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Preface



Despite all that has been written about George W. Bush, something important is missing from conventional portraits of our 43rd president. While debate continues to rage over whether Bush is a liar, few have discussed the way he employs the insidious tools of public relations, which make selling a tax cut as slick and dishonest as the worst of corporate marketing. By using these tactics, Bush has promoted his policies in a remarkably deceptive manner and avoided serious consequences for doing so. This is the untold story of the Bush presidency.

During the 2000 election and subsequent Florida recount, the three of us saw how the national debate had been reduced to an endless barrage of spin. Politicians, pundits, and reporters twisted facts until they bore little relation to reality, compressing the election into a melodrama pitting Bush and his supposed lack of intelligence and gravitas against Vice President Al Gore’s alleged arrogance and dishonesty. Rather than lifting up political debate, mainstream political institutions were dragging it down.

As a result, we founded Spinsanity (www.spinsanity.com) in early 2001 as a watchdog website dedicated to debunking political spin and fact-checking the media from a nonpartisan perspective. Though we started small, with a readership of only a few friends and family, major news outlets eventually began to take note of our work. Our criticism of commentators such as Michael Moore, Sean Hannity, and Ann Coulter has attracted national attention; our coverage of politicians and government officials has been cited by partisans of all stripes; and our debunking of falsehoods spreading through the press has helped prevent them from growing into conventional wisdom. Judging by the response we have received, we believe the public is hungry for nonpartisan criticism of a political system that is collapsing under the weight of deception.

All three of us were politically active in liberal or Democratic politics in the past, but our work is scrupulously fair. The citations, accolades, and hate mail we get from across the political spectrum attest to the fact that we effectively challenge the left and the right on a regular basis.

We will continue to hold both sides accountable on our site through the 2004 election and beyond. But after several years of de-spinning politicians and the media, we realized that things have only become worse since the 2000 election—and the man currently doing the most damage to our political debate is the President of the United States, George W. Bush. To fulfill our mission to counter those who spin and deceive, we must start at the top by holding the President accountable for the accuracy of his public statements. That is why we decided to write this book. When the chief executive can wield these tactics with little challenge, it is not surprising that other politicians so frequently mislead and dissemble.

Some readers may ask how we can claim to be nonpartisan if we have written a book that is critical of President Bush. We understand that many people, particularly conservatives, are skeptical of endless assertions from liberals that Bush is an inveterate liar, many of which boil down to little more than ideological disagreement. Unlike those critics, our quarrel is not with Bush’s policies or beliefs, but with the manner in which he sells them to the press and the public. The wisdom of his decisions is for others to judge.

Our goal is to show how Bush has attempted to deceive the nation and why he has escaped serious consequences for doing so. In the process, we hope to spur discussion about a political system under siege by the forces of public relations and spin. Bush may be the current leader of the arms race of deception, but his presidency reveals a deeper problem at the heart of American democracy.








Introduction



During the 2000 presidential campaign, then-Governor Bush liked to tell the story of a hypothetical waitress who would benefit from his tax cut plan. “Under current tax law,” he said, “a single waitress supporting two children on an income of $22,000 faces a higher marginal tax rate than a lawyer making $220,000,” adding, “Under my plan, she will pay no income tax at all.”1

This wasn’t much of a feat. What Bush failed to mention was that his hypothetical waitress probably already paid no federal income tax.2

In August 2001, President Bush announced a new policy on the use of stem cells in federally funded medical research. “More than sixty genetically diverse stem cell lines already exist,” he told the nation in a televised address, concluding, “We should allow federal funds to be used for research on these existing stem cell lines.”

Researchers eager to obtain access to these “existing” lines were quickly disappointed, however, when Tommy Thompson, Bush’s Secretary of Health and Human Services, admitted that only twenty-four or twenty-five lines were actually “fully developed.” Although sixty lines did exist, it was uncertain whether many of them would ever become available to researchers.3

In late 2001, Bush began pointing back to a statement he claimed to have made during the 2000 campaign. As he put it in May 2002, “when I was running for president, in Chicago, somebody said, would you ever have deficit spending? I said, only if we were at war, or only if we had a recession, or only if we had a national emergency. Never did I dream we’d get the trifecta.”4

It was a good story, but there’s no evidence that the President ever made such a statement in Chicago or elsewhere. In fact, Vice President Al Gore was the candidate who had listed the exceptions in 1998 (though Bush advisor Lawrence Lindsey said at the time that they would apply to the Texas governor as well). Was this an innocent mistake? The answer is almost certainly no—Bush continued to repeat the “trifecta” story for months after it had been debunked.

Then, in a televised address to the nation in October 2002, Bush declared, “We know that Iraq and the al Qaeda terrorist network share a common enemy—the United States of America. We know that Iraq and al Qaeda have had high-level contacts that go back a decade. Some al Qaeda leaders who fled Afghanistan went to Iraq. These include one very senior al Qaeda leader who received medical treatment in Baghdad this year, and who has been associated with planning for chemical and biological attacks. We’ve learned that Iraq has trained al Qaeda members in bomb-making and poisons and deadly gases. And we know that after September the 11th, Saddam Hussein’s regime gleefully celebrated the terrorist attacks on America.”5

Each of these statements was true, but Bush’s words were carefully constructed to leave a false impression. Without ever stating that there was a direct connection between Iraq, al Qaeda, and September 11, the President artfully linked them together with a series of carefully chosen phrases.

After the war, Bush told an interviewer from Polish television that “We found the weapons of mass destruction” in Iraq.6 But he was not reporting the discovery of drums of chemical weapons or artillery shells filled with anthrax. Rather, Bush was referring to a pair of trailers that some analysts thought might have been used to produce biological weapons. While experts debated the purpose of the trailers, the President of the United States was falsely claiming that WMD had been found.

These examples might not be so troubling if the press had consistently called attention to them. But on most issues, with the possible exception of stem cells and the aftermath of the war in Iraq, he got away with little more than a slap on the wrist. Journalists deserve much of the blame for this, but one of the chief reasons these examples received so little attention is that many were based on a partial truth about a complex policy issue; after all, the waitress did end up with no federal income tax, there were sixty “existing” stem cell lines, and Iraq had some fragmentary connections to Al Qaeda…sort of.

Bush’s record raises a number of questions. Just how often did the President deceive us? How did he do it? And why didn’t anyone put a stop to it?

The answers are disturbing. George W. Bush has done serious damage to our political system. His deceptions span nearly all of his major policies, were achieved using some of the most advanced tactics from public relations, and were designed to exploit the failings of the modern media. In the process, Bush has made it even more difficult for citizens to understand and take part in democratic debate.

These deceptions are worthy of close attention for more than the insight they give us into the President himself. He is simply the highest profile carrier of a virus infecting our political system. Its symptoms are misleading public statements, a disregard for the value of honest discussion, and treating policy debates as little more than marketing challenges—a devastating combination for democracy.

Bush’s Troubled Relationship


with the Truth

Compared to other presidents, Bush’s deceptions might seem un-remarkable. He has certainly not been caught lying in a scandal comparable to Watergate or Bill Clinton’s affair with a White House intern. Minor scandals have erupted during Bush’s tenure, such as questions about his service in the Air National Guard and his administration’s ties to Enron, but his behavior in these matters has been no different than that of previous chief executives. Nor do his statements about the conduct of military operations in Afghanistan and Iraq stand out compared to the great war-related deceptions of previous presidents like Lyndon Johnson or Richard Nixon.

George W. Bush’s dishonesty is different. Rather than simply lying, he has subtly and systematically attempted to deceive the nation about most of his major policy proposals. On issues ranging from tax cuts to stem cells to the debate over the war in Iraq, he has consistently twisted the truth beyond recognition in order to promote his policies.

Remarkably, he has done so while generally avoiding obviously false statements. Instead, Bush consistently uses well-designed phrases and strategically crafted arguments to distract, deceive, and mislead. The result is that all but the most careful listeners end up believing something completely untrue, while proving the President has lied is usually impossible.

Unlike famous White House dissemblers of the past, Bush almost never explicitly claims that black is white or day is night. Instead, he deceives the public with partial truths and misleading assertions. So rather than saying day is night, George W. Bush will focus on an instance of a solar eclipse or remind Americans that people who work graveyard shifts are asleep. Both might be true, but without the proper context, they’re highly misleading. Because Bush’s statements are so often constructed in this way, he has walked away from one deceptive claim after another scot-free.

These tactics originate in public relations, a field that has become extremely skilled at promoting a message regardless of its factual accuracy. Previous presidents have also drawn on PR, of course, but Bush has gone far beyond his predecessors, systematically employing these dishonest strategies in nearly every major policy debate. At this point, the difference between corporate marketing and White House communications has largely disappeared.

The Right Definition of Dishonesty

Before assessing Bush’s dishonesty, however, we must answer an important question: What counts? One school of thought holds that any politician who contradicts his previous statements—like George H. W. Bush’s decision to disavow his “no new taxes” pledge—is a liar. But violating a promise is not lying. This demeans the word and holds our leaders to an unrealistic standard that makes it impossible for them to compromise or adjust to changing circumstances. For instance, once he took office, Bill Clinton abandoned the middle-class tax cut he promised during the 1992 campaign, choosing instead to focus on reducing the federal budget deficit. Does this mean that he wasn’t sincere when he first proposed the plan? We can’t know for sure. That’s not to say politicians should escape scrutiny for breaking a promise, but it’s not a good measure of their honesty.

Similarly, some accusations of lying are based on little more than vague political rhetoric, such as George W. Bush’s promise during his first year in office that veterans would be a priority for his administration.7 He has since been accused of dishonesty for allegedly not spending enough on health care for veterans.8 But spending on veterans has increased every year Bush has been in office.9 Some may suggest that the budget has not gone up quickly enough, but there is no objective definition of a “priority.” This sort of disagreement is hardly evidence that a politician’s statement was misleading.

Rather than bickering over what counts as a priority or calling every broken pledge a lie, we need a different standard for political dishonesty. A better approach is to judge public officials’ words against the known facts. We should focus on what the President and his top aides knew or should have known to be false or misleading at the time they made a public statement. By that standard, George W. Bush has been extraordinarily deceptive about public policy issues.

Setting a New Standard?

The cumulative effect of these tactics is to blur and distort the truth so much that honest discussion is impossible. After all, if we can’t agree on whether it’s day or night, there’s no way to figure out what time it is. By the same token, if we can’t agree on whether the Bush administration justified the invasion of Iraq by saying Saddam Hussein possessed weapons of mass destruction, it becomes impossible to assess whether those statements were accurate.

That is why, after nearly four years of constant deception on major issues of public policy, the President must be held accountable. If we fail to do so, Bush’s approach to political communications threatens to become the new standard for politics in America. From its campaigns for tax cuts to the debate over war with Iraq, this White House has invented a new politics of dishonesty.
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Bush’s White House:


The Vanguard of Spin


The permanent campaign is the political ideology of our age. It combines image-making with strategic calculation. Under the permanent campaign governing is turned into a perpetual campaign. Moreover, it remakes government into an instrument designed to sustain an elected official’s public popularity. It is the engineering of consent with a vengeance.

SIDNEY BLUMENTHAL, The Permanent Campaign1






In 1980, liberal journalist Sidney Blumenthal was among the first to recognize the modern phenomenon of the “permanent campaign,” which has obliterated the distinction between campaigning and governing. Elected leaders now use campaign-style tactics from the day they take office to try to win public support for themselves and their policies.

Blumenthal’s analysis was prescient. Shortly after the release of his book, Ronald Reagan’s administration broke new ground with its message discipline and image control. Years later, Bill Clinton (whom Blumenthal served as an advisor) would advance the trend even further, continually battling Republicans in Congress for public opinion.

George W. Bush, however, has opened a new chapter in the history of American politics. He has developed a communications strategy of unprecedented scope and sophistication centered on tactics borrowed from the world of public relations. These include emotional language designed to provoke gut-level reactions, slanted statistics that are difficult for casual listeners to interpret, and ambiguous statements that imply what Bush does not want to state outright. In his continual use of these tactics to mislead the public about his policies, Bush has escalated the war for public opinion, giving birth to what could be called a permanent campaign of policy disinformation.

In a democracy, such dishonesty about public policy is a fundamental betrayal of the public trust. Without accurate information about the reasons for and effects of proposed government policies, citizens can’t reasonably assess the actions that officials are taking on their behalf. These public statements are critical to our ability to hold leaders accountable. Over and over again, George W. Bush has tried to subvert this process with a vast array of falsehoods, half-truths, and misleading implications that are straight out of the public relations playbook.

Presidents and the Power of PR

The modern presidency is largely defined in rhetorical terms, particularly those memorable moments that become embedded in the collective consciousness. John F. Kennedy’s inaugural address in 1961, in which he said, “Ask not what your country can do for you—ask what you can do for your country,” and Ronald Reagan’s challenge to Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev in West Berlin during the Cold War to “tear down this wall!” helped define their presidencies. On the other hand, Richard Nixon, who resigned in shame after the exposure of the Watergate scandal, is remembered for saying “I am not a crook.”

Presidents famously have the power to command national attention by manning the “bully pulpit” and demanding action from Congress on their legislative agenda, a style of leadership Theodore Roosevelt introduced in 1904.2 But the bully pulpit has a dark side—the increasingly intensive use of PR tactics to manipulate political discourse.

The story begins in the early twentieth century, when the Progressive movement gave rise to a new model of informed public debate. As a national press took shape, politicians, corporations, and interest groups started to communicate directly with the American people through the media on a regular basis. This prompted the rise of a new class of public relations professionals dedicated to shaping news coverage and influencing the views of the public using social scientific methods.

Once presidents began to make direct appeals to the public, they quickly adopted the methods of PR. In 1917, Woodrow Wilson formed the U.S. Committee on Public Information to marshal public support for World War I. Unlike most previous public relations initiatives, the CPI devoted extensive effort to exploiting the emotional power of images using movies, posters, and other visual media.3 Its success in building public support for the war spurred an emerging awareness of the power of PR and helped train a generation of practitioners.4

Walter Lippmann, a prominent newspaper columnist, was among the first to recognize the threat PR posed to democracy. Lippmann believed that people are vulnerable to manipulation, arguing that they are primarily driven by emotion and unconscious forces, dependent on stereotypes, and limited in their ability to understand the world. “As a result of psychological research, coupled with the modern means of communication, the practice of democracy has turned a corner,” he wrote in his book Public Opinion, adding that “Persuasion has become a self-conscious art and a regular organ of popular government.”5 This statement would prove to be prophetic.

PR experts like Edward Bernays had a disturbingly similar vision, though they sought to manipulate the public rather than protect it. Bernays, an ex-CPI employee, applied the lessons of wartime propaganda to domestic politics with tremendous success. In his book Propaganda, he wrote that “The conscious and intelligent manipulation of the organized habits and opinions of the masses is an important element in democratic society,” displaying characteristic contempt for popular rule.6

Though PR never became as all-powerful as either Bernays or Lippmann might have imagined, politicians were quick to put such techniques to work in domestic politics after the war. In 1920, Warren Harding was elected to the presidency with the assistance of Albert Lasker, an advertising whiz known in part for his work promoting Van Camp canned pork and beans. Lasker helped direct Harding’s “front-porch campaign” (conducted, literally, from his front porch) and made unprecedented use of film and photography to promote the future president. For instance, after footage of Harding golfing became a political liability, Lasker decided to build an association between the candidate and baseball by staging an exhibition game featuring the Chicago Cubs. Harding threw the first three pitches of the game and then gave a political speech wearing a Cubs uniform.7

The first public relations presidency, however, belonged to Franklin Delano Roosevelt. FDR, who described radio as helping to “restore direct contact between the masses and their chosen leaders,” appealed directly to public opinion on a regular basis through broadcast addresses, including his famous “fireside chats.” He also cultivated the Washington press corps, carefully exploited photography and newsreels, employed a number of publicity agents at New Deal government agencies to help promote his administration, and was the first president to study public opinion polling.8 FDR’s positive image today is partly a reflection of the communications savvy he displayed during his time in office, which helped him to win reelection three times.

Television changed the PR equation in politics. A turning point was the nationally televised debate between presidential candidates John F. Kennedy and Richard Nixon on September 26, 1960, which the haggard-looking Nixon was judged to have lost due to the contrast with the more telegenic Kennedy. Once in office, JFK held frequent televised press conferences to take advantage of his command of the medium and was also the first president to make polling a routine part of governing from the White House.9 Communications expertise had become part of the job description.

Nixon learned from his loss to Kennedy in 1960 and hired H. R. Haldeman, a former advertising executive, to orchestrate television coverage during his successful 1968 presidential campaign.10 Once elected, Nixon created the White House Office of Communications to coordinate his administration’s efforts to shape the news, granted few interviews to the press, and put together the White House Television Office to stage media events.11 He also introduced a series of new PR techniques, including a poll-driven “line of the day” coordinated across the administration as well as systematic efforts to bypass the Washington press and communicate directly with local and regional outlets.12 As his aide Charles Colson later said, Nixon had “a fetish about wanting to try to dominate the news from the government.”13

Ronald Reagan built on Nixon’s approach, becoming the first president to exploit the full power of modern public relations, including visual imagery and poll-tested language, to shape public opinion and media coverage. The combination was extremely successful in pressuring Congress to pass Reagan’s budget and tax cut after he took office. “[F]or the first time in any presidency,” Reagan advisor David Gergen noted, “we molded a communications policy around our legislative strategy.”14 This integration of communication and legislative tactics developed into a standard part of the modern White House.

Reagan Deputy Chief of Staff Michael Deaver was especially perceptive in his understanding of the importance of visual imagery. As he said later, “What we did was strategize for periods of time what we wanted the story to be and created visuals to go with that story. I don’t think television coverage will ever be the same.”15 Deaver frequently placed the president in front of backdrops designed to reinforce his intended message, while keeping the press at a distance and controlling the flow of information from the executive branch. When CBS correspondent Lesley Stahl ran a segment critical of Reagan’s campaign, saying his photo opportunities contradicted his policy proposals, she expected complaints from the White House. Instead, Deaver thanked her, reportedly saying, “Lesley, when you’re showing four-and-a-half minutes of great pictures of Ronald Reagan, no one listens to what you say.”16 The powerful visuals dwarfed the impact of news coverage even when it was intended to be critical.

More disturbingly, Reagan’s administration employed propaganda tactics in the most sophisticated government effort to manipulate public opinion during the Cold War. In 1983, Reagan created a so-called “public diplomacy” program to build support for anti-Communist policies in Latin America that was shaped by the director of the Central Intelligence Agency, William J. Casey, and coordinated by a former CIA propaganda specialist.17 The effort was concentrated in the State Department’s Latin American Office of Public Diplomacy. Employing six Army specialists in psychological warfare, it planted fictitious leaks allegedly from U.S. intelligence with the media and placed op-eds written by government staff under the names of outside experts and political figures.18 In 1987, the office was closed after the Comptroller General found that some of its actions constituted “prohibited, covert propaganda activities” that used State Department funding for “publicity or propaganda purposes” not authorized by Congress.19

George H. W. Bush largely eschewed polling, scripted rhetoric, and other PR staples while in office, but his administration’s campaign for the 1991 Gulf War included a number of questionable tactics.20 In the most egregious case, the Pentagon claimed that thousands of Iraqi troops and tanks were positioned in Kuwait near the border of Saudi Arabia, threatening a crucial ally. However, satellite photographs obtained from commercial sources revealed virtually no Iraqi presence in the area, a discrepancy that the White House never addressed.21

The Pentagon also tightly restricted press coverage of the war, using briefings and visual imagery to shape coverage. For example, it distributed video of precision-guided missiles hitting targets and Patriot missiles appearing to intercept Iraqi Scuds fired at Israel. However, only about 10 percent of U.S. bombs dropped in the war were precision-guided, and Patriot missiles reportedly destroyed incoming Scuds less than 10 percent of the time.22 Once again, the powerful visuals overwhelmed the actual facts of the matter.

It was Bill Clinton, however, who first systematically integrated public relations tactics into every facet of the presidency. As a candidate, Clinton defeated Bush, Sr. in 1992 with a media-savvy campaign that prided itself on rapid response. After setbacks during the first months of his term in office, Clinton moved to an aggressive, campaign-style mode that prevailed for the rest of his presidency, using so-called “war rooms” inside the White House. He and his staff polled extensively to determine what rationales and language would be most effective in promoting his policies, tightly controlled the message coming from the White House and its supporters, and responded quickly to political opponents and the media to make sure the administration’s viewpoint was included in every news story.

In particular, Clinton’s push for health care reform in 1993–1994 was guided by public relations concerns, including poll-driven decisions to highlight a “health security card” and use the word “alliances” to describe so-called “health insurance purchasing cooperatives.” Though passage of the bill was expected to be a difficult fight, Clinton’s aides told scholars on a not-for-attribution basis that the administration believed it would be able to “lead public opinion” and thereby pressure Congress.23

The Clinton administration also made heavy use of public relations tactics to fight off political scandals. Officials parsed the meanings of words in disingenuous ways to protect the president, as when spokesman Mike McCurry appeared to deny during a White House press briefing that Clinton knew former advisor Dick Morris had an illegitimate child. McCurry was later forced to admit that his boss had learned about the child during the previous year.24 Clinton himself, of course, took the same approach during the Monica Lewinsky scandal, saying he did not have “sexual relations” with the White House intern. And the White House employed a series of elaborate techniques for managing news about scandals, including the preemptive release of damaging documents.25

By the mid-1990s, both President Clinton and the Republican leadership were regularly deploying strategically chosen language and images to try to influence public opinion.26 The White House polled extensively to determine what presidential initiatives to propose and what language to use in selling them to the public, even conducting a survey on the best place for the president to vacation.27

Meanwhile, public relations had grown to become a huge industry offering every sort of communication strategy imaginable to corporations and political groups, including crisis management, pressure campaigns designed to undermine critics, and fake grass-roots lobbying campaigns known as “astroturf.” The goals of these methods are clear. As the website of Burson-Marsteller, one of the world’s largest public relations firms, once stated, “Perceptions are real. They color what we see…what we believe…how we behave. They can be managed…to motivate behavior…to create positive business results [ellipses in original].”28

It is these perceptions that politicians hope to manipulate. With campaigning and governing now virtually indistinguishable, PR has become integral to the conduct of politics.

The Brave New World of Public Debate

While many assume that politicians use polls to follow public opinion obsessively, the opposite is true in most cases. Politicians and interest groups generally use polls to aid their efforts to shape the views of the public, especially as national politics has become more polarized and ideological. Opinion leadership is now the name of the game in Washington.

However, the conventional wisdom that the public is quick to change its opinions in response to persuasive messages is wrong. Collective public opinion on major policy issues is usually quite stable.29 Because of this, generating support for proposals based on reasoned appeals is difficult. Instead, the more effective strategy for politicians has proven to be associating their preferred policies with values that the public already holds. For example, when debating campaign finance reform, conservatives frame the issue in terms of freedom of speech and liberals link it to the influence of big business on politics.

By the 1990s, these appeals began to incorporate the worst aspects of modern public relations techniques. PR strategies for manipulating perceptions are designed to make and break mental associations, often at a nonrational level. In the most benign cases, public relations experts use positive images or testimonials to portray an organization or product in a flattering light. On a more insidious level, they frequently employ tactics designed to simulate rational argument, developing a strategic message and manufacturing a set of “facts” to support it, even though they may be misleading or logically unrelated to the message. Often, the words themselves are tortured in Orwellian fashion, such as the sewage industry’s efforts to rename sludge, the leftover material from sewage treatment plants, as “biosolids.”30 When words themselves are chosen for strategic advantage, the possibility of debating in good faith is lost.

As a result of the influence of PR, politicians now regularly select public rationales that they think will sell rather than discussing the true motivations for policy proposals. They manufacture factoids to support a chosen message regardless of their truthfulness, use strategically crafted language to make irrational appeals, and imply claims that they cannot prove or are reluctant to state explicitly. In this way, politicians can appear to stay within the accepted boundaries of debate, yet manipulate the press and the public. These tactics are the vanguard of twenty-first-century political spin—and President Bush has made their use in office routine.

The Bush Spin Machine

The Bush White House features the most sophisticated communications apparatus in American political history. The idea that all politicians spin fails to do justice to this machine, which has repeatedly shattered expectations and crushed its rivals since Bush took office in 2001.

The team was initially led by Karen Hughes, a former reporter who worked for Bush in the Texas governor’s office. Hughes was known for her relentless message discipline (reporters called her “Nurse Ratched” after the character in the book One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest), and during her fifteen months in the White House, she exerted near-total control over the administration’s communications and media strategy.31

One insider report on her influence comes from conservative journalist David Frum, who worked as a speechwriter under Hughes. Frum recounts how Hughes insisted that Bush use softer, female-friendly language, such as “employers” instead of “business,” “moms and dads” in place of “parents,” and “tax relief” rather than “tax cuts.” She also disliked verbs, Frum wrote, because they “conveyed action, not feeling” and “[a]bove all things, she hated the word ‘but,’ a word that suggested harsh choices, conflict, even confrontation.”32 Hughes, the prototypical PR operative, systematically shaped the language of the administration down to the smallest level of detail in order to enhance Bush’s appeal.

After Hughes’ departure from the White House (she continued to consult for the administration from her home in Texas), Dan Bartlett, a long-serving Bush loyalist, assumed responsibility for White House communications. Both he and Hughes have worked closely with Karl Rove, a former political consultant who serves as the chief White House liaison to conservative groups and directs the Office of Strategic Initiatives, which conducts long-term political planning.

The daily voice of the administration was originally Ari Fleischer, who served as White House press secretary until May 2003. Dubbed the “flack out of hell” for his previous work on Capitol Hill, Fleischer was undoubtedly the most stubborn and combative press secretary in modern history. His particular talent for answering questions only when he could repeat his talking points helped ensure that Bush’s message got into the press day after day. When Fleischer resigned, he was succeeded by his deputy Scott McClellan, an understated Texan who has proven to be nearly as un-yielding in his spin as his predecessor, though far less effective.

The talented production team responsible for staging Bush’s appearances for television has included Scott Sforsza, a former producer for ABC News; Bob DeServi, who worked as a cameraman for NBC; and Greg Jenkins, an ex–Fox News producer.33 In her book Ten Minutes from Normal, Hughes describes Sforsza’s hire as crucial, saying it was “perhaps the best decision of all” in setting up the White House communications office. She writes, “My own days in television had reminded me of the truth of the adage ‘a picture is worth a thousand words,’ and that has proven true time and again as Scott creates powerful backdrops to showcase the President and his policies.”34 The trio’s combined expertise in television news has been a powerful asset for the White House.

The administration has also staffed key executive branch agencies with an all-star team of political operatives who synchronize their daily message with the White House. Chief of Staff Andrew Card emphasized this coordination. “I make sure our communications team is not just a team in the White House,” he said. “It is a communications team for the executive branch of government.”35 The lineup has included Victoria Clarke, press secretary for the 1992 campaign of George H. W. Bush, at the Department of Defense; Mindy Tucker, the press secretary for the 2000 Bush-Cheney campaign, at the Department of Justice; and Barbara Comstock, the former head of research at the Republican National Committee, as Tucker’s successor at Justice. The administration also placed public relations professionals in charge of shaping international perceptions of the United States after the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks, including Charlotte Beers, a top advertising executive who served as Undersecretary for Public Diplomacy and Public Affairs at the Department of State from October 2001 to March 2003.

This focus on the PR skills of appointees extended beyond communications operatives. In 2001, Mitch Daniels, a former political operative and pharmaceutical executive, was appointed director of the Office of Management and Budget, a position he held from January 2001 through June 2003. His selection was a surprise because Daniels lacked expertise in the details of the federal budget. He explained his rather different set of credentials to the Wall Street Journal in August 2001: “To the extent I bring anything…to this job, maybe it’s an ability to think about how a product, whether it’s Prozac or a president’s proposal, is marketed [ellipsis in original].”36

Similarly, when John Snow was chosen to replace Paul O’Neill as Treasury Secretary, administration officials told the Washington Post that he was picked primarily for what the paper described as his “ability to communicate Bush’s policy clearly on television and Capitol Hill,” a skill that O’Neill lacked.37

The head of the Office of Management and Budget and the Secretary of the Treasury are two of the most important policy officials in the United States government. In the Bush White House, however, their primary role was advocating for the President’s agenda.

Managing Image and Information:


What Bush Learned From Reagan

The Bush White House has borrowed and improved upon two key strategies from the Reagan administration: controlling the flow of information and creating powerful visual imagery. Michael Deaver, Reagan’s former deputy chief of staff and image manager, described conversations with Bush advisor Karl Rove “over a period of years, a couple of years” to ABC News in 2001, saying they focused on “strategic message development and tactics on getting that message across visually and hammering it home.”38 Clearly, Rove and the White House staff understand the approach that Deaver pioneered—the former Reagan advisor has since called Bush’s administration “the most disciplined White House in history” and said, “They understand the visual as well as anybody ever has.”39 As a result, the administration has been able to generate a substantial amount of positive coverage.

The White House is open about its focus on message-driven imagery. “We pay particular attention to not only what the President says but what the American people see,” Bartlett told the New York Times in 2003. “Americans are leading busy lives, and sometimes they don’t have the opportunity to read a story or listen to an entire broadcast. But if they can have an instant understanding of what the President is talking about by seeing sixty seconds of television, you accomplish your goals as communicators.”40

This attention to visuals has taken two forms. First, the Bush White House has a special flair for elaborately staged events, such as the President’s jet landing on the aircraft carrier USS Abraham Lincoln declaring the end to major combat operations in Iraq. Sforsza reportedly spent days planning the event, creating the perfect lighting and backdrop for television camera shots, including the now-infamous “Mission Accomplished” banner. On another occasion, the administration placed three rented barges of powerful stadium lights at the foot of the Statue of Liberty to create a dramatic visual behind Bush for his speech on Ellis Island commemorating the one-year anniversary of September 11. White House handlers even aligned Bush’s head with those of the presidents who are carved into Mount Rushmore during a speech there.41

The administration devotes similar attention to the details of lower-profile appearances. Sforsza specializes in made-for-TV backdrops repeating a word or phrase that the administration wants to highlight, an innovation borrowed from Deaver. Anything that distracts from this message is carefully excluded. In one instance, when Bush gave a speech at a Missouri trucking company, volunteers used stickers to cover up labels on boxes around him saying they were “Made in China.” Behind him, the White House put up a backdrop with images of boxes that said “Made in U.S.A.”42 Television viewers, of course, were none the wiser.

Like Reagan, Bush has also practiced tight message control. The White House understands that disciplined repetition of a series of talking points is the best way to control its coverage in the media. Members of the administration engage in detailed long-term communications planning to guide this effort. Before Bush even entered office, for example, Rove had developed a 180-day plan that guided the President’s first months in the White House, including his communications strategy.43

These plans help coordinate a so-called “message of the day,” which gives Bush enormous leverage over the media. “The idea is to give the press one thing to cover,” said one unnamed White House aide.44 As Washington Post White House correspondent Dana Milbank said, the administration develops “talking points that they email to friends and everyone says exactly the same thing. You go through the effort of getting Karl Rove on the phone and he’ll say exactly the same thing as Scott McClellan.”45 Such monomaniacal devotion to the official message gives the White House press corps little else to report.

Bush’s “economic forum” held in August 2002 illustrates the administration’s disciplined efforts to control its public image. The heavily stage-managed event—purportedly an open discussion of the nation’s economy—was actually an homage to Bush and his policies. According to the Washington Post, the “rigorously screened” group of attendees “lauded Bush’s policies and urged him to pursue his previously announced proposals,” even reading speeches prepared by supportive interest groups. In fact, as the Post reported, the forum was so carefully scripted that “White House officials even had talking points about their talking points. ‘We’re really pushing that this isn’t a PR deal,’ ” one official laughably claimed.46 Yet this simulated news received a great deal of coverage from the national press.

In some cases, Bush has also gone further than recent predecessors in politicizing official government communications. For example, after the 2001 tax cut, the Internal Revenue Service mailed letters to taxpayers informing them whether they would get a refund. The mailings included controversial political-style language stating that the tax cut “provides long-term tax relief for all Americans who pay income taxes.” Those taxpayers receiving a refund got a version that also praised the law for providing “immediate tax relief in 2001,” language that was omitted for those who did not receive a refund.47 It’s unlikely that this difference was a coincidence.

The War Room Style and Clintonesque Language

After pledging during the 2000 campaign to “restore honor and dignity to the White House,” a direct attack on Clinton’s conduct while in office, Bush and his team are loath to admit that their tactics have anything in common with those of their immediate predecessors.48 It is clear, however, that they have mirrored the Clinton White House in their development of an integrated, round-the-clock communications infrastructure and heavy use of strategic language that has been tested in polls or developed by PR professionals.

One administration insider has already admitted as much. John DiIulio, a Bush aide who headed the Office for Faith-Based and Community Initiatives, wrote a long letter to Esquire reporter Ron Suskind describing a July 2001 senior staff retreat in which “an explicit discussion ensued concerning how to emulate more strongly the Clinton White House’s press, communications, and rapid-response media relations.”49 In this sense, Bush actually aspired to meet the standard for spin that was set by Clinton. (After criticism from Fleischer, DiIulio later retracted his statements, calling them “groundless and baseless.”)50

In addition, the administration consults public opinion surveys despite Bush’s pledge on the campaign trail not to rely on polls as Clinton had.51 The President has created an extremely low profile operation—a Republican National Committee official working with Rove supervises the polling, insulating Bush from direct contact, and results are held closely inside the West Wing. The exact amount of polling conducted by the White House and the way the results are used is unknown. In an early analysis, Washington Monthly estimated that Bush spent about half as much on polling in his first year as President Clinton did in 1993—approximately $1 million versus $2 million for Clinton.52 But in the fourth year of his term, an anonymous Bush advisor told the New York Times that the administration had used polls and focus groups to decide that an apology for previous actions would be a mistake—a classic example of the sort of poll-driven decision Bush had foresworn.53

Another indicator of the influence of PR comes from the administration’s language itself, which is obviously shaped by polls and strategic calculation. During a single May 2001 press briefing, for instance, Press Secretary Ari Fleischer called Bush’s energy plan “comprehensive” or suggested the need for a “comprehensive” energy plan twenty times.54 The White House also frequently gives PR-influenced titles to major proposals and actions, including its “Clear Skies” and “Healthy Forests” initiatives (on air pollution and forest management, respectively) and “Operation Enduring Freedom” in Afghanistan, which was followed by “Operation Iraqi Freedom.” By repeating such phrases, the administration hopes to dominate the very terms of the debate—who, for example, could oppose “Iraqi freedom” or “clear skies”?

Bush’s Characteristic Brand of Policy Dishonesty

Although the origins of George W. Bush’s deceptive tactics date back to his predecessors, the Bush White House’s dishonesty is ultimately different, and more insidious, than that of Reagan or Clinton. Reagan was known for his use of apocryphal stories and false claims made off the cuff. Clinton famously told the country that he “did not have sexual relations” with Monica Lewinsky—one of the most bald-faced lies told by a politician in recent memory—and misrepresented his relationship with her under oath. When it came to matters of substance, however, Reagan and Clinton did not attempt to mislead the public about the policies they were proposing on the same scale or with the same sophistication as Bush does.

Bush uses five major strategies to spin the press and the public, ranging from outright falsehood to subtle half-truths and suggestive language. None are truly original, of course, but no other modern president has used them so frequently or in such effective combination. As a result, it is now much more difficult for the public to understand the relevant facts in current policy debates and to hold the President accountable for his actions.

First, Bush has made a few claims that are factually incorrect, such as the “trifecta” story discussed earlier and his false assertion that weapons of mass destruction had been found in Iraq.55 However, such statements are relatively few and far between.

More frequently, Bush and his aides have used unrepresentative examples that are presented as typical. These include “tax families” and assertions about the “average” benefits of his tax cut proposals. In both cases, the claims were technically true but did not accurately represent the benefits most taxpayers could expect to receive.

Bush also often makes claims that rely on questionable information or offers assertions that go far beyond the available evidence. For example, the administration asserted that aluminum tubes purchased by Iraq could only be used to enrich uranium for nuclear weapons, ignoring significant debate in the intelligence community about their purpose.56 The President and his aides made similarly controversial claims about economic policy and global warming that were contradicted by the administration’s own analysts and other experts. Because such claims can be difficult for journalists to evaluate, however, they often receive little attention from the press.

In the months after September 11, the Bush administration used another approach—attacking those who raised questions in an attempt to quash or discredit legitimate dissent. The President and other White House officials suggested several times that opponents’ views were illegitimate or that they aided the nation’s enemies. Politicians have always tried to associate their opponents with unpopular causes, perhaps most notably during the Cold War. But rarely have the president or his aides been willing to go so far as to accuse their rivals of helping the enemy during a time of war.

Perhaps the most troubling—and most effective—tactic has been President Bush’s strategic use of language to imply controversial conclusions or outright untruths he wouldn’t dare state publicly. Using this public relations strategy, Bush and his aides have suggested things that are at best unprovable, such as Iraqi involvement in the September 11 attacks, while still being able to plausibly deny they did so when challenged. To truly understand Bush’s assault on honesty, you have to look at the implications of what he says, not just the words themselves.

Politics and PR Unite

George W. Bush has created a White House that draws on techniques pioneered by Reagan and Clinton but goes far beyond them in making unprecedented use of professionalized, strategic dishonesty to sell his proposals. His exploitation of these tactics has become so routine that it threatens to make dishonest policy campaigns the norm in American politics.

Yet Bush would not have succeeded if the media had fulfilled its responsibilities. To understand why these tactics have been so effective, we must examine why the press—the institution charged with monitoring the actions of government and providing political information to the public—has not effectively challenged the White House.
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From Watchdog to Lapdog:


How Bush Has Exploited the Press




The press is the primary institution connecting the public to national politics. Americans have little direct interaction with politicians; much of what they know about government policy and the people who make it comes from reading or watching news accounts.

The media, however, serve not only as a source of information but as the primary check on our public officials. Americans expect reporters to scrutinize the actions of politicians and government on their behalf—and they hope that the vigilance of the press will serve as a deterrent not only to illegal or unethical behavior, but to dishonesty as well. By acting as both information providers and watchdogs, journalists are critical to the health of American democracy.

The Bush White House has largely succeeded in undermining both of these functions. The administration makes little secret of its disdain for the press, going so far as to openly question the legitimacy of the media’s role in American politics. As White House Chief of Staff Andrew Card told the New Yorker, “They don’t represent the public any more than other people do. In our democracy, the people who represent the public stood for election…. I don’t believe [the press has] a check-and-balance function.”1 Rather than viewing journalists as performing a public service, the White House sees them as a hostile force chasing the next headline regardless of fairness or accuracy.

This viewpoint guides the administration’s approach to relations with the media. Modern presidents have always complained about news coverage and wished they could bypass the filter imposed by reporters. But George W. Bush’s disdain for the press goes further than any president since Richard Nixon. By denying the need for democratic accountability in word and deed, the White House has subverted the notion that the government should have to answer for its actions and statements through any mechanism other than the ballot box.

The Bush administration has been able to get away with this in large part because public esteem for the media has declined significantly since the Watergate scandal. Like the White House, most Americans now see the press as more of a special interest than a democratic watchdog, allowing the Bush administration to manipulate it virtually without consequence.

One would expect that reporters would return the favor by treating Bush with corresponding hostility. For his first years in office, however, the opposite was the case. Bush’s affable personality, which charmed much of the press corps during the 2000 presidential campaign, and a general deference to the President in the wake of September 11 helped to protect him. Yet these explanations miss the most important aspect of Bush’s relations with the press: his ability to exploit its blind spots and structural problems. More than any other factor, this strategy has prevented journalists from exposing his deceptions and falsehoods.

Presidents and the Press

The media first emerged as a muscular watchdog of the government in the late 1960s and early 1970s, particularly during the Vietnam War. Reporters came to see their job as providing a check on powerful leaders and institutions.

The Watergate scandal proved to be the apex of this trend. Richard Nixon had always harbored a deep distrust of the media, and his administration fought the press for public opinion throughout his presidency. He went even further behind the scenes, ordering IRS audits of journalists, tapping their phones, and directing the FBI to investigate CBS reporter Daniel Schorr.2 When the Washington Post and other papers discovered that the White House had been involved in illegal activities, including a break-in at Democratic National Committee headquarters, it set in motion a crisis that led to Nixon’s resignation. By bringing down a presidential administration, the press demonstrated that it was a powerful institution in Washington. This crusading coverage also spawned a good deal of resentment against journalists, however, particularly among those who felt that coverage of Nixon and the Vietnam War was biased and unfair.

As competition from cable television, the Internet, and other outlets has increased, the media has moved toward a focus on entertaining stories, known as “soft news.”3 In particular, cable news channels, with their emphasis on speed and saturation coverage of major stories, have helped move the press in this direction.

In terms of political news, these trends toward speed and entertainment have translated to wall-to-wall coverage of scandals and dramatic confrontations, such as the Senate hearings on Clarence Thomas’ nomination to the Supreme Court and Bill Clinton’s affair with Monica Lewinsky. The slightest whiff of scandal sends reporters into a frenzy. This strategy can drive up ratings; it ultimately decreases the public’s respect for journalism.

The question facing modern presidents is how to handle a press corps with an endless need for compelling stories and controversy. Ronald Reagan’s administration carefully restricted reporters’ access to the president while creating dramatic photo opportunities and playing up Reagan’s amiable personality. This strategy largely succeeded. Reagan Deputy Chief of Staff Michael Deaver stated that until the Iran-Contra scandal, his boss had “enjoyed the most generous treatment by the press of any president in the postwar era.”4

By contrast, the press quickly turned against Bill Clinton, who spent almost his entire time in office enmeshed in scandal and controversy. To manage the media, Clinton created an elaborate White House operation modeled on his campaign war room. Though this hardly put an end to negative coverage, Clinton’s consistently high approval ratings after 1996 proved that politicians could defy the press and survive.

By the end of Clinton’s term, public regard for journalists had dropped precipitously. The media’s antagonistic relationships with Reagan, Clinton, and other presidents helped feed the perception that the press is politically biased and prone to inaccuracy. Between 1985 and 1999, the number of Americans saying “news organizations get the facts straight” dropped from 55 to 37 percent, while the number saying the media are “politically biased in their reporting” rose from 45 to 56 percent.5 The press’s sensationalism and fascination with personal scandals had taken its toll.

How Bush Exploits the Weaknesses


of the Media

Bush’s White House has broken new ground in its press relations strategy, exploiting the weaknesses and failings of the political media more systematically than any of its predecessors. The administration combines tight message discipline and image management—Reagan’s trademarks—with the artful use of half- or partial truths and elaborate news management—Clinton’s specialties—in a combination that is near-lethal for the press.

These techniques are effective precisely because they prey on four key weaknesses of contemporary journalism. First and foremost, reporters are constrained by the norm of objectivity, which frequently causes them to avoid evaluating the truth of politicians’ statements. In addition, because reporters are dependent upon the White House for news, the administration can shape the coverage it receives by restricting the flow of information to the press. The media are also vulnerable to political pressure and reprisal, which the Bush White House has aggressively dished out against critical journalists. Finally, the press’s unending pursuit of scandal and entertaining news often blinds it to serious issues of public policy.
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