, Amy Chozick wrote in the New York Times, “[Obama] has come to believe the news media have had a role in frustrating his ambitions to change the terms of the country’s political discussion.”32

Chozick dubbed Obama the “news media critic in chief,” asserting that Obama has “developed a detailed critique of modern news coverage that he regularly expresses to those around him.”33

In her book The Obamas, journalist Jodi Kantor wrote that Obama “took his frustration out on the media, which he largely viewed with condescension bordering on contempt.”34 A White House aide told Kantor that “the president was perversely fascinated by cable news—he liked to see ‘what the idiots are paying attention to [aide’s words, not Obama’s].’”35

Obama once told a sports radio station, “It also turns out that political reporters are a lot like sports reporters. They’ve all got opinions, even if they didn’t play.”36

According to the Times’ Chozick, “Mr. Obama has articulated what he sees as two overarching problems: coverage that focuses on political winners and losers rather than substance; and a ‘false balance,’ in which two opposing sides are given equal weight regardless of the facts.”37

Yet Obama’s behavior toward the media does not always line up very well with his criticism. When it comes to “the facts,” the Obama administration has shown a marked reluctance to cooperate in helping the media obtain even the “facts” to which they are legally entitled.

While running for president in 2008, and in his first year in the Oval Office, Obama pledged to increase transparency throughout his administration. He promised to release documents and set up an agency to declassify more than 370 million pages of archived material. One minute after Obama took office, the White House website proclaimed that his administration would be “the most open and transparent in history.”38 Obama issued a memo to his administration, stating, “The Freedom of Information Act should be administered with a clear presumption: In the face of doubt, openness prevails.”39

None of that happened. As the Washington Post reported in 2012, “[B]y some measures the government is keeping more secrets than before.”40

A 2009 government workshop on government openness was closed to the public.41 In 2009 the Associated Press reported, “As Obama’s first year in office ends, the government’s actions when the public and press seek information are not yet matching up with the president’s words.”42

And the administration only became less transparent over time. Media organizations and others seeking government documents under the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) in 2011 were less likely to receive the material than in 2010 at ten of the fifteen cabinet-level departments, according to a Washington Post analysis of government agencies’ annual reports.43

The FOIA went into effect in 1967 to give the public access to undisclosed, unclassified federal government information.

In many cases the administration has produced information only after journalists pressed them for weeks or months, and sometimes only after being sued. Transparency watch-dogs have accused the administration of refusing to turn over important records, of constantly fighting FOIA requests, and of prosecuting whistleblowers.

As Katherine Meyer, a Washington attorney who’s been filing FOIA cases since 1978, put it to Politico in 2012,


Obama is the sixth administration that’s been in office since I’ve been doing Freedom of Information Act work. . . . It’s kind of shocking to me to say this, but of the six, this administration is the worst on FOIA issues. The worst. There’s just no question about it. This administration is raising one barrier after another. . . . It’s gotten to the point where I’m stunned—I’m really stunned.44



One reporter, Bloomberg News’ Mark Pittman, died in 2009 while waiting for the Federal Reserve to release documents related to its more than $2 trillion in assistance to financial firms.45

In the Fast and Furious scandal—addressed elsewhere herein— Obama went so far as to block all disclosure. He made a claim of executive privilege over what his administration had maintained all along was just a low-level law enforcement mistake. Even liberal reporters, when pressed, often concede that the Obama administration is less “transparent” than previous administrations and less interested in making the president available to the press.

All of which raises the question: How does Obama expect reporters to delve into “substance” and “facts” when he himself is keeping the information from them?

Even when he’s not avoiding reporters’ questions or refusing to grant information to the press, Obama can be rather petty with journalists, especially the ones from news outlets he doesn’t like. In the final days of his first presidential run, Obama barred three journalists from his campaign plane, supposedly to make room for reporters from his hometown newspapers.46 As Bernard Goldberg noted, “I’m sure it is nothing more than an odd coincidence that the three papers that got booted—the Washington Times, the New York Post, and the Dallas Morning News—all endorsed McCain for president.”47

Early in his presidency, Obama made it clear he would not tolerate much criticism. Time magazine suggested that the White House’s strategy was to “become a player, issuing biting attacks on those pundits, politicians and outlets that make what the White House believes to be misleading or simply false claims.”48

Obama was one of a group of Democratic presidential candidates who refused to attend a debate co-sponsored by Fox News in 2007.49 Early in his term, Obama told congressional Republicans to stop listening to Rush Limbaugh.50

As president, Obama has tried to isolate Fox News, which he and his advisors urged other journalists to shun as illegitimate. Obama senior advisor David Axelrod once told ABC’s George Stephanopoulos that Fox News is “not really a news station.” He said:


It’s really not news—it’s pushing a point of view. And the bigger thing is that other news organizations like yours ought not to treat them that way, and we’re not going to treat them that way. We’re going to appear on their shows. We’re going to participate but understanding that they represent a point of view.51



Don’t forget—he was saying this on air to a former Clinton administration communications director.

Former White House Chief of Staff Rahm Emanuel once told CNN that “[Fox News is] not a news organization so much as it has a perspective”—as if other cable news channels are any different.52

One-time White House Communications Director Anita Dunn once told CNN that Fox News was a “wing of the Republican Party”53 and the New York Times that it was “undertaking a war against Barack Obama and the White House,” and that the White House was “going to treat them the way we would treat an opponent.”54

The Obama administration once even tried to bar a Fox News White House correspondent from the press pool.55 Other journalists, to their credit, rebelled.

But it’s not just Fox News that Obama has tried to manipulate. The Obama White House has on numerous occasions announced draconian ground rules for local interviews of the president. Obama has also shunned the White House press corps, holding few press conferences and taking few questions.

The frequency with which Obama excludes the media from conferences and summits prompted liberal Washington Post opinion columnist Dana Milbank to accuse Obama of “putting on a clinic for some of the world’s greatest dictators in how to circumvent a free press.”56

And despite all the abuse, the media just can’t quit Obama. They’re battered and bruised and treated with contempt, yet, as Mark Halperin said in 2012, “the media is very susceptible to doing what the Obama campaign wants. . . .”57


OEBPS/images/9781621570806.jpg
SPIN
MASTERS

HOW THE MEDIA IGNORED THE REAL NEWS
AND HELPED REELECT BARACK OBAMA

DAVID FREDDOSO

Now York Timas bostsalling author of Tho Caso against Barack Obama









OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
w REGNERY
PUBLISHING, INC.





