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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.
By aggressively deploying its communications strategy against a media establishment wary of giving credence to charges of liberal bias and fearful of challenging a self-described “war president” after September 11, Bush has successfully dissembled about public policy on a far more consistent basis than his predecessors. Do President Bush’s tax cuts primarily benefit the wealthy or the middle class? Was there clear evidence that Iraq was attempting to produce nuclear weapons or was connected to al Qaeda? What role have tax cuts played in the recent growth of federal budget deficits? There are answers to all of these questions, but the media are frequently reluctant to point out the misinformation in Bush’s statements about such controversial policy issues. By using every advantage it can muster against the media, the Bush administration has dedicated itself to transforming the press from a watchdog to a mouthpiece for its spin.
The Weaknesses of “Objective” Journalism
The gold standard of American journalism has long been “objective” reporting. Journalists at news outlets are expected to present the public with an unbiased account of the facts rather than their own views on the issue at hand. This is a laudable goal, but the expectation that reporters will present both sides of the story too often translates into the mistaken belief that they should refuse to sort out competing factual claims. This is the media’s greatest weakness in dealing with political dishonesty.
While the press generally does a reasonable job of pointing out the most blatant instances of political deception, reporters attempting to remain objective often fail to evaluate claims that are misleading but not obviously wrong. This is especially true when it comes to politicians who are generally seen as honest. As a result, Bush has frequently gotten away with misleading claims and language. Perversely, this strategy of dissembling and denial leaves journalists in the position of appearing to be “taking sides” if they point out deception.
Objectivity emerged as the guiding principle of news journalism in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. As the press moved from open partisanship toward professionalized news reporting, the principle that reporters should remain neutral about the subjects they covered became the norm. The American Society of Newspaper Editors codified “objectivity” in 1923 as reporting that is “free from opinion or bias of any kind,” setting the tone for the news media for the rest of the century.6
The idea of objectivity has done much to improve journalism, but it also has serious flaws. It is obvious to any observer that news stories are inherently subjective. Reporters cannot present every fact they observe or gather in their reporting; they decide what is “news” and focus their story on that angle. Likewise, decisions about what to cover and what not to cover are guided not by clear standards but by the decisions of individual editors and reporters.
Despite signs that some journalists recognize the problems with the ideal—the Society of Professional Journalists removed “objectivity” from its code of ethics in 1996—it still holds sway over most of the profession.7 Journalists continue to suggest that objectivity, if not completely attainable, can be approximated in practice: 79 percent of national print journalists and 80 percent of national TV and radio journalists polled by the Pew Research Center in 1999 said that it was possible to create a “true and accurate account of an event that most journalists could agree on,” and 72 and 69 percent, respectively, said that it was possible “to develop a systematic method to cover events in a disinterested and fair way.”8
The pressure to remain objective frequently reduces reporters to little more than stenographers transcribing the latest spin from politicians. Rather than sort out competing factual claims, they typically give equal play to both sides—even if one is misleading. This “he said/she said” form of journalism allows politicians to enter deceptive statements into the public record and leaves citizens with little or no basis to evaluate the truth of the matter at hand.
Coverage of the debate over the war in Iraq provides a particularly telling example of this sort of thinking. New York Times reporter Judith Miller, who has come under fire for her generally credulous reporting about the Bush administration’s case for war, told Michael Massing of the New York Review of Books, “My job isn’t to assess the government’s information and be an independent intelligence analyst myself. My job is to tell readers of the New York Times what the government thought about Iraq’s arsenal.” (Miller later claimed in a letter to the editor that she had actually stated, “I could not be an independent intelligence agency.” Massing disputed that claim, stating he read Miller her quote for approval and the reporter signed off.)9
In a May 12, 2004, interview on MSNBC’s Hardball, veteran journalist Jim Lehrer, the host of PBS’s The NewsHour with Jim Lehrer, expressed similar deference to the claims of government leaders. When asked by host Chris Matthews whether journalists had explored the issue of how Iraqis would respond to Americans running their country after the war, he responded, “The word ‘occupation,’ keep in mind, Chris, was never mentioned in the run-up to the war. It was ‘liberation.’ This was a war of liberation, not a war of occupation. So as a consequence, those of us in journalism never even looked at the issue of occupation.” When Matthews asked why reporters weren’t able to go beyond the Bush administration’s framing of the war as one of “liberation,” the answer was astonishing: “It just didn’t occur to us,” Lehrer said. “We weren’t smart enough to do it.”
In fact, Miller and Lehrer’s job (and the job of other reporters) is to go beyond government claims and uncover the truth. Their statements demonstrate an all-too-typical reluctance to sort out the facts for readers and a deference to authority that is troubling coming from any reporter, let alone two at prestigious national news outlets.
George W. Bush has exploited the media’s reluctance to dispute presidential claims through his habitual use of misleading technical or partial truths. This sort of spin is hardly unique to Bush, but he and members of his administration have made it their trademark. Examples include unrepresentative “average” benefits he has repeatedly suggested his tax cuts would offer; the dubious assertion that the 2001 tax cut reduced the deficit; and strategically ambiguous language, such as the links he implicitly drew between Saddam Hussein and the September 11 attacks. Constrained by the need to maintain the appearance of impartiality, it is difficult for reporters to point out that such claims are heavily disputed or misleading without appearing to be editorializing. As a result, all three of the claims just listed drew little critical attention.
The White House also preempts critical reporting by almost always refusing to concede error. Bush and his aides understand that political reporters are often reluctant to report on deception without some corroboration from the administration. For instance, the President received the harshest coverage of his first three years in office after White House officials stated in July 2003 that the claim that Iraq was seeking uranium in Africa should not have been included in that year’s State of the Union address.
The media feeding frenzy that followed apparently taught the administration a lesson. In February 2004, White House officials told the Washington Post it had been a mistake to back down on the uranium claim: “The admission of error, they say, made Bush appear weak and encouraged more skeptical coverage than if the White House had refused to budge.”10 Since the uproar, the Bush administration has refused to concede ground to reporters or critics on any but the most obvious misstatements.
Reporters’ concern about appearing balanced has protected Bush in other ways. First, journalists tend to vary the amount of scrutiny they give to factual claims depending on who is making the statements and who is contradicting them. One important factor is criticism from political allies, which often legitimizes continuing coverage of a story. For example, Democratic criticism of President Clinton’s affair with Monica Lewinsky helped feed press coverage that was highly critical of his administration. By contrast, Bush benefited from a relatively united Republican Party and a divided Democratic Party during the first three years of his term. The absence of dissent within his party made it far more difficult to criticize the sort of subtle dishonesty that the Bush administration has regularly practiced.
In addition, reporters claiming to be objective are especially vulnerable to charges of media bias, even if many such allegations are trumped-up or bogus. Certainly, a substantial amount of reporting is unfair or slanted, but many bias critics have made a practice of manufacturing ideological attacks against reporters to advance their own causes. In the last twenty years, this sort of criticism has largely come from conservatives, though liberals are starting to play the game as well. After years of such attacks, many journalists have become unwilling to face the fallout that tough factual reporting can bring. This appears to be a factor in coverage of Bush, who made a show of publicly carrying Bias, a book by a former CBS reporter alleging a liberal slant in news coverage.
There is little question that these attacks can have a chilling effect on the willingness of journalists to produce stories critical of the administration. For example, Washington Post reporter Dana Priest told the New York Review of Books that when the paper ran articles examining parts of the Bush administration’s case for war in Iraq, “We got tons of hate mail and threats, calling our patriotism into question.”11 By attacking the motivations of reporters, critics of media bias can undermine the media’s willingness to scrutinize government action, particularly in a tense wartime atmosphere.
Reporters’ Dependence on the White House
The nature of the White House beat is that reporters depend on the officials they cover for access and information. If the administration decides to stonewall them, there is often little they can do. By controlling the flow of information available to the press, the White House can shape news coverage. Despite the media’s tendency to focus on negative stories, the absence of damaging information usually preempts critical coverage and creates a news vacuum that reporters must fill. If they are offered nothing other than the White House’s chosen message of the day, coverage tends to focus on that message.
To an even greater extent than Clinton or Reagan administration officials, Bush and his aides have taken advantage of this reality. Most importantly, they rarely leak to the press, often forcing journalists to repeat their message because there is no other news to report. The press depends on such leaks not just as a source of information about the administration, but to legitimize inquiry into the truthfulness of the White House’s claims. Without these sources, critical stories wither on the vine.
As Washington Post reporter Dana Milbank said, “this White House has been remarkably good about keeping its internal deliberations under wraps, then announcing it with unified voice.”12 Without a steady diet of juicy tidbits about internal debates in the White House—something reporters feasted on during Clinton’s term in office—reporters have had a much harder time pursuing critical stories.
The White House, with some justification, feels no remorse about refusing to dish to reporters. Chief of Staff Andrew Card summed up Bush’s views to the New Yorker, telling Ken Auletta that “It’s not our job to be sources” and “Our job is not to make your job easy.”13 This leak-prevention strategy has enabled Bush to avoid the sort of critical coverage that was prevalent during the Clinton administration.
The flip side of this (and one that is hardly unique to the Bush White House) is that the administration often makes news at strategically valuable times, forcing the press corps to cover relatively positive events or announcements in place of more damaging stories. The White House can also put out damning information when it will get the least attention. For example, knowing that Saturday papers have the lowest readership of any day of the week, it released a number of documents regarding Bush’s Air National Guard service on a Friday afternoon.
Of course, the White House does provide more access to some reporters—those it expects will provide favorable coverage and help create positive storylines. The administration grants these journalists extensive interviews with Bush and senior officials, who provide vivid minute-by-minute accounts of major events that reflect the White House’s preferred take on events. Two examples are Bob Woodward of the Washington Post and Bill Sammon of the Washington Times, both of whom wrote books in the aftermath of September 11 portraying the administration in a flattering light.14 (Indeed, Woodward called the White House “more responsive” to him than any administration he has ever covered, and President Bush urged officials to cooperate on his next book.)15
The White House can also use reporters’ need for access to control the message that they report down to the smallest detail. Jonathan Weisman, an economics writer for the Washington Post, described his experience covering the Bush administration in a March 16, 2003 letter posted on the website of the Poynter Institute’s James Romenesko. Weisman recounted how, in the process of writing a story about White House economic advisor Glenn Hubbard, he was forced to conduct an interview with an administration economist off the record. To use any statement made during the interview, he had to submit the quote to the press office, which would then approve its publication sourced to an unnamed White House official. As a result, Weisman ended up allowing the economist from whom he obtained the statement to alter the quote, a move the reporter came to regret. He said this had become “fairly standard practice” and concluded that “it is time for all of us to reconsider the way we cover the White House.” Weisman’s note speaks to the frustrations and compromises the Bush administration has forced on the press corps.
The administration also makes frequent use of background briefings, another tactic employed by previous administrations but taken to extremes under Bush. During these briefings, White House officials, whom reporters cannot identify by name, ostensibly speak with reporters more candidly than they might if they knew they would be named in print. The Bush administration has taken this practice and turned it on its head, frequently using background briefings as an occasion for the vacuous recitation of talking points. As one reporter asked an official after a particularly empty but up-beat briefing, “I’m just wondering what possible reason there is why all this isn’t on the record?”16 Even when administration officials are on background, their adherence to the White House message is unstinting, depriving the media of one more source of information. (In early 2004, both the New York Times and the Washington Post altered their policies on granting anonymity to sources because of perceptions that the practice was being abused.)
To fill the news vacuum, the Bush administration offers reporters an unending supply of carefully scripted talking points, a standard public relations tactic that the White House has elevated to an art. When talking points are all officials will repeat, it gives reporters literally nothing else to quote.
For instance, during the July 2003 controversy over Bush’s claim that Iraq had attempted to obtain uranium from Africa, National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice and her deputy Stephen Hadley pounded the spin point that the statement in question was only “sixteen words” long, repeating it six times each during an interview on CNN and a press briefing, respectively.17 This focus on a scripted message often defeats reporters’ attempts to provide coverage of topics other than administration talking points.
Two internal memos from the Treasury Department’s public affairs staff to Secretary Paul O’Neill graphically illustrate the disciplined message that the administration tries to enforce.
First, to prepare O’Neill for a February 2001 press conference announcing the President’s fiscal year 2002 budget, Assistant Secretary of the Treasury for Public Affairs Michele Davis wrote a memo telling O’Neill, “This event, more than anything you’ve participated in to date, requires that you be monotonously on-message.” Her advice was frank: “Roll-out events like this are the clearest examples of when staying on message is absolutely crucial. Any deviation during the unveiling of the budget will change the way coverage plays out from tomorrow forward…. Your remarks should be very focused and your answers during the Q and A should only repeat your remarks.”18 (This memo is reproduced in full in appendix A.) Davis’s comments demonstrate the strategic approach the Bush administration takes to its public statements.
The memo clearly had the desired effect on the often spontaneous O’Neill. During the press conference, the Secretary largely stuck to his message save for a testy exchange with reporters over the percentage of the tax cut going to the wealthiest Americans.
In a second memo to O’Neill, Davis gave him advice for a January 6, 2002 appearance on NBC’s Meet the Press. (See appendix B.) This time, she encouraged him to aggressively insert the administration’s talking points into the interview. Davis advised O’Neill to disregard host Tim Russert almost entirely: “FIRST ANSWER, no matter the question: We must act to ensure our economy recovers and people get back to work.” She later stated that “You need to interject the President’s message, even if the question has nothing to do with that.”19
As she predicted, Russert’s first question concerned the state of the economy, not Bush’s agenda. When the host asked, “How bad is this recession?” O’Neill gave a short answer before turning to his talking points as Davis suggested, saying, “We need to get people back to work in this economy.” The memo also listed “key lines” and “word choices,” such as “economic security” (a phrase O’Neill used five times), and advised him to say that “the terrorist attacks and the recession caused the deficit,” which he did. In this way, the administration turned the interview from a spontaneous exchange into something closer to a prepared speech.
The public face of the White House—the press secretary—has been just as obstinate throughout Bush’s term. Former White House Press Secretary Ari Fleischer and his successor Scott McClellan have proven to be unstinting in their devotion to the White House message. Fleischer in particular was one of the most talented spinners ever to stand at the podium of the White House briefing room. His particular genius for stonewalling the press went far beyond simple deceptions and falsehoods (which are relatively difficult to pull off in front of a large group of reporters looking for such statements). Instead, Fleischer treated the press corps to patronizing recitations of the legislative process, denials that he had the expertise to answer various questions, disputes over the premises of questions, and what the New Republic’s Jonathan Chait called “a complex, arbitrary, and constantly shifting set of rules governing what questions he can answer.”20 When Fleischer did choose to answer a question, his adherence to the administration’s talking points was relentless.
Though members of the press resented Fleischer for being so unhelpful, Bush praised him for his message discipline and loyalty, saying in 2002 that his then–press secretary “understands the fine line between the need to know and the need to say.”21 McClellan was just as stubborn as his predecessor in pushing White House spin and hardly more responsive. Reporters began to complain in early 2004 that, as CBS correspondent John Roberts put it, “We don’t get our questions answered most of the time.”22
In addition, Bush rarely submits himself to intensive questioning from the press. By January 1, 2004, he had held just eleven solo press conferences, far fewer than predecessors ranging from Reagan (21) to Clinton (38) to his father, George H. W. Bush (71), at the same point in their presidencies.23 McClellan explained this by saying that Bush is skeptical of “peacocking” by reporters who play to the cameras and prefers “more informal encounters with the press.” Dan Bartlett, Bush’s communications director, was more explicit: “At press conferences, you can’t control your message.”24 For a White House that so carefully manages its public image, free-ranging press conferences simply provide too many opportunities for journalists to chip away at the façade.
The shorter “availabilities” and joint press conferences Bush holds restrict the number of questions he can be asked and make it more difficult for reporters to follow up on his answers. Without those follow-ups, reporters have little opportunity to puncture the President’s talking points. And even when Bush has held formal press conferences, he has tightly restricted the format and the order in which he calls on reporters. While hardly unprecedented—presidents have traditionally called on a reporter from one of the wire services for the first question—the Bush administration has gone further than any other, including apparently scripting the entire order for a prewar press conference on March 6, 2003.25 By early 2004, reporters became so desperate to get the President to talk to them that they began calling to his dog Barney as Bush got off the presidential helicopter, hoping to make him come get the terrier and answer some questions in the process.26
Taken together, these strategies create what Bush adviser Mark McKinnon calls a “funnel for information.”27 No wonder the administration has been so successful at protecting its image in the media.
Charm, Pressure, and Reprisal
The President’s personality and popularity also influence how the press covers the White House. Both have helped the Bush administration to limit the amount of critical coverage it receives.
While administration officials such as Fleischer may treat the press with open hostility (and vice versa), President Bush’s personal relationship with some members of the press is far more cordial. From chatting and joking with reporters in the back of his campaign plane to bestowing nicknames on them, candidate Bush launched a charm offensive that helped endear him to much of the press corps. This helped Bush generate more sympathetic coverage than Vice President Al Gore, whose traveling press team reportedly despised him.28 This dynamic appeared to hold during the first part of Bush’s term, although it has eroded over time.
Bush has also benefited from the fact that the press tends to be particularly deferential to the executive during popular wars because there is strong pressure to avoid criticizing the commander in chief. As a result, he was often given the benefit of the doubt by the press after September 11, an advantage he exploited for some time. The ongoing nature of the “war on terror,” which has no defined time frame, created a chilling effect on media scrutiny that extended well into 2003.
Journalists clearly felt this pressure. New York Times reporter Elisabeth Bumiller said of the March 6, 2003 presidential press conference before the beginning of the war in Iraq that, “I think we [the media] were very deferential because…it’s live, it’s very intense, it’s frightening to stand up there. Think about it, you’re standing up on prime-time live TV asking the President of the United States a question when the country’s about to go to war. There was a very serious, somber tone that evening, and no one wanted to get into an argument with the President at this very serious time.”29 But the pressure reporters face from critics and government officials is no excuse for failing to perform the vital democratic function of questioning our elected leaders.
When journalists do challenge the White House, administration officials can retaliate. For example, the Clinton administration directly pressured antagonists in the press, with spokesman Mike McCurry telling ABC News producer Chris Vlasto “You’re never going to work in this town again” and complaining to Vlasto’s boss after he publicized a document that the White House claimed had been given to him on a not-for-attribution basis.30 There is always a chance that these tactics may backfire, leading to more negative coverage. However, such attacks can also serve to limit the scrutiny that government receives. Jody Powell, the former press secretary for Jimmy Carter, observed that Reagan’s presidency had proven that “the press’s bark is much worse than its bite. They’ll huff and puff around, but in the end you can cut severely into the flow of information and manage it with a much firmer hand than we were able or willing to do.”31
The Bush administration has put this lesson to good use. The Post’s Milbank, the most prominent member of the press to devote sustained attention to Bush’s dishonesty, has been a major target of White House retaliation. When Milbank, a former staffer at center-left magazine The New Republic, was first assigned to cover the White House, Rove reportedly called the Post to complain.32 Since then, the administration has repeatedly attacked Milbank for his critical reporting and Hughes and Fleischer have complained to his editor.33
The most direct attack came in October 2002, when Milbank wrote a broad and powerful indictment of the Bush administration’s dishonesty on a number of different issues. In it, he reported on Bush’s pattern of deceptive and misleading statements, ranging from the suggestion that Iraq had unmanned aircraft that could attack the United States to the claim that the International Atomic Energy Agency found that Iraq was six months from developing a nuclear weapon in 1998. In response, an administration official called ABC News political insider newsletter The Note to denounce him, stating that the story was “cooked and ready to go before any due diligence of the facts” and adding that Milbank “is more interested in style than substance.”34 Such attacks send a message to the press corps that the White House takes note of critical coverage and will fight back.
Thomas Ricks, the Washington Post’s defense correspondent, has also faced the ire of the administration for his use of nonofficial sources. Ricks claims a military press officer told him he was not allowed to cover a special forces operation because “We don’t like your stories, and we don’t like the questions you’ve been asking.”35 In December 2003, Lawrence Di Rita, spokesman for the Department of Defense, filed a letter with the Post complaining about Ricks’ coverage and then met with his editors to press the case—a step Washingtonian magazine called “unusual, if not unprecedented.” The complaint against Ricks suggested that he was soliciting comments from too many people and giving too little weight to official statements.36 This, of course, is simply a case of a reporter trying to do his job—and an administration trying to shut him down.
Sensationalism Over Substance
Another reason the press has largely ignored Bush’s dishonesty is because it concerns the least sexy aspect of politics: the details of public policy. In recent years, the political press has come to focus more on the style of candidates—the flashy sound bite, the attention-grabbing catchphrase, a candidate’s clothing—than on policy. Scandal-driven news and cartoonish storylines have come to trump substance. With news organizations competing for eyeballs, the pressure to produce entertaining coverage is immense, and political scandals and made-for-TV showdowns provide more compelling stories for the press than disputes over the details of the tax code. As a result, media fact-checking tends to focus on scandal and personal peccadilloes—when it happens at all.
Ironically, although many of Bush’s most deceptive statements have concerned public policy, the sustained negative coverage he has received has focused on style and scandal. Examples include the Harken Energy controversy, scrutiny of his past ties to Enron and its former CEO Ken Lay, and investigations of his service record in the Air National Guard during the Vietnam War. (The lone exception before early 2004 was Bush’s claim about Iraq’s alleged pursuit of uranium in the 2003 State of the Union, which drew extra attention because the administration uncharacteristically admitted error. The story also contained unusually colorful details about forged documents, former Ambassador Joseph Wilson’s trip to Niger, and the outing of his wife as a CIA operative.) Because these scandals often provide vivid details, they tend to be covered by hordes of journalists for a few days before being abandoned. This “boom-and-bust” coverage veers from one extreme to the other, rarely balancing tough scrutiny with fair-minded restraint.
The pressure to generate an entertaining narrative also drives reporters toward stories that fit with existing stereotypes of political leaders. Such reports can help engage the public, but they also serve as a filter on what information is included in news reporting and how it is presented. Once these storylines take shape, they quickly become entrenched and often give rise to haphazard coverage. Thus Nixon and Clinton were portrayed as dishonest, Reagan and George W. Bush as dumb, Carter as ineffectual, and Gerald Ford as bumbling, with facts that reinforced these portraits given wide attention and contradictory ones discarded. Reporters are also frequently seduced by false or misleading claims that fit these narratives, such as the erroneous claim that former Enron CEO Ken Lay was one of many political donors to sleep in the Lincoln Bedroom of the Clinton White House.
Most important, once a national leader begins to be portrayed as dishonest, the narrative becomes self-perpetuating. Politicians whom journalists view as slippery come in for intense scrutiny; those seen as honest often receive far less. For example, Vice President Al Gore and then-Governor George W. Bush both made a number of misstatements during the 2000 campaign. Gore, however, was often portrayed as a liar, generating a number of inaccurate and misleading news reports that fit the facts into that storyline. Bush’s misstatements were treated as verbal gaffes by the press (when they were reported at all), who generally portrayed him as dumb but honest.
The same pattern persisted once Bush took office. Though the narrative of Bush as a verbal bumbler who lacked intellectual gravitas cut against the President, the media’s view of him as honest persisted until at least the beginning of the war in Iraq despite enormous evidence to the contrary. Even when journalists did take note of deceptions, such as Bush’s false claim that he listed exceptions justifying deficit spending during the 2000 campaign, the reports failed to become major news. Absent a storyline that places each falsehood in an overall context, claims that Bush has said something deceptive or misleading are not perceived as “news.” The result is that the press has become Bush’s enabler.
The Media and Bush:

Democratic Dysfunction
The Bush White House’s philosophy that the media serve no particular democratic function guides its relationship with journalists. Because it sees them as a hostile force in search of the next headline, the administration has no reservations about employing an arsenal of public relations and news management tools to try to shape coverage. These include half-truths and strategically ambiguous language that are difficult for “objective” reporters to expose, relentless message discipline, restrictions on press interaction with Bush, direct pressure on journalists, and dishonesty about policy issues that the media find boring. By wielding these tactics against reporters reluctant to criticize the President after September 11, Bush was able to neuter the press corps for most of his first three years in office.
This media management strategy debuted on the national stage during the 2000 campaign, when the public got its first taste of what it could expect from a Bush White House.
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Campaign 2000:

The Origins of the Bush Playbook

Going into his first debate with Vice President Al Gore, George W. Bush was the presumptive underdog. The media expected that Gore, with his command of policy and debating experience, would wipe the floor with the Texas governor, who was known for his verbal gaffes.
The debate, however, proved to be a turning point in the campaign. Faced with criticism of his tax and budget proposals from the Vice President, Bush dismissed them with the suggestion that Gore was practicing “fuzzy math.” The clever phrase indirectly accused the Vice President of lying without making a specifically disprovable assertion.
The strategy worked brilliantly. Media coverage the next day focused not on the substance of the claims made by either candidate but on Bush’s catchy retort, which played into the narrative that Gore was dishonest. Hundreds of reports included the phrase in the next day alone.1
“Fuzzy math” is far from the most deceptive statement ever made by a presidential candidate. It is, however, typical of how Bush conducted his campaign, relying on a sophisticated, PR-driven media strategy. Led by a trio of advisors—Campaign Manager Joe Allbaugh, Communications Director Karen Hughes, and chief strategist Karl Rove—the Bush camp carefully controlled information, used vague catchphrases, and made artfully crafted misleading claims about the candidate’s policies. In particular, the ways in which candidate Bush attempted to deceive the public and the press about his economic proposals would prove remarkably similar to the tactics he would later deploy while in office. With the benefit of hindsight, Bush’s campaign can be understood as a primer for the presidency to come.
The Bush Collection of

Vague Catchphrases
The media’s coverage of the 2000 campaign demonstrated some of the worst tendencies of political journalism. Simplistic storylines dominated press coverage of the candidates. Many in the media portrayed Gore as robotic, prone to reinvent himself for political advantage, and a frequent liar who liked to give himself more credit for accomplishments than he deserved. There was some evidence for each charge, but this trio of character flaws became the dominant narrative. In particular, misleading reports suggesting Gore had claimed to have “invented the Internet” and discovered the Love Canal toxic waste site fed these charges.2 For his part, Bush was often portrayed as jocular but dim, thanks in part to a much-hyped November 3, 1999 interview with Boston TV station WHDH in which reporter Andy Hiller quizzed him on the leaders of various foreign countries and the Texas governor was able to name only one of four.
How prevalent were these stories? A study by the Project for Excellence in Journalism found that between February and June 2000, charges that Bush lacked intelligence accounted for 26 percent of all assertions by journalists in stories about the future President, and 34 percent of assertions about Gore concerned his alleged tendency to lie or exaggerate.3 Rather than going beyond the conventional wisdom, reporters were largely reinforcing it.
The Republican National Committee played a role in hyping Gore’s alleged exaggerations, and Bush also skillfully reinforced and amplified this portrayal of the Vice President by attacking him with language like “fuzzy math.” For instance, during the first presidential debate on October 3, 2000, Gore claimed that the Texas governor’s plan would “spend more money on tax cuts for the wealthiest 1 percent than all of the new spending that he proposes for education, health care, prescription drugs, and national defense, all combined.” The Vice President’s claim was accurate. The liberal Citizens for Tax Justice found that approximately $554 billion of the $1.3 trillion ten-year cost of Bush’s tax cut proposal (not including increased interest payments on the national debt) went to people in the top 1 percent of the income distribution.4 This total easily exceeded the $475 billion in new spending Bush had proposed in the areas Gore cited.
Instead of addressing Gore’s argument on the merits, however, Bush implied it was untrue without providing any evidence to back up his claims. After an exchange about Medicare, Bush returned to the topic and retorted, “It’s fuzzy math. It’s to scare them, trying to scare people in the voting booth.” He went on to use the phrase three more times during the debate. “The man’s practicing fuzzy math again,” he said when the Vice President argued that the portion of Bush’s tax cut that would go to the top 1 percent far exceeded the new spending Gore proposed for health care or education. Similar exchanges led to Bush stating, “This man has been disparaging my plan with all this Washington fuzzy math” and “I can’t let the man continue with fuzzy math.” His frequent repetition of the catchphrase suggested that the Vice President was not being honest even though Bush never provided any evidence to refute Gore’s claims.
“Fuzzy math” is the most famous line Bush used to evade criticism from Al Gore during the debates, but it is not the only one. Bush also responded to Gore’s initial budgetary salvo about “tax cuts for the wealthiest 1 percent” by saying, “Well, let me just say, obviously tonight we’re going to hear some phony numbers about what I think and what we ought to do.” “Phony numbers” allowed Bush to suggest that Gore’s numbers were wrong without directly calling the Vice President a liar, although the phrase clearly implied it and drew on the existing storyline that he was dishonest. And as with his “fuzzy math” responses, Bush followed up “phony numbers” with facts that didn’t rebut Gore.
Rather than scrutinize the candidates’ claims, the press was generally content simply to transcribe the exchanges, passing on Bush’s retort as if it were a substantial response to the Vice President. Atlanta Journal-Constitution readers learned the next day that “Gore repeatedly criticized Bush’s tax cuts as primarily benefiting ‘the wealthiest 1 percent’ of the population” while “Bush repeatedly countered that Gore was using ‘fuzzy math’ and ‘phony numbers.’ ” The Providence Journal-Bulletin wrote that “Bush appeared irritated, accusing Gore of distorting his plans and questioning Gore’s arithmetic, calling it ‘Washington fuzzy math.’ ” And the San Francisco Examiner reported that Bush “complained repeatedly about Gore’s ‘phony’ statistics and ‘fuzzy math.’ ”5 Rather than sorting out the facts, newspapers often simply passed along the spin. Readers were left to choose their favorite catchphrase, rather than getting facts that might help them sort through the issues at hand.
Some in the media betrayed a remarkable disregard for the policy issues at stake in the debate. On CNN, Larry King asked ABC Nightline host Ted Koppel about the matter. “Were you impressed with this ‘fuzzy [math],’ top 1 percent, 1.3 trillion, 1.9 trillion bit?” Koppel responded with a declaration of ignorance. “You know, honestly, it turns my brains to mush,” he said. “I can’t pretend for a minute that I’m really able to follow the argument of the debates. Parts of it, yes. Parts of it, I haven’t a clue what they’re talking about.”6 Not all journalists were as overwhelmed by substantive questions as Koppel, but his lack of interest helps demonstrate why candidate Bush was so effective at framing his message.
Over the course of the race, Bush would use a number of similar catchphrases to define himself and his opponents. These well-designed sound bites also helped to focus the attention of the press on political conflict and away from the facts and issues. The Texas governor was hardly alone in his use of such loaded phrases; Gore, for instance, often borrowed a line from his acceptance speech at the Democratic convention that “They’re for the powerful, and we’re for the people.” But Bush wielded language in a far more subtle manner, positioning himself with insinuations rather than direct claims.
The most familiar of these was “compassionate conservative.” The phrase implied moderation while reinforcing Bush’s conservative political stance. After he was defeated in the New Hampshire primary by Arizona Senator John McCain, who described himself as an outsider who would change Washington, Bush added a second slogan to his arsenal in mid-February: “reformer with results.”7 Designed by Karen Hughes, the phrase played on McCain’s appeal while focusing attention on Bush’s record. The then-governor debuted the new line in a February 7, 2000 speech, pointing to his legislative record in Texas and stating, “I’m going to remind people that of the two of us running, I’m the reformer with results.”8 The two phrases would come to define his candidacy.
After McCain left the race and Bush became the presumptive nominee, his campaign also picked up a phrase the Arizona senator had used: “restoring honor and dignity” to the White House (or the variant “honor and integrity”). It served as a way of indirectly criticizing President Clinton, who famously tarnished the presidency during the Monica Lewinsky scandal. The phrase also associated Gore with Clinton and played on accusations that the Vice President had violated campaign finance laws and that he lacked ethical standards.
Once again, Bush was able to reinforce an important campaign message—his contrast with the alleged ethical misdeeds of Bill Clinton and Al Gore—without making any direct allegations that he would be forced to defend. He simply introduced the theme, confident that by quoting his catchy phrases, the press would pass his message on to the public. Many journalists, looking to provide context for their readers, even filled in the blanks about Bush’s implicit criticism of Gore and Clinton.
Policy Disinformation
The Bush campaign also debuted a strategy that would become a staple of his time in office: misrepresenting his tax and budget plans. The candidate inaugurated the claim that his tax cut plan would benefit “all” taxpayers (a misleading implication since only those who paid federal income tax would benefit) and began touting the first of many slanted statistics that misrepresented the benefits of his plan for lower-income taxpayers.
Likewise, Bush’s media strategy during the campaign foreshadowed his communications philosophy once in office. Examples included limiting the distribution of information about his plan to ensure positive coverage, providing deceptive figures about the distributional effects and cost of his plan, and the use of unrepresentative “tax families.” In retrospect, it was a disturbing preview of how George W. Bush would sell his policy proposals from the White House.
Controlling the Tax Facts
From the very beginning, Bush’s campaign aggressively spun his tax cut plan. One part of the strategy was to manage the news cycle to generate positive coverage. When the campaign released the details of the first five years of Bush’s tax cut proposal in December 1999, it required reporters to agree not to share its details with independent budget experts before publishing their articles. One Bush aide told a journalist, “This is between you, me, and your typewriter.”9 As a result, reporters largely repeated the description of the plan fed to them by Bush’s press apparatus—that it primarily benefited the middle class.
The idea, of course, was to avoid reports questioning Bush’s spin. It worked perfectly. The Washington Post headline the next day stated that under Bush’s plan, “Working Poor, Middle Class Would Get Much of Relief.” According to the paper, the plan would “focus its deepest reductions on the working poor and middle class.” It added, “While the five-year Bush tax plan would benefit wealthier Americans, roughly half of the overall relief would be targeted to middle- and lower-income families, according to campaign aides.”10 The Post report carried exactly the message the Bush team wanted.
Those who read that story, however, were in for a surprise if they read the next day’s Post. It noted that an initial analysis by the liberal Citizens for Tax Justice based on leaks from the Bush campaign showed that two-thirds of the benefits of the tax plan would go to the top 10 percent of income earners, while the bottom 60 percent would get only 11 percent of the benefits.11 If the bottom 90 percent of Americans would receive only one-third of the plan’s benefits, there’s no way that “middle- and lower-income families” would receive “roughly half of the overall relief,” as Bush officials had told the Post.
At that point, however, readers had already been given the Bush campaign’s line, and the storyline surrounding the tax cut was established. Remarkably, the press had agreed not to gather expert opinion about a presidential candidate’s policy proposals in its initial reporting, instead serving as a conveyor belt of campaign spin.
Misleading Tax Cut Figures
Bush was equally deceptive about who would benefit from his plan. He frequently suggested that his tax cut would help those with lower incomes more than those with higher incomes. During the primary campaign, for instance, the Bush campaign asserted that about half of every dollar “returned to taxpayers would finance changes that help low-income families.”12 In the third presidential debate, he stated that the “top 1 percent will end up paying one-third of the taxes in America, and they get one-fifth of the benefits” under his plan, while “a family of four making $50,000 in Missouri” would “get a 50 percent cut in [their] federal income taxes.”13
As is so often the case with Bush, these claims have a germ of truth but are ultimately misleading. For example, although half of every dollar in Bush’s tax cut would have gone to provisions that benefit low-income families, many of these provisions would also benefit middle-income and wealthy people.14 Far less than half of his tax cut actually went directly to low-income families.
Furthermore, Bush’s assertion that the top 1 percent would have received just one-fifth of the benefits of his plan was true only if his proposed elimination of the estate tax were not included. An analysis of all the provisions of Bush’s plan by Robert McIntyre of Citizens for Tax Justice found that it would have given 42.6 percent of its benefits to the top 1 percent of filers, more than twice what Bush had claimed.15
By ignoring significant aspects of his plan and offering carefully spun statistics to the press and public, the Bush campaign exaggerated the tax cut’s benefits for people at the lower end of the income spectrum. On the rare occasions when this spin was contradicted, press reports were usually structured as “he said/she said” debates, leaving readers to figure out who was being honest.
The Waitress and the Tax Families
The Bush campaign used a number of misleading examples to help sell his tax cut. One favorite bit of campaign spin was the example of a hypothetical waitress who, he said, would have her federal income taxes lowered to nothing under his tax plan. According to Bush, who debuted the talking point at an Iowa campaign stop, “a single waitress supporting two children on an income of $22,000…will pay no income tax at all.”16 Bush’s speechwriters had come up with the example as an icon of hard work who would put a sympathetic face on the tax plan.17 He cited it throughout the campaign (and would continue to do so once in office).
Bush neglected to mention a crucial fact, however: the hypothetical waitress probably had no tax liability already and would not get a large refund under Bush’s tax plan.18 At times, the Bush campaign displayed some awareness of this; Bush economics advisor Lawrence Lindsey suggested that the goal of his boss’s tax plan was to allow such a single mother of two to avoid paying taxes on up to $31,000 in income.19 But the implication that this waitress would receive a substantial tax cut at her current income was simply deceptive.
The future president also liked to point to individual families at campaign events who would benefit from his plan. These “tax families” were low- and middle-income families from around the country who had been carefully selected because they would benefit disproportionately from the tax plan compared to other households with similar incomes. Though these families took advantage of provisions, such as the increased child tax credit and reduced “marriage penalty,” that many others of their income levels would not have received, the administration suggested that they represented how the majority of the general public would benefit.
Bush used families like these on the campaign trail frequently (as did Gore on occasion). It was an extension of a tactic developed by President Clinton, who often pointed during his State of the Union addresses to individuals in the crowd who had benefited or would benefit from his policies and proposals. They helped Bush create the impression that most American families would save as much as those he was highlighting.
The future president had decided to make use of such families in December 1999 while reassessing his campaign with top advisors. To fend off opponents like McCain and Steve Forbes, Bush and his campaign team worked out an approach to connect his tax plan to working people.20 He debuted the strategy at a January 7, 2000 Republican primary debate, at which he contrasted his tax-cutting plan with McCain’s by stating, “Let me see if I can put it in human terms for you. Chris and Beth Bradley came to the airport today. They make $42,000 a year in income. Under the plan that you laid out, Mr. Senator, here in South Carolina, they will receive a $200 tax cut. Under the plan that I proposed and will get through the United States Congress, they’d receive a $1,852 tax cut.”
In fact, these families were completely atypical—and they were selected precisely for that reason. A Washington Post reporter uncovered an email sent by the Bush campaign in September 2000 seeking to find such families for an appearance in New Hampshire. The families had to make between $30,000 and $70,000 per year, itemize their deductions, have no children in college or day care, no family member in night school, no children under one year old, and no substantial savings besides a 401(k) plan.21
Looking at IRS data, a professor at Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government found that only 15 percent of American families making between $30,000 and $70,000 would meet the Bush “tax family” qualifications.22 Moreover, individuals in the middle 20 percent of the income distribution would see an average tax cut of $453 under Bush’s plan, according to an analysis by Citizens for Tax Justice’s McIntyre.23 But the families served as easy anecdotal and visual hooks for journalists, who often mentioned them in reports without discussing how unrepresentative they were.
Bush also repeatedly misrepresented the percentage of the federal budget surplus that would go to finance his tax cut. Most often, this occurred during an illustration of his plans for the projected $4.6 trillion federal budget surplus. In appearances such as one in Naperville, Illinois, on Labor Day in 2000, Bush would hold up four $1 bills for the audience and the assembled media, telling them that the bills represented the surplus. He then took two bills away, saying they represented money he would use to preserve the Social Security system by paying down the national debt. Another bill, he said, would be used for spending, such as “making sure that our defense is strong.” Finally, he handed the last dollar to someone in the crowd, stating, “I want 1 trillion, roughly a quarter of the surplus, to go back to the people that pay the bill.”24
If grocery store cashiers did math like this, they’d be fired. Liberal columnist Paul Krugman demonstrated that a more accurate division of the dollars according to Bush’s proposals would give $1.40 to the tax cut and 45 cents to new spending, with the rest devoted to the Social Security and Medicare program surpluses.25 In short, rather than devoting about 25 percent of the surplus to new spending and 25 percent to tax cuts, Bush would actually have devoted approximately 35 percent to tax cuts and 10 percent to new spending, differences representing billions of dollars in inaccuracy. Yet Bush repeated the same numbers on a regular basis, including during a presidential debate on October 7, 2000. Bad math proved no impediment to the future president when it made for a good talking point.
A Tax Cut That Costs Less Than the Sum of Its Parts
Bush’s campaign also misrepresented the ten-year price tag of his tax plan. Vice President Gore repeatedly attacked the plan as costing more than $2 trillion over ten years. Using estimates from the Congressional Joint Committee on Taxation, however, Bush economic adviser Lawrence Lindsey told the press in May 2000 that Bush’s plan would cost $1.3 trillion, saying “The Joint Committee on Taxation proves that Vice President Gore was badly mistaken.”26 That analysis only covered the nine years from 2002 to 2010, however, and completely excluded additional interest costs to the Treasury that would result from higher government debt.27
Adding the tenth year and interest costs raised the total cost of the tax cut to $1.9 trillion. In addition, the Bush plan would have pushed millions of Americans into a different tax rate under the alternative minimum tax, reducing the impact of the Bush tax cuts. Fixing that problem would have increased the cost to $2.2 trillion, according to CTJ’s McIntyre.28
As they had done with the exclusion of estate tax, the Bush team was using an analysis of part of the tax cut proposal and presenting it as complete.
“Counting and Recounting” in Florida
In the aftermath of the November 2000 election, Americans were left with the spectacle of a legal battle to determine the winner of Florida’s electoral votes—and the presidency. An initial count gave Bush a victory in the state by 1,655 votes.29 Bush’s narrow win triggered an automatic machine recount, and within days his lead had shrunk to only 960 votes, with continued recounts generally shifting that number downward. The two candidates’ legal strategies in requesting and attempting to block recounts were highly disputed and have since been argued over endlessly by analysts and pundits. Regardless of one’s opinion of the outcome, it’s indisputable that during the public debate surrounding the recount, the Bush campaign once again used expertly crafted rhetoric to spread its message through the media.
First, when Vice President Gore requested manual recounts in four Florida counties, Bush’s campaign sought to block them. To do so, Bush campaign aides brazenly suggested that manual recounts were somehow less accurate than machine counts, turning the normal practice in contested elections on its head. There was little evidence for this claim—hand recounts had long been the standard in determining the outcome of close elections, including in Bush’s home state of Texas, where he signed a law in 1997 providing for hand recounts in close elections. Machine counts are prone to errors of up to 1 percent or more, which experts have found is typically higher than the human error rate.30
Instead of addressing the issue, the Bush campaign relentlessly repeated its talking point that hand counts were inaccurate. In a November 12 appearance on NBC’s Meet the Press, James Baker, a veteran of the first Bush administration who represented then-Governor Bush during the election dispute, said, “hand recounts, as we’ve pointed out over and over again, are not as accurate as machine recounts because under this statute here in Florida, you have this procedure whereby the electoral officials look at the ballots and simply divine the intent of the voter. They divine the intent of the voter. That’s extraordinarily inaccurate.” In his November 15 press conference, Bush pushed the same line: “Unfortunately, what the Vice President proposed is exactly what he has been proposing all along: continuing with selective hand recounts that are neither fair nor accurate.”31 With these vague claims about inaccuracy, Bush and his aides managed to call expert opinion into question without engaging in a substantive challenge. And once again, by quoting the Bush team’s response to Gore as part of a back-and-forth debate, journalists often suggested it was an equally valid position.
The Bush team also attacked the idea of recounting the votes at all. Rather than make an argument about why those additional counts were unnecessary, Bush and his aides simply noted that there had already been machine recounts. In his first press conference on November 10, Baker had this to say about the dispute: “to suggest that we should keep counting ballots that have been counted once, and even twice, over and over again, I think is not a fair position to take, nor a responsible position to take.” The line was repeated by Bush and his aides throughout the controversy. Speaking on November 18, Bush aide Karen Hughes said, “Florida’s votes have now been counted and recounted, and in some areas recounted three or four times.”32 Vice presidential nominee Dick Cheney kept it up near the end of the recount, stating on December 5 that, “with respect to the vote in Florida, the votes have been counted and recounted and now certified.”33 The Bush team’s strategy in Florida was the same as it had been during the campaign: repeat something often enough, and people will start to believe it.
These talking points skirted the issue. Nobody disagreed that the ballots had been recounted by machines. The Gore team wanted hand recounts in certain counties, arguing that the machine recounts were inaccurate. The Bush campaign dodged the question of whether this request was legitimate by suggesting that multiple recounts had already been completed. The Bush team was yet again making an implicit argument—that Gore wouldn’t accept the final outcome of an election—while appearing to respond to the question at hand.
The recounts and legal challenges continued into December. On December 8, in response to a challenge by the Gore team, the Florida Supreme Court ordered a statewide recount of all “undervotes,” or ballots that didn’t record a vote for president. On December 12, however, a divided U.S. Supreme Court decided in a highly controversial ruling that the Florida Supreme Court had erred and recounts could not continue. Gore conceded the election to Bush the following day.
Prologue to Presidency
If George W. Bush had lost his run for president, his campaign would not be remembered as particularly remarkable. He had helped to advance the use of public relations tactics, such as talking points and heavily spun statistics, but this was an ongoing trend to which Vice President Gore had also contributed. And while Bush had misled the press and the public about several of his policy proposals, his campaign would have disappeared into history if he had been defeated.
However, Bush won. And because his deceptions during the campaign received little attention, few observers anticipated the way that he would revise and expand his playbook after taking office. Tactics that may have once seemed harmless suddenly took on new significance. “Fuzzy math” led to “class warfare” and suggestive rhetoric linking Iraq and al Qaeda; arguments that manual recounts were less accurate than machine recounts foreshadowed claims that it was an open question whether human activities play a significant role in causing global warming; and a dishonest sales effort for his main economic proposal foreshadowed Bush’s first major effort in office: a remarkably sophisticated and deceptive publicity campaign for his tax cut.
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Tax and Spin:

Selling the 2001 Tax Cut

One of the centerpieces of George W. Bush’s 2000 campaign was what he billed as a $1.3 trillion tax cut. He repeatedly emphasized that the primary motivation for the plan was to give back a portion of the sizable projected budget surplus to taxpayers.
“America has a strong economy and a surplus,” he said in his convention speech accepting the Republican presidential nomination. “Now is the time to reform the tax code and share some of the surplus with the people who pay the bills.” Bush made a similar statement during a debate with Al Gore on October 3, saying that the surplus was “the hard-working people of America’s money, and I want to share some of that money with you, so you’ve got more money to build and save and dream for your families.” According to candidate Bush, his tax cut plan was essentially a refund.
By the time Bush entered office on January 20, 2001, the dot-com boom had given way to a slowing economy. With the ground shifting under his feet, the newly elected President continued to support the same plan he introduced back in 1999 but changed his rationale for it. What he had called the “huge debate” of the campaign—what to do with the surplus—suddenly wasn’t so huge anymore.1 Instead, Bush went to work advertising his tax cut as what the economy needed to avoid recession.
The shift began just before Election Day. In one of his rare comments during the campaign about the need for tax cuts to boost the economy, Bush said in early November that “One of the interesting things we’re beginning to see is there’s some kind of grumblings about the economy. And one of the reasons why I’m so strong for tax relief is to provide a second wind to economic growth.”2 He began pushing this line harder after the election. On December 15, Bush spoke of his “concerns about a possible slowdown” and said they were “one of the reasons I feel so strongly about the need to reduce marginal rates in our tax cut.”3 After taking the oath of office, Bush promised in his inaugural address to “reduce taxes to recover the momentum of our economy and reward the effort and enterprise of working Americans”—an argument he would continue to make throughout the spring.
As time went on, Bush’s chameleon-like sales campaign took on another form. In response to Democratic proposals for a smaller tax cut focused on immediate economic stimulus, he began to emphasize the long-term benefits of his plan. On March 27, he told a Kalamazoo, Michigan crowd, “We must put more money in the hands of consumers in the short term, and restore confidence and optimism for the long term,” saying, “We need an immediate stimulus for our economy and a pro-growth environment for years to come.”4 By piling rationale on top of rationale, Bush managed to tie his plan to the latest economic news and eventually win its passage.
Of course, each of the arguments Bush made was perfectly reasonable on its own. What’s notable is the cavalier way he slip-slided from one rationale to the next as circumstances changed. Until the economy started to struggle, he rarely discussed the need for a short-term stimulus. But, by early 2001, Bush and his aides hardly talked about anything else.
The audacity of this maneuver was stunning, but it was really just an opening act. After he took office, the President and his team embarked on a months-long campaign to mislead the public about the beneficiaries of his proposal and the size of the tax cut a typical family would receive. The White House bag of tricks included slanted information about the distributional effects of the plan; deceptive suggestions that everyone who paid taxes would receive a tax cut; and distorted “average” statistics and unrepresentative examples that exaggerated the benefits of the plan to middle-income Americans.
Though this went on for months in plain view, the President generally received a pass from the supposed watchdogs in the press. Reporters covering Bush were largely uninterested in the policy issues at stake, wedded to the narrative that he was an honest man, and deferential to a newly elected president in the “honeymoon” phase of his term. In addition, the administration carefully phrased most of its deceptive claims in technically true but highly misleading terms that did not meet “gotcha!” standards of reporting on dishonesty.
For many presidents, the first months of their term often set the tone for their entire time in office. Bush’s victory on the 2001 tax cut showed that he would take the “permanent campaign” to new lows in order to enact his agenda.
Misleading Claims About Those

Who Would Benefit
The tax cut proposal Bush offered in 2001 mirrored the plan he touted during the campaign. It would have made a number of significant changes to the tax code as it was phased in, including consolidating the five federal income tax brackets to four rates of 10, 15, 25, and 33 percent; doubling the child tax credit; reducing the so-called “marriage penalty” in which couples pay more when filing jointly than they do when filing individually; and eliminating the estate tax. This combination of changes ensured that nearly all Americans who paid federal income or estate taxes would receive a tax cut.5
Bush faced a marketing challenge in promoting the plan, however. Because the American income tax system is progressive (those who earn more pay higher rates), most tax cuts that reduce income tax rates across the board will deliver the greatest dollar benefits to those who make the most money and pay the most in taxes. Also, the estate tax disproportionately impacts wealthy Americans, so the benefits of its elimination flow almost exclusively to those with the highest incomes.6 The child tax credit increase and marriage penalty reduction delivered more of their benefits directly to middle-income Americans, but they represented a relatively small portion of the total value of the tax cut.
As a result, the benefits of Bush’s plan primarily went to wealthier Americans. The liberal Citizens for Tax Justice analyzed Bush’s initial proposal using a tax model from its sister organization, the Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy, and found that if Bush’s plan had been fully enacted in 2001, approximately 72 percent of the benefits would have gone to the top 20 percent of Americans by income, with 45 percent going to the top 1 percent.7
Regardless of one’s opinion of the merits of the plan, these distributional effects are undeniable. Instead of attempting to refute these numbers, however, Bush and his aides consistently obscured the effects of the plan, presenting a tax cut that gave the majority of its absolute benefits to wealthier Americans as one that would primarily help people in the lower and middle classes.
“The Greatest Help for Those Most in Need”
One way the White House did this was by focusing on percentage reductions without explaining the size of those tax cuts in dollars and cents or how they compared between income groups. In principle, percentage reductions are a valid way to describe the impact of a tax cut proposal, but Bush used these statistics to imply that his plan was designed to give most of its financial help to the poor, which was simply not true.
To illustrate this idea, consider what the President said in an executive summary of his plan: “These are the basic ideas that guide my tax policy: lower income taxes for all, with the greatest help for those most in need. Everyone who pays income taxes benefits—while the highest percentage tax cuts go to the lowest income Americans.”8 Out of context, “higher percentage tax cuts” for the “lowest income Americans” sounds like a description of a plan focused on helping the poor.
It was a line he repeated frequently. Responding to a reporter’s question about Democratic criticism that the plan favored the wealthy, Bush said on February 5, 2001, that “the bottom end of the economic ladder receives the biggest percentage cuts.”9 In his February 17 radio address, he stated that “the greatest benefits, the largest percentage reductions” of his plan “will go to those who need them most.” And after Congress passed his plan in May, the President said, “This tax relief helps all taxpayers. It especially helps those at the low end of the economic ladder.”10 Again, the impression left was that the tax cut delivered the largest benefits for those most in need.
As we just demonstrated, however, the majority of the Bush tax cut’s benefits would have gone to those at the top of the income scale. So how could the President make this claim?
The key is the phrase “percentage cuts.” Because lower-income people typically pay little in federal income taxes, Bush’s claim was technically accurate. By this logic, a low-income person whose income tax liability was reduced from $100 to $50 (a 50 percent cut) would have benefited more from the tax cut than someone whose income taxes fall from $100,000 to $75,000 (a 25 percent cut). Because the President never discussed the size of the tax cuts received by those at the bottom, this was hard to figure out.
Thus, while Bush’s statements about percentage tax cuts were usually accurate, he used them to suggest that most of the plan’s benefits were directed to low-income Americans. With these out-of-context statements, the President obscured who actually received the largest tax cuts from his plan.
A Tax Cut for “All Taxpayers”
In addition to selling his tax cut as a boon for people with low incomes, Bush also liked to brag that it would help everyone, rich and poor. He frequently claimed that his tax cut would help “all taxpayers,” broad language that made it sound as though everyone who paid federal taxes would get a cut. In reality, workers with no federal income tax liability who paid only payroll taxes (a category that includes millions of Americans with relatively low incomes) would not have benefited.11
However, as with his claims about the tax cut being targeted at the poor, Bush’s spin was partially correct—his proposal did cut taxes for everyone who paid federal income taxes. The President’s vague language often omitted this key qualifier, however, exaggerating the number of people who would benefit from his plan. For instance, Bush said that the cut would lower “the rate for all taxpayers” (February 17), that “everybody who pays taxes ought to get tax relief” (February 20, March 23), and that it would “reduce taxes for everyone who pays taxes” (April 16).12 Again and again, the President left out relevant facts that might hurt his case.
All too often, reporters complacently passed on Bush’s claims without providing additional context. In a February 17, 2001 dispatch, for instance, Associated Press reporter Alan Fram practically transcribed Bush’s radio address from that day, writing that the President “said on the radio that his plan was fair and would help all taxpayers.”13 A week later, CNN reporter Kelly Wallace did the same thing in reporting on another radio address, saying Bush stated that his proposal “would give everyone who pays taxes a tax cut.”14 As a result of this sort of coverage, Bush received little flak for his potentially misleading language.
Claiming to Help Small Businesses
Bush didn’t just exaggerate the benefits of his plan for low-income workers, however. Small business owners came in for the same treatment.
The President liked to point out that many small business owners (about 17.4 million) paid taxes at individual income tax rates. He frequently cited the fact that some paid the top rate of 39.6 percent as a reason to reduce it. In fact, virtually the only group of people Bush ever mentioned benefiting from the proposed cut in the top rate were small business owners. But a Citizens for Tax Justice analysis using the Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy model and IRS data found that most small businesses would not have benefited. The group estimated that only 1.4 percent of small business owners with positive business incomes (about 180,000) would pay the top rate in 2001, a result that was consistent with a finding by the Treasury Department.15
Bush consistently ignored these facts, presenting a cut in the top rate as a boon to small businesses. During a March 9, 2001, speech in South Dakota, for instance, the President stated that “many small businesses are unincorporated, many are what they call Subchapter S, and they pay the highest marginal rate in the tax code.”16 While 180,000 is a significant number, Bush’s use of the term “many” suggested that they were a far higher portion than 1.4 percent.
The President went even further in a March 16 meeting with small business owners, where he stated, “The Treasury Department released a report earlier today on small business owners who pay personal income taxes, and small businesses which pay at the highest rate of 39.6. According to the Treasury Department, nationwide there are more than 17.4 million small business owners and entrepreneurs who stand to benefit from dropping the top rate from 39.6 to 33 percent.” He then cited figures for three states, saying there were “one million small businesses and entrepreneurs who will benefit when we drop the top rate” in Florida, “more than 630,000 small business owners and entrepreneurs who will benefit” in Ohio, and “55,000 small business owners and entrepreneurs…who will benefit from dropping the top rate from 39.6 to 33 percent” in South Dakota. This language implied that millions of small business owners (including all of those Bush listed in the three states above) would have received a tax cut due to the reduction in the top rate.
The Treasury Department press release Bush was citing said something quite different, however. It noted that 17.4 million small business owners “stand to benefit from the President’s tax relief plan,” which “reduces all marginal tax rates,” but specified that “many” (not all) of them paid the 39.6 percent rate.17 (This language was also misleading, of course: the term “many” again implied a much higher percentage than 1.4 percent.) The state-by-state figures Bush cited included anyone who filed a tax return with positive nonfarm business income in 1999, not just those who paid the top rate.18
Again and again, Bush pointed out that “many” small businesses paid the top rate while failing to specify how small the actual percentage was, leaving the impression that most or even all small businesses would benefit.
Not surprisingly, the media often presented the President’s misleading statements without clarifying how many small businesses would be helped. For instance, a March 15 Knight Ridder story on a New Jersey speech said, “[Bush] added that the [top-rate] reduction would help many small-business people that pay individual rather than corporate income taxes.”19 And at least one outlet took the President’s statement about 17.4 million small business owners at face value. The Columbus Dispatch reported on March 17 that “Bush cited a study released yesterday by the U.S. Department of the Treasury that concluded that 17.4 million small-business owners would save taxes if the top rate falls to 33 percent.”20 In today’s politics, this sort of credulous reporting amounts to journalistic malpractice.
Misleading Examples
When he wasn’t abusing statistics, Bush frequently trotted out a series of hypothetical and real sample beneficiaries of his tax plan (including the “tax families” he continued to bring up on stage with him during speeches). But the stories Bush told about the people he presented were often demonstrably false or misleading.
The Waitress
One of Bush’s favorite examples from the 2000 campaign, the famous waitress/single mom with two children, got a raise. Although Bush occasionally continued to describe her salary as $22,000 when speaking off the cuff, he and the White House began to describe her as making $25,000 instead in prepared speeches.21 The reason for this was simple: she would have received very little from Bush’s tax cut if she made $22,000, a fact confirmed by White House Press Secretary Ari Fleischer during a February 9, 2001 press briefing. After joking that the President is “raising incomes for [the] American people since he was elected,” Fleischer acknowledged that $25,000 was a better example because “That person would receive a tax cut.” (This rare admission of error passed with little fanfare from the press at the time.)
However, even after Bush’s midcourse correction, the example was still misleading. Though his plan would have reduced the marginal rates the waitress would pay on income above her $25,000 salary, it probably would have provided her with little or no tax cut if she didn’t get a raise. Yet Bush suggested she would have received a substantial benefit. “For the waitress,” he bragged in his February 3, 2001 radio address, “our plan will wipe out her income tax bill entirely.” However, as the liberal Center on Budget and Policy Priorities showed, the most that he could “wipe out” was $447, a figure that assumed the waitress, a single mother, spent nothing on child care for two children. If she had child care expenses of more than $100 per month, her tax cut would have dropped to less than $200, and it would have been zero if she spent more than $170 per month.22 Like the percentage reductions he touted, Bush presented a benefit that was likely to be very small as one that was much larger by omitting the relevant details.
Nevertheless, the waitress example made it into many press reports on the tax cut without any sort of qualification or context. For example, the Philadelphia Inquirer wrote that Bush “stressed [in his February 3 radio address] that the tax cuts would help people at both ends of the economic ladder, from a lawyer making $250,000 a year to a waitress making $25,000 a year,” providing no assessment of the accuracy of that statement.23 Without such information, the example could only mislead.
A Not So “Typical” Family
Another administration spin point was that “the typical family of four will be able to keep at least $1,600 more of their money when the plan is fully effective,” as the President’s budget proposal stated in February 2001.24 Bush repeated this line frequently in his public statements over the next few months, including a number of radio addresses and speeches.25
Of course, such examples can help to highlight the benefits of a policy proposal when used appropriately. But as it turned out, the tax cut received by this “typical” family was not representative of the benefits that most taxpayers would have received, though Bush presented it as though it was. The majority of the family’s tax cut, $1,000, came from a $500 increase in the tax credit it received for each child. Families without enough income tax liability to qualify for the credit or without multiple children under 17 would have received a much smaller tax reduction. An analysis by Citizens for Tax Justice using the Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy model found that 89.6 percent of taxpayers would have received a smaller tax cut than $1,600.26 In reality, the tax cut received by Bush’s “typical” family was quite unusual.
Yet a broad cross section of media outlets blindly repeated the President’s unrepresentative example with little or no critical context, including New York Newsday, the New York Times, and the Minneapolis Star Tribune. When most of these reports were written, figures on the distribution of benefits from Bush’s plan were widely available. But these outlets and many others often repeated Bush’s “typical family of four” tale nearly verbatim. Times reporter Katherine Seelye, for instance, described Bush as saying that “his plan will return $1,600 to the typical family of four in one year when fully phased in” while failing to provide a single figure not included in the President’s speech.27
Saving the Family Farm or Business
Another favorite Bush parable was intended to illustrate his case for repealing the estate tax, which he often called the “death tax.” To do so, he employed yet another misleading example intended to pull on the heart strings: the hard-working owners of small family businesses and farms.
Though the White House often ignored the estate tax when calculating who would benefit from his plan, Bush loved to tell stories about its impact on small businesses. For example, in his February 3, 2001 radio address, Bush said, “We will eliminate the death tax, saving family farms and family-owned businesses.” The claim was that the families of the owners of these businesses often could not afford estate tax on business or farm assets and had to sell them to pay the tax bill.
In reality, however, owners of farms and businesses who were asset-rich but cash-poor made up a very small percentage of the people who would have benefited from repealing the estate tax. The Center on Budget and Policy Priorities noted that farms and other family-owned business assets represented less than 4 percent of assets in taxable estates worth less than $5 million.28 In other words, the smallest estates subject to the estate tax included a minimal amount of farm and family business assets. An IRS study of 1999 tax returns corroborated this finding, showing that only a few people whose wealth was concentrated in farm assets and property paid estate taxes. In fact, an Iowa State University economist and tax expert failed to find a single case in which a farm had been lost because of the estate tax despite conducting an extensive search.29 It was very unclear who Bush’s plan would save.
As always, President Bush did not accurately portray the beneficiaries of his plan. The strategy was obvious: sell the tax cut using misleading examples that would win over the public.
The Use and Abuse of Statistics
Bush’s sales pitch also depended on deceptive statistics that did not fairly represent the costs or benefits of his proposal. In particular, the White House issued a study in March 2001 of the distributional effects of the tax cut intended to counter criticism that it favored the wealthy. However, this analysis turned out to be just as deceptive as much of the administration’s rhetoric.
The study came from the Treasury Department, which was known for reliable analysis. Under Bush, however, the department was co-opted by a White House with a flexible definition of honesty. The press release announcing the analysis was titled “Treasury Releases Distribution Table for the President’s Tax Relief Plan.” But as the table’s small print revealed, Treasury had looked at just partof the Bush tax plan, which the text of the release called “major individual income tax provisions.” It omitted several parts of the plan, most significantly the elimination of the estate tax.30
Not coincidentally, the estate tax was the part of Bush’s plan that delivered the greatest proportion of its benefits to the wealthy. The exclusion made the numbers look much more progressive than would otherwise have been the case. Treasury reported that 25.4 percent of the individual income tax cuts in Bush’s plan went to those making over $200,000, but Citizens for Tax Justice found that 45 percent of the overall tax cut, nearly twice as much, went to those making over $373,000 (the top 1 percent).31
This table was more than a shift in judgment by the department—it was a change in policy for transparently political reasons. Since 1998, Treasury analyses had included all aspects of proposed changes in the tax code, including estate taxes.32 But that policy was abandoned soon after Bush took office.
Bush’s First Marketing Triumph
On June 7, 2001, George W. Bush signed a tax cut into law that was remarkably similar to the one he had proposed during the 2000 election campaign. In a striking reversal from typical presidential practice, he had won the day with a series of misleading campaign-style tactics that were arguably worse than those he had used in his race against Al Gore only months before. Bush and his aides had embarked upon a troubling new approach to governance, and they were just getting warmed up.
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The Nature of the Truth:

Science and the Environment

Spinning science is as old as public relations itself. In 1913, Edward Bernays, one of the founders of PR, staged his first promotional campaign for a play called Damaged Goods. The actor who was producing the show feared that its sexually explicit content would trigger a police raid, so Bernays, who was then editing a magazine called Medical Review of Reviews, organized a group to rally public support that he called the “Medical Review of Reviews Sociological Fund.” Ostensibly intended to fight venereal disease, the group’s actual purpose was to endorse the play. Damaged Goods played without police interference, signaling the beginning of a new era in which PR experts appropriate the authority of science for political ends.1
A leaked strategy memo written by the consulting firm of Republican strategist Frank Luntz in 2002 offers a rare peek at how PR continues to shape debate over scientific issues today. In the document, which was part of a briefing book prepared for lobbyists and Republican politicians, Luntz and his employees stated that “The environment is probably the single issue on which Republicans in general—and President Bush in particular—are most vulnerable.”2 They then offered a detailed set of recommendations on language and strategies for Republicans to employ in order to head off this threat.
At one point, they specifically addressed the issue of global warming, writing in bold, underlined type: “The scientific debate remains open.” This was not a factual claim, however, but a recommendation for how Republicans should approach the issue in their public statements. “You need to continue to make the lack of scientific certainty a primary issue in the debate,” the memo advised, recommending that Republicans “emphasize the importance of ‘acting only with all the facts in hand.’ ”3
Only after this introductory discussion of strategy did the memo briefly hint at the view of most scientists on the issue. “The scientific debate is closing [against us] but not yet closed,” it asserted (brackets in original). “There is still a window of opportunity to challenge the science.” In a box labeled “Language That Works,” the Luntz memo suggested phrasing Republicans could use to put this strategy into practice: “We must not rush to judgment before all the facts are in. We need to ask more questions. We deserve more answers. And until we learn more, we should not commit America to any international document that handcuffs us either now or into the future.”4 Of course, Luntz and his colleagues were hardly experts on the science of climate change, but they strategically invoked deference to science as a rationale for a policy that was already decided.
The similarity of George W. Bush’s scientific and environmental spin tactics to those pioneered by Bernays and modernized by Luntz is undeniable. The President’s strategy in framing the debate over global warming, for instance, was remarkably similar to what Luntz recommended. He asserted an allegiance to professional science while playing on the inherent uncertainty of scientific knowledge to misrepresent experts’ views.
Bush’s spin on scientific issues also extended beyond global warming. When he announced his policy on federal funding of stem cell research in the summer of 2001, the President greatly exaggerated the number of stem cell lines that would be available to researchers. After scientists helped expose the fact that his policy had relied on faulty or misrepresented data, the administration refused to admit Bush’s mistake or revisit the issue, claiming that the specifics were not important. It altered, suppressed, or misrepresented scientific and environmental data on several other occasions as well.
The media’s record on these issues is mixed. In some cases, they passed on the President’s misleading rhetoric without serious challenge. But due in part to public criticism from scientists and the media’s generally liberal tilt on environmental issues, reporters were more critical of Bush’s spin than they were on many other issues.
In the case of stem cells, press scrutiny led Bush and his aides to compound their initial spin rather than admit error. (The September 11 terrorist attacks soon drew press attention elsewhere.) This strategy of denial and continued evasion would later be expanded and refined in the aftermath of the Iraq war, the next occasion when the press began seriously to challenge the administration.
The Rhetoric of Uncertainty
When Bush took office, his position on the issue of global warming was unclear. As a candidate, he had opposed the Kyoto Protocol, a 1997 treaty that would have created caps on the quantity of greenhouse gases that developed countries could emit. However, he also acknowledged that global warming was occurring and appeared to propose mandated reductions of emissions of carbon dioxide, which is thought to contribute to rising temperatures.5 During an October 2000 debate with Gore, Bush said “global warming needs to be taken very seriously” but added “there’s differing opinions” among scientists on the issue. He later asked Gore, “some of the scientists, I believe, Mr. Vice President, haven’t they been changing their opinion a little bit on global warming?”6
As a result of Bush’s hazy position, Treasury Secretary Paul O’Neill and Environmental Protection Agency Administrator Christie Todd Whitman attempted to seize the initiative during the first weeks of the administration, urging action against global warming in private memos to Bush.7 Whitman also made several public statements about Bush’s views on the issue. For instance, on the February 26, 2001 edition of CNN’s Crossfire, she stated that Bush “has also been very clear that the science is good on global warming.”8 According to O’Neill, however, no one really knew Bush’s views on the issue at the time.9
The issue was settled by a March 13, 2001 letter from Bush to several U.S. senators who had inquired about his position. In the letter, the President advocated restraint to avoid harming consumers and specifically disavowed mandated reductions in carbon dioxide emissions, citing (among other things) “the incomplete state of scientific knowledge of the causes of, and solutions to, global climate change.” Later that month, the administration announced that Bush would not support the Kyoto Protocol.10
In May 2001, the White House requested a report from the National Academy of Sciences about the status of research into global warming and its causes.11 The study, which was released on June 6, stated that “Greenhouse gases are accumulating in Earth’s atmosphere as a result of human activities, causing surface air temperatures and subsurface ocean temperatures to rise. Temperatures are, in fact, rising.” While noting that “we cannot rule out that some significant part of these changes is also a reflection of natural variability,” the overall conclusion of the study was clear: global warming was occurring in large part as a result of human activities.12
At this point, the scientific consensus Bush faced was virtually undeniable. The NAS report followed a study by the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. One of the most exhaustive studies ever on the topic, the IPCC study found that “Concentrations of atmospheric greenhouse gases and their radiative forcing have continued to increase as a result of human activities.”13 The NAS concurred with this finding, stating in its report, “The committee generally agrees with the assessment of human-caused climate change presented in the IPCC Working Group I scientific report.”14 In short, scientists believe global warming is occurring and that human activity has played a significant role in the trend.
There are caveats, of course. Both studies stated that natural variability may play a significant role and that the exact extent of any warming trend or its consequences cannot be precisely determined.15 These uncertainties reflect the realities of science: because of the imprecision of scientific data and our ability to analyze it, no conclusion is ever completely certain. No matter how much research is conducted, some doubt will always exist. Scientific knowledge relies instead on the consensus view of professional researchers, and there is such a consensus in global warming. As Donald Kennedy, the editor-in-chief of Science magazine, stated in a March 2001 editorial, “By now the scientific consensus on global warming is so strong that it leaves little room for the defensive assertions that keep emerging” from industry and “a shrinking coterie of scientific skeptics.” Kennedy added, “Consensus as strong as the one that has developed around this topic is rare in science.”16
Rather than acknowledging this consensus, however, the White House used the uncertainty inherent in science to divert attention from the conclusions of the NAS report that it had originally requested. White House Press Secretary Ari Fleischer struck first, telling the Washington Post, “This report shows what is known and certain, and that which is unknown or surmised.” He continued, “For instance, it concludes that the Earth is warming. But it is inconclusive on why—whether it’s man-made causes or whether it’s natural causes.”17
On June 11, President Bush echoed Fleischer’s remarks on the study and his administration’s approach to global warming during a speech in the Rose Garden. “[T]he National Academy of Sciences indicate that the increase [in greenhouse gases] is due in large part to human activity,” the President correctly noted. After that, however, he focused on what he called the “scientific uncertainties” and “limits of our knowledge” on global warming. “[T]he Academy’s report tells us that we do not know how much effect natural fluctuations in climate may have had on warming. We do not know how much our climate could or will change in the future. We do not know how fast change will occur, or even how some of our actions could impact it,” Bush said. “[N]o one can say with any certainty what constitutes a dangerous level of warming, and therefore what level must be avoided. The policy challenge is to act in a serious and sensible way, given the limits of our knowledge. While scientific uncertainties remain, we can begin now to address the factors that contribute to climate change.”
Bush’s statement that “no one can say with any certainty what constitutes a dangerous level of warming” was technically true, but spun away the thrust of the report, which stated that the uncertainty depends on how we define safety or danger. “The question of whether there exists a ‘safe’ level of concentration of greenhouse gases cannot be answered directly,” the NAS report noted, adding, “In general, however, risk increases with increases in both the rate and the magnitude of climate change.”18 With such specifics omitted, Bush could present a less troubling picture.
In short, both Fleischer and Bush were distorting the content of the report, with Fleischer suggesting it was “inconclusive” on the question of why the Earth is warming, and the President claiming that “we do not know” what the impact of natural fluctuations has been. The NAS report actually put the blame much more strongly on human activities, only saying that “we cannot rule out” the role of natural variability in causing “some significant part” of the warming.
On the same day as Bush’s speech, the administration released an initial working group report on climate change, which listed a number of actions the U.S. government was taking to address the issue and critiqued the Kyoto treaty (among other things). Like Fleischer and Bush, the working group report focused particular attention on areas of uncertainty in the NAS analysis. After briefly noting its major finding that human activity is playing a major role in global warming, the working group report stated that the authors found “numerous gaps [that] remain in our understanding of climate change” and “critical uncertainties about the science of climate change” before listing a series of areas in which uncertainty exists and proposing action to resolve them.19 Once again, such gaps in scientific knowledge are a real concern, but the PR-style focus on uncertainty was deceptive.
All of these tactics blurred the differences between specific uncertainty about various aspects of global warming and the consensus of the scientific community that it is real, substantial, and largely driven by human activities.
A number of major media outlets, including Knight Ridder and National Public Radio, relayed the administration’s misleading statements to the public with little context comparing them with major scientific findings on the subject.20 Americans relying on the leader of their country for an accurate description of a serious environmental issue would be sorely disappointed.
It was not the only time that the Bush administration would play the uncertainty card when discussing global warming (though the issue took a less prominent role after the September 11 terrorist attacks). The President’s other major action on the issue came in a February 14, 2002 speech, when he announced a climate change initiative intended to slow the growth of greenhouse gas emissions. “We must also act in a serious and responsible way given the scientific uncertainties,” Bush said. “While these uncertainties remain, we can begin now to address the human factors that contribute to climate change.”21 Clearly, uncertainty remained a key part of the talking points.
In addition, the Bush administration began to use carefully calibrated language when discussing the issue, frequently substituting the more innocuous-sounding term “climate change” (which does not characterize the nature of the change) for “global warming” after 2001. For instance, the President did not use “global warming” once in his February 2002 speech. The Luntz memo would later provide similar advice. “ ‘Climate change’ is less frightening than ‘global warming,’ ” it said, adding, “While global warming has catastrophic connotations attached to it, climate change suggests a more controllable and less emotional challenge.”22 The way in which the White House repeatedly used the vaguer term was noteworthy.
The Disappearing Stem Cell Lines
After his June 2001 speech on global warming, Bush would attempt to mislead the public on another scientific issue in even more dramatic fashion. Media buzz began to build in August that the President, who was taking a working vacation at his ranch in Crawford, Texas, would make a much-anticipated decision on federal support for stem cell research.
Stem cells are unspecialized cells that can divide and renew over long periods and have the potential to become many different types of specialized cells. Scientists have speculated that they can be used to develop cures for a number of medical problems, including Alzheimer’s disease, Parkinson’s disease, and spinal cord injuries. Stem cells can be obtained from a number of human and animal sources, but scientists have devoted extensive effort to investigating the potential uses of stem cells from human embryos, which can self-renew effectively in the laboratory for longer periods and become a larger number of specialized cells than stem cells cultivated from adults.23
Bush first tackled the issue during his presidential campaign, when a spokesman stated that the then-Governor opposed “federal funding for stem cell research that involves destroying a living human embryo.”24 Essentially, the future President had pledged not to allow research on embryos obtained from in vitro fertilization.
In the first half of 2001, Bush ordered a review of embryonic stem cell science and solicited opinions on the issue from fellow politicians, aides, and scientists.25 By July 9, following a meeting with bioethicists Leon Kass and Daniel Callahan, Bush reportedly made the decision to ban federal funding for research on new embryonic stem cell lines but allow funding for work on existing lines created from embryos that had already been destroyed.26
However, there was a catch—Bush wanted to know the number of existing lines that would be available for federally funded research. After initially being told by the National Institutes of Health in late July that thirty lines existed, the President requested that NIH search to see whether more were available.27 In an August 2 meeting, Bush learned that the NIH’s Office of Science Policy had found about thirty more lines, resulting in a total of more than sixty.28 The President later claimed that scientists told him that “there were enough existing stem cell lines to do serious research to determine whether or not embryonic stem cell research could live up to its potential.”29 Bush was ready to go public with his decision.
On the evening of August 9, the President gave a nationally televised address announcing his policy on stem cells. “As a result of private research, more than sixty genetically diverse stem cell lines exist,” he said. “I have concluded that we should allow federal funds to be used for research on these existing stem cell lines, where the life and death decision has already been made.”
However, this figure quickly came into dispute. As the New York Times reported, “Scientists were dubious about [Bush’s] assertion that sixty such colonies, or lines, exist, saying reports indicated only about ten, some of which are largely useless. Still others may be off-limits because scientists in other countries may refuse to share them.”30 Responding to these concerns about the number and quality of existing embryonic stem cell lines, Health and Human Services Secretary Tommy Thompson said in a press conference the day after Bush’s speech that the more than sixty lines claimed by the President were “diverse,” “robust,” and “viable for research.”31 Thompson’s implication was that criticism was misplaced—if the lines were “robust” and “viable for research,” then they should be available for federally funded research immediately.
It would later become clear, however, that neither Bush nor Thompson was telling the truth. In fact, many of the stem cell lines that NIH had told Bush about were only in development and might never become viable for research.32 At the time, Bush may have simply believed what he had been told by NIH and not known that his address misrepresented the number of viable embryonic stem cell lines available. Over the next few weeks, though, as critics continued to raise questions, the White House employed a bold strategy: rather than looking into the issue and correcting itself, it stuck to its spin at all costs.
Thompson was the leader in this regard. Appearing on NBC’s Meet the Press three days after the President’s address, he insisted that the stem cell lines would be available for research as advertised. NIH, he said, “has called all of these entities” and “re-called them since the President made the decision.” In the following days, media reports continued to question the availability of the number of lines Bush had claimed. But there was no way to investigate the White House’s story fully without access to the list it was using.
Instead of providing this list to the press and scientific community, the administration responded by stonewalling and attacking its critics. Ari Fleischer said, “The burden of proof is on anyone who doubts” the claim.33 This was a remarkable statement: rather than responding to criticism with evidence, the White House press secretary argued that political opponents should prove a negative.
On August 27, eighteen days after the President’s speech, NIH finally released information on sixty-four stem cell lines, allowing reporters and scientists to evaluate Bush’s claim for the first time. The administration trumpeted the occasion. “The knowledge that these sixty-four embryonic stem cell lines exist and will be available for research should inspire our nation’s best scientific minds to begin planning for ways they can aggressively take advantage of this historic and unique opportunity,” Thompson said in a statement accompanying the information.34 Again, his language was definitive—the lines “exist” and “will be available for research.”
However, it quickly became clear that many of these sixty-four lines were not ready for research and might not ever be. For instance, NIH said there were nineteen stem cell lines at Göteborg University in Sweden. But scientists there told the Associated Press that only three were ready for research and were uncertain whether the other sixteen, which were being processed, would become research-quality lines. Stockholm’s Karolinska Institute, which reportedly had five lines, actually did not have any that had been declared ready for research. The University of California, San Francisco, had two lines according to NIH, but only one had been completely analyzed, and financial and patent issues had to be settled before it could be made available for research.35
Quite simply, Thompson’s statement was incorrect. Within a few days, the press had discovered that while the sixty-four stem cell lines did “exist” in some literal sense, many might not be “available for research” for months or years, if ever. Rather than concede that the President’s stem cell address had been misleading, the HHS Secretary simply cited evidence that did not back up the administration’s original assertion and pretended that it did so.
This strategy of refusing to concede error continued on September 5, when Thompson boldly told a Senate committee that neither he nor the President had been wrong. “So far, the National Institutes of Health has identified sixty-four stem cell derivations that meet the President’s eligibility criteria,” Thompson said. “The President never spoke about or drew any limits on these lines based on where they were in their development. Furthermore, we have consistently said that these lines are at various stages of development. I have spoken to that fact. The NIH has spoken to that fact. And the NIH white paper identifying these derivations makes that fact crystal clear.” Someone listening to Thompson would hardly realize that Bush claimed in his national address that the stem cell lines “exist” without specifying that they were in development and might not ever be available for research. Nor would they be aware that the HHS Secretary had definitively said all lines in development “will be available for research.”
Despite these obvious contradictions, Thompson acted in his Senate testimony as if those who pointed them out were engaging in mere semantics. “[U]nfortunately, and I believe unfairly,” he said, “some are choosing to engage in word games or hear only parts of the story.” But under questioning after his prepared testimony, Thompson revealed the accurate number, stating that “We feel right now roughly there are twenty-five, twenty-four, twenty-five fully cell lines established [sic], and there are sixty-four in the various phases, from the proliferation, to the characterization, to the cell line established.”36 In other words, there were not “more than sixty” existing research-quality stem cell lines, but twenty-four or twenty-five.
Thompson’s testimony hardly settled the matter, but afterward he seemed to consider the number of available stem cell lines unworthy of further discussion. The next day, he told a New York Times reporter, “There are plenty of cells available to do the basic research. Let’s get on with it, and stop quibbling about the numbers.”37 After the September 11 attacks took place a few days later, the issue quickly disappeared, letting Bush off the hook.
As of this writing, there are nineteen stem cell lines listed as available for shipping in the NIH human embryonic stem cell registry. This number appears unlikely to increase substantially: a recent letter from NIH to two Congressmen said the “best-case scenario” is that twenty-three lines will become available.38 There have been no retractions from the Bush administration, however.
We will probably never know, of course, whether Bush was being intentionally deceptive in his initial address on this issue. But as it became clear that most embryonic stem cell lines he cited were not ready for research, the administration mounted an aggressive strategy to avoid admitting that it had not provided accurate information to the public. Thompson and other officials mischaracterized the evidence, attempted to shift the burden of proof onto critics, and tried to revise what Bush had actually said. In the face of overwhelming evidence and unusually strong media scrutiny, the Bush administration simply would not admit error, instead stretching the truth to the breaking point to try to justify its claims.
Preemptive Spin
The Bush administration has misrepresented information related to science or environmental policy on several other occasions.
In an April 30, 2001 speech to the annual meeting of the Associated Press in Toronto, Canada, for instance, Vice President Dick Cheney addressed the administration’s proposal to allow oil drilling in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge. “ANWR covers 19 million acres, roughly the size of South Carolina,” Cheney stated. “The amount of land affected by oil production would be 2,000 acres, less than one-fifth the size of Dulles Airport. The notion that somehow developing the resources in ANWR requires a vast despoiling of the environment is provably false.”
However, the Vice President failed to note that the 2,000-acre figure he cited had been calculated by counting only the amount of space that would be taken up by equipment touching the ground, not the total land area that would be affected by oil exploration and transport. For example, the space “affected” by an aboveground pipeline was measured according to the size of each of the stanchions that hold it up. While ANWR drilling platforms and material might only touch the ground over a total of 2,000 acres, the “amount of land affected” would likely be significantly greater.39
In another case, Interior Secretary Gale Norton presented the Senate Energy and Natural Resources Committee with information it had requested about the effects of drilling in ANWR in July 2001. Rather than providing all the relevant data given to her by government scientists at the Fish and Wildlife Service, Norton strategically highlighted certain pieces of information while discarding others.
For instance, she excluded the observation that a herd of more than 130,000 caribou had calved in the area where drilling was proposed to take place for twenty-seven of the last thirty years. Fish and Wildlife also analyzed another caribou herd that historically uses an area for calving where oil development began in 1975. It found that, while the herd grew in size from 5,000 to 27,000 over that period, the herd’s birthrate was lower in developed areas, 64 percent versus 83 percent in undeveloped areas. Norton only reported the herd’s overall population growth, however, and concluded that the “data do not support the hypothesis that oil fields adversely affect caribou productivity.” Finally, she misstated one key fact from Fish and Wildlife’s report, telling the Senate that caribou calving has been concentrated outside the proposed drilling area in eleven of the last eighteen years rather than inside. (Norton’s spokesman told the Washington Post that her mistake was due to a typographical error.)40 Unsurprisingly, each of these omissions and errors cut in the same direction—in favor of Bush’s proposal.
A third case of factual distortion concerned the possible existence of a relationship between abortion and breast cancer. As a report from the Democratic staff of the House Committee on Government Reform noted, the National Institutes of Health’s National Cancer Institute website originally stated that the question of a connection, while previously unclear, had been largely resolved by the late 1990s, when a large study in the New England Journal of Medicine found no such link.41 However, NCI, the federal government’s principal agency for cancer research and training, put a new analysis on its website in November 2002 that exaggerated uncertainty about the issue. “[T]he possible relationship between abortion and breast cancer has been examined in over thirty published studies since 1957,” the changed version read. “Some studies have reported statistically significant evidence of an increased risk of breast cancer in women who have had abortions, while others have merely suggested an increased risk. Other studies have found no increase in risk among women who had an interrupted pregnancy.”42 Using a strategy similar to the one it employed on global warming, the administration was playing up uncertainty about an issue on which there was clearly a scientific consensus.
Members of Congress soon discovered the change, however, and after Representative Henry Waxman, the ranking Democrat on the House Committee on Government Reform, sent a letter complaining to Secretary Thompson, NCI held a three-day conference of experts to discuss the link between abortion and breast cancer. The participants concluded that abortion is not associated with an increase in breast cancer risk. As a result, the website was updated once again to state that participants at the NCI workshop found “having an abortion or miscarriage does not increase a woman’s subsequent risk of developing breast cancer.”43 In this case, at least, the administration corrected the record, but only when challenged.
The strategic assertion of uncertainty and misleading presentation of facts on these issues paralleled the White House’s spin on global warming and stem cell research, but with a twist. When reading government publications or listening to top officials, the public, the media, and Congress could not trust that they were getting a full picture of the facts. The administration was cooking the books.
Fractured Facts
George W. Bush is hardly the first president to fit the facts to his preferred conclusion. But for anyone concerned about the state of debate over scientific and environmental issues, the reasons for alarm are clear. The President and his aides have misrepresented a range of scientific and environmental issues using subtle public relations techniques that make it difficult to nail them for outright dishonesty. Bush’s statements on global warming, for instance, carefully misrepresented a scientific consensus, playing on the nature of scientific knowledge to distort the conclusions reached by major studies on the topic. The White House was caught peddling phony numbers on stem cell research, but refused to admit error. And administration officials sometimes altered or misrepresented scientific and environmental information, allowing them to manipulate debate without appearing to enter the fray.
In the process, the Bush administration demonstrated that its conduct in selling the first tax cut was not an isolated event. On the contrary, such deceptive tactics were part of its presentation of most major policy issues. Not only did the President continue to use PR tactics to misrepresent the facts on a range of topics, but as the stem cell furor demonstrated, even increased scrutiny by the press made little difference. Bush simply turned up the spin, deploying additional methods of deception to avoid admitting he or anyone in his administration had ever said anything untrue.
Scientific and environmental issues would largely fade into the background for both the Bush administration and the media after the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks. In the fall of 2001 and afterward, the President and his aides would use this national tragedy to go beyond distorting the facts, leveraging the emotion of the attacks to try to prevent their opponents from even engaging in policy debate.
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Undermining Dissent After

September 11

On December 6, 2001, with the country still reeling from the September 11 attacks, Attorney General John Ashcroft was called to testify before the Senate Judiciary Committee on the government’s response to the terrorist threat. The USA Patriot Act, which expanded law enforcement’s powers to fight terrorism and other crimes, had passed Congress by overwhelming margins after the attacks, and President Bush signed the bill into law in October. By December, however, critics were raising questions about the government’s use of these powers and the administration’s subsequent proposal to try suspected terrorists in special military tribunals. Democrats, who had largely closed ranks with the President after the attacks, were expected to challenge Ashcroft and the administration.1
Before debate could even begin, however, Ashcroft went on the offensive. In his opening statement, he told the committee, “We need honest, reasoned debate and not fear-mongering. To those who pit Americans against immigrants, and citizens against non-citizens; to those who scare peace-loving people with phantoms of lost liberty; my message is this: Your tactics only aid terrorists, for they erode our national unity and diminish our resolve. They give ammunition to America’s enemies, and pause to America’s friends. They encourage people of good will to remain silent in the face of evil.”
This was a stunning statement. The Attorney General of the United States had just accused critics of the government’s post–September 11 actions of “aid[ing] terrorists,” using vague language that lumped them together with enemies of the nation and implicitly questioned their motives.
Unfortunately, Ashcroft’s statement was only one of several instances from the fifteen months after September 11 in which the White House leveraged the attacks to undermine dissent. The President and other officials repeatedly invoked the specter of the attacks to equate support for Bush’s policies with support for the war effort. At key moments, they even suggested that critics were unpatriotic or aiding terrorists. And Bush tried to undermine open debate after the attacks by touting his success at “changing the tone”—a phrase which in practice meant that opponents should continue to go along with him and refrain from criticism.
As always, the administration’s tactics were based on public relations principles. Just as the White House usually bases its misleading claims on true fact, officials never explicitly stated that their opponents were unpatriotic or committing treason. This allowed the White House to deny such implications when they were raised by critics. However, the President and other White House officials clearly played on the emotional associations of September 11 when they suggested that their opponents should not raise questions about government actions, violating their responsibility as wartime leaders to respect and uphold the right to dissent.
Such tactics did not distort the facts in the same way the President typically did, but they used the methods of PR for the same purpose: preventing honest debate of the issues through strategically chosen language. In this case, by associating its opponents and the arguments they made with terrorists, opposition to the war on terror, or other emotionally charged but unrelated issues, the Bush administration tilted debate away from the substantive matters at hand. This was as calculated and disturbing as its distortion of the facts on issues like the economy and science.
Though these were matters of rhetoric rather than fact, the media still managed to fail in its most elementary duty: informing the public of important news about national politics. In two important cases, a number of reporters failed to accurately document key attacks on dissent by the Bush administration, a passivity that could only have encouraged the White House.
Dissent Aids the Enemy
One way that President Bush retained the upper hand politically after the attacks was by making an example of those who questioned his policies. In two important controversies, his administration attacked its critics, suggesting they were unpatriotic or helping the enemy.
When Attorney General Ashcroft delivered his statement to the Senate Judiciary Committee declaring that “those who scare peace-loving people with phantoms of lost liberty…only aid terrorists,” he made no distinctions among critics of the administration. Certainly, some had engaged in exaggerated and unfair attacks on the government’s expanded antiterrorism powers. However, Ashcroft’s broad language asserted that anyone who claimed that liberties had been lost was incorrect and thereby helped terrorists by scaring “peace-loving people.” By smearing critics acting in good faith, the Attorney General’s statement served to stifle open debate.
The day after the testimony, Justice Department spokesperson Mindy Tucker lashed out at reporters who had written about Ashcroft’s attack on critics. In an email, she wrote that “Ashcroft was very clear that he wanted public debate about the actions of the Justice Department. What he does not think is helpful to the country is misstatements and the spread of misinformation about the actions of the Justice Department.” She added that “Anyone who reported this morning that he criticized anyone who opposed him was absolutely wrong and in doing so became a part of the exact problem he was describing.”2 With this bold statement, Tucker both denied the obvious implications of what Ashcroft said and suggested that those who disagreed with her were also aiding terrorists—a cunning bit of doublespeak.
The administration also leveled similar accusations against critics when it came under fire several months later. On May 16, 2002, the White House disclosed that President Bush had received a briefing in August 2001 about the possibility that al Qaeda might hijack airplanes.3 (It subsequently became clear that this was a reference to the August 6, 2001 President’s Daily Brief, which summarized the potential threat from al Qaeda.) Though administration officials stated that there was no specific reference in the briefing to terrorists using planes as weapons, Democrats began to call for further investigation of what Bush knew before September 11.
House Minority Leader Dick Gephardt, D-MO, for example, said that “I think what we have to do now is to find out what the President, what the White House, knew about the events leading up to 9/11, when they knew it and, most importantly, what was done about it at that time.” Senate Majority Leader Tom Daschle, D-SD, also asked questions. “Clearly, there is a lot more to be learned before we can come to any final conclusion about all of the facts,” he said, “but it clearly raises some very important questions that have to be asked and have to be answered. Why did it take eight months for us to receive this information? And secondly, what specific actions were taken by the White House in response?”4 There was little question that Democrats were looking to damage the White House politically, but such questions are a part of open and healthy debate about national policy.
The White House responded with a massive counterattack, claiming that Democrats were making unpatriotic accusations that Bush had failed to act on a specific warning of an attack. Vice President Cheney charged on the night of May 16 (reportedly with President Bush’s approval) that Democrats “need to be very cautious not to seek political advantage by making incendiary suggestions, as were made by some today, that the White House had advance information that would have prevented the tragic attacks of 9/11.” Cheney continued, “Such commentary is thoroughly irresponsible and totally unworthy of national leaders in a time of war.”5 Rather than offering a substantive response, the Vice President had attacked the legitimacy of asking questions and attempted to clamp a lid down on debate.
When asked to define an “incendiary” or “irresponsible” suggestion at a White House briefing the next day, Fleischer said that “anytime anybody suggests or implies to the American people that this President had specific information that could have prevented the attacks on our country on September 11, that crosses the lines.” Even First Lady Laura Bush pushed the same spin, telling reporters in Hungary, “it’s sad to play upon the emotions of people as if there were something we could have done to stop it, because that’s just not the case.”6 Both were attacking a straw man. Though Daschle and Gephardt had suggested that the administration might have been negligent, it was not clear that they or other leading Democrats were insinuating that Bush failed to act on a specific warning of the attacks, and the White House failed to produce any evidence that any leading Democrat had done so.
On the May 19, 2002, edition of Fox News Sunday, Cheney was asked who had made the allegations he had denounced. He could only offer Representative Cynthia McKinney, D-GA, who had irresponsibly claimed in April 2002 that Bush failed to act on a specific warning of an attack.7 However, her statement on May 16, the day that Cheney claimed Democrats had made “incendiary suggestions,” was less inflammatory, and McKinney was not a particularly prominent “national leader.”8 It was clear that Cheney had no direct evidence that such comments had been made; his baseless statement was a warning shot (or, as he put it, a “cautionary note”) directed at Democrats who were challenging the administration too directly on a very sensitive subject.
Cheney was also asked about his comments in an appearance on NBC’s Meet the Press the same day. This time he said “I didn’t name names” but indicated he was referring to “the rush to the floor of the House and the Senate in front of the cameras saying, ‘What did he know and when did he know it?’; people waving newspapers—the one you showed at the outset; the New York Post saying, ‘Bush Knew.’ ” While Senator Hillary Clinton, D-NY, did cite the Post headline suggestively, Cheney offered no specific evidence that she or any other Democrat had claimed Bush ignored a specific warning of the attacks. (Clinton said she was seeking answers to “questions being asked by my constituents, questions raised by one of our newspapers in New York with the headline ‘Bush Knew.’ The President knew what? My constituents would like to know the answers to that and many other questions, not to blame the President or any other American, but just to know, to learn from experience, to do all we can today to ensure that a 9/11 never happens again.”)9
The administration followed up Cheney’s speech with a more general effort to silence critics by suggesting their actions were treasonous. White House Communications Director Dan Bartlett was quoted in a May 18 Washington Post article saying that the statements by Congressional Democrats “are exactly what our opponents, our enemies, want us to do.”10 This was the most direct administration statement to date equating democratic debate with treason, yet the comment was not picked up by any other major media outlet. An unnamed senior administration official also told the Post that the Vice President was worried that “for purposes of politics, that you whip up a frenzy for the kind of hearings that would be very detrimental to the war effort and our ability to protect ourselves.”11 This was the ultimate expression of the administration’s efforts to suppress dissent—anonymous attacks on unnamed opponents accusing them of undermining the security of the country.
These tactics were largely successful in stifling questions about the government’s pre-9/11 actions for nearly two years after the attacks. They would prove no less powerful in the realm of domestic issues.
The War at Home
In the months after September 11, Bush and other White House officials frequently suggested that several domestic issues were matters of national security, a powerful charge with the threat of terrorism looming over the country. During numerous public appearances, members of the administration implied that support for the war required support for Bush’s policies on a range of issues, not just foreign and defense policy.
For instance, one of the first partisan debates after September 11 began in October 2001 as Democrats and Republicans argued over the proper size and shape of an economic stimulus package. President Bush responded by tying the nascent war on terror to his domestic priorities. During a visit to a Maryland printing factory on October 24, Bush paid lip service to the spirit of bipartisanship that still prevailed, saying “there is no party that has a lock on patriotism” and that “The Democrats, just like Republicans, want to win this war.” However, he was careful to frame the state of the economy as part of the “war” and “homefront security,” loaded terms that gave him a tactical advantage by playing to his political strength as commander in chief. “Some might ask why, in the midst of war, I would come to Dixie Printing,” he said. “[T]he answer is, because we fight in the war on two fronts. We fight a war at home; and part of the war we fight is to make sure that our economy continues to grow.” He added, “I’m here to talk about an important part of the homefront security, and that is our economy,” urging the House to pass a stimulus bill he supported and “the Senate to act quickly to make sure that the American people understand that at this part of our homeland defense, our country and the Congress is [sic] united.”
By framing economic matters as part of the war and demanding unity, Bush tried to make it appear that support for his economic stimulus plan was inseparable from support for the war on terrorism. In this way, he tilted the playing field unfairly in order to try to ram through his agenda.
A few months later, Bush directly attacked the legitimacy of opposition to his policies during a speech on January 5, 2002, in Ontario, California. “It’s time to take the spirit of unity that has been prevalent when it comes to fighting the war and bring it to Washington, DC,” he said. “The terrorists not only attacked our freedom, but they also attacked our economy. And we need to respond in unison. We ought not to revert to the old ways that used to dominate Washington, DC. The old ways is [sic]: What’s more important, the country or my political party?”
Again, Bush was implicitly defining partisanship as opposition to his policies, suggesting that support for his economic plan was the patriotic response to the 9/11 attacks. He did praise those who cooperated with him in Ontario, saying, “We’ve made some good progress about working together,” but warned that “there are troubling signs that the old way is beginning to creep in to the people’s minds in Washington. After all, it’s an election year. It’s tempting to revert back to the old ways. But America is better than that. We’re better than that.” This language unfairly framed democratic disagreement as detrimental to the security of the country.
In December 2001 and January 2002, Bush and other administration officials began to redefine his policies in terms of national security, referring to his economic stimulus proposal as the “economic security plan” or “economic security package,” an obviously loaded wartime metaphor that would dominate the administration’s domestic policy rhetoric for months to come.12
“Changing the Tone”
Ironically, only two days before Vice President Cheney first denounced the “incendiary suggestions” coming from unnamed Democratic leaders, President Bush touted his success at “changing the tone” during a May 14, 2002 Republican National Committee gala in Washington, DC. This phrase originated as a vague claim during the 2000 campaign that Bush would move the nation forward from the partisanship of the Clinton era. As he stated during his speech accepting the Republican nomination for President, “I don’t have enemies to fight. I have no stake in the bitter arguments of the last few years. I want to change the tone of Washington to one of civility and respect.”13 After Clinton left the White House and Bush assumed office, however, the new President began to use the relatively innocuous-sounding phrase as an implicit attack on opposition to his policies.
For example, in an April 25, 2001 interview, Bush said, “I’ve been changing the tone in Washington, and that’s very important because Washington can be a very acrimonious and bitter place where people are here…to further their own political agendas as opposed to doing what’s right for the people.”14 This formulation defined his own agenda as “what’s right for the people” and those who criticized him as “acrimonious and bitter.” In practice, of course, “changing the tone” is impossible unless one party simply gives in to the other. As Bush defined it, the standard would effectively prohibit vigorous disagreement between the parties—the essence of democratic debate.
Similarly, in a May 2001 speech, Bush said, “Changing the tone of our nation’s capital hasn’t been easy…. When I hear my policies and my nominees attacked in a hostile and partisan way, I simply hear the echoes of an era behind us. I’m not going to take the bait. I’m going to lead this country to a new level of respect.”15 Again, this “new level of respect” was apparently one in which Bush would not be harshly criticized.
With Democrats offering little political opposition in the months after September 11 (partly as a result of Bush’s tactics), the President told the RNC gala’s attendees that his administration had made “great progress” in changing the tone. “A year ago I said that I would do my part to try to change the tone in Washington, DC,” he said, adding, “I believe—and I strongly believe—that we’ve made great progress.”16 By recycling the phrase in this way, Bush redefined the stunted state of post-9/11 political debate as a norm to which the nation should aspire.
Over the next several months, Bush repeatedly praised GOP candidates from South Carolina to Arizona as people who would work to change the tone, lending a highly partisan cast to his call for civil debate. In two cases, the administration made the implications of the phrase especially clear. During an October 17, 2002 speech in Atlanta, Bush argued for changing the tone by claiming we need to “get rid of all this needless politics,” stating that we need to “change the tone in our national capital and our state capital, get rid of all this needless politics, bring people together, achieve big objectives.” And during a briefing to the White House press corps the next day, Fleischer explicitly defined “changing the tone” as supporting Bush’s budget policies, stating that “changing Washington’s big spending ways is an important way to change the tone.”17 The “tone” to which Bush aspired was apparently one in which the opposition gave up and went along with his policies.
Taking the War on Terror

to the 2002 Campaign
These trends culminated in one of Bush’s most vitriolic denunciations of his opponents: his claim that Senate Democrats were “not interested in the security of the American people” for opposing his homeland security legislation. For months after the September 11 attacks, Bush had resisted proposals to consolidate the various agencies tasked with homeland security–related duties into one Cabinet-level department. However, in early June 2002, he reversed course and announced a proposal to create just such a department. It initially appeared that the legislation would breeze through Congress, but negotiations soon bogged down in a dispute over collective bargaining rights for department employees.
In speeches rallying public support for his version of the bill, Bush went even further than Ashcroft and Cheney, directly stating that Democrats who disagreed with his position on the issue did not care about national security. On September 5, 2002, Bush said, “I am not going to accept a bill where the Senate micromanages, where the Senate shows they’re more interested in special interest[s] in Washington and not interested in the security of the American people.”18 On the same day, he said in South Bend, Indiana, that “there are senators up there [in Washington, DC] who are more concerned about special interests in Washington and not enough concerned about the security of the American people.” He then declared that his “message to the Senate is: you need to worry less about special interest[s] in Washington and more about the security of the American people” at a Doug Forrester for Senate event in New Jersey on September 23, 2002. And most egregiously, during a Trenton, New Jersey speech on the same day, Bush said, “I asked Congress to give me the flexibility necessary to be able to deal with the true threats of the 21st century…. The House responded, but the Senate is more interested in special interests in Washington and not interested in the security of the American people [emphasis ours].” This sort of charge was one of the most loaded that a politician could make in the aftermath of September 11, and it was particularly unfair to use simply because Democrats disagreed with him about a policy issue.
Bush’s comments provoked anger in his opponents. Majority Leader Tom Daschle, D-SD, took to the Senate floor to denounce him for politicizing the war on terror. “The President is quoted in the Washington Post this morning as saying that the Democratic-controlled Senate is ‘not interested in the security of the American people,’ ” Daschle said on September 25.19 This quotation was the crux of the dispute.
However, a number of media reports failed to describe Bush’s remarks fairly. Several omitted the quote that Daschle had mentioned in which Bush said Senate Democrats were “not interested in the security of the American people.” Instead, they incorrectly cited Bush’s statement that senators need to “worry…more about the security of the American people” as precipitating Daschle’s outburst instead. The list of offenders included NBC’s Ann Curry and Campbell Brown, CNN’s Wolf Blitzer, and the Washington Times editorial board.20 All of these outlets failed to provide citizens with the context they needed to evaluate Daschle’s criticism of the President.
From September 11 to Another Tax Cut
In late December 2002, Democratic presidential candidates began to step up their criticism of the administration’s homeland security efforts, claiming President Bush had not done enough to make America safe. White House Press Secretary Ari Fleischer responded by stating that “Any candidate who suggests that when the enemy attacks, the blame lies with the United States and not with the enemy does so at great peril to their own political future.”21 In this way, he suggested that criticism of Bush’s homeland security policies was an attempt to absolve terrorists from blame for a hypothetical attack—a line of argument intended to shut down debate about the issue. Fleischer was laying down a marker against any Democrat who might dare criticize the administration too harshly in the future.
The administration’s attention would soon turn, however, to another tax cut, which Bush introduced in January 2003. It would be an important episode in a long sequence of dishonest economic and budget claims extending through mid-2004. And as he so often did, Bush would leverage the emotion and power of the terrorist attacks to advance his economic agenda.
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No Deficit of Dishonesty:

Tax and Budget Redux

Despite President Bush’s popularity after September 11, the economy presented a difficult challenge for the White House. A recession began in March 2001 and persisted through the following November; employment remained stagnant for much of 2002 and 2003; and the surplus the administration inherited quickly gave way to steadily escalating deficits. Bush’s response to these problems was the same as it had been throughout his administration: upping the ante of political deception.
As it turned out, his fictitious “trifecta” story justifying federal budget deficits was the opening salvo in a hail of misleading economic claims pushed by the administration for the remainder of Bush’s term. To escape blame for mounting deficits in the months after 9/11, promote another tax cut in early 2003, and avoid political fallout for the state of the economy beginning in late 2003, Bush and his team pulled out all the stops. This included distorting tax and budget figures, making a series of tenuous economic claims, trotting out a parade of unrepresentative “tax families,” and presenting a series of misleading statistical averages, all of which took liberties with the truth to promote Bush’s policies. Some of these assertions were so outrageous that even the President’s own economists and other administration officials publicly contradicted them (albeit quietly).
Nonetheless, Bush’s tactics continued to receive little attention from the press. Aside from the media’s continued lack of interest in the details of fiscal policy and the administration’s efforts to avoid scrutiny, the President had an additional factor protecting him: the tense political climate after September 11 apparently made some reporters fearful of criticizing him too harshly. The result was a continued diet of spin and distortions from Bush and his administration.
The Chicago Fable
During the 2000 campaign, Bush had promised that he would not spend the portion of the federal budget surplus attributable to Social Security, let alone run overall budget deficits. Once in office, he continued to claim that his tax cut—the centerpiece of his campaign platform—would not push the federal budget back into the red. The dramatic reversal in the budget situation beginning in late 2001 therefore posed a major political problem for the administration. Not only had the federal budget sunk into deficit astonishingly quickly, but red ink appeared likely to persist for years to come as a result of Bush’s tax cut, a steep decline in tax revenues, and increased government spending, particularly on defense and homeland security.
By August 2001, the President and his aides began listing recession and war as exceptions to his promise that would justify dipping into the Social Security surplus, with economic advisor Lawrence Lindsey claiming that Bush always had the two exceptions in mind.1 After the September 11 attacks, which sent tax revenues into a tail-spin at the same time that the government was forced to increase defense and homeland security spending, Bush quickly changed his story and began claiming that he had listed three exceptions rather than two—war, recession, and national emergency (the “trifecta”). And instead of using some surplus Social Security funds, Bush claimed that his exceptions justified spending the entire Social Security surplus and running federal budget deficits.2
In an October 3, 2001 appearance with business leaders in New York only a few weeks after the attacks, Bush first stated that he had listed the exceptions in Chicago during the campaign. He repeated this claim thirteen more times over the next nine months and made several other more oblique references to it (see appendix C). Though the details varied, the basic premise of the alleged Chicago appearance was that Bush had made a public statement to an audience or a reporter. As he put it on April 26, 2002: “I want to remind you what I told the American people, that if I’m the President—when I was campaigning, if I were to become the President, we would have deficits only in the case of war, a recession or a national emergency. In this case, we got all three [emphasis ours].”3
The press’s attention was understandably focused elsewhere when Bush first told the story in October 2001, and his next mention of it in January 2002 was elliptical. As a result, the claim did not receive much attention, though the Associated Press and New York Times both misdated Bush’s alleged statement to 2001 the second time he made it.4 Beginning in late February 2002, however, Bush began to repeat the story incessantly, and yet the press still paid little attention. Even after the President began the story during an April 26, 2002 press conference by saying “I want to remind you what I told the American people,” the media hardly batted an eye.
The “trifecta” was finally exposed by The New Republic in late April 2002, more than seven months after Bush first told the story.5 Despite repeated inquiries from TNR and subsequent requests from NBC’s Meet the Press and the Washington Post, the White House press office failed to substantiate Bush’s claims.6 The rest of the press corps seemed not to notice or care. So Bush kept repeating the tale, and most reporters continued to ignore it.
Between May 1 and June 24, 2002, he told the story another eight times—and generated very little attention from the national press.7 In fact, the Los Angeles Times credulously recounted Bush’s story in mid-July 2002, weeks after it had been exposed. “In several speeches in recent months,” reporter Edwin Chen wrote, “Bush has assiduously sought to inoculate himself against political fallout for presiding over the nation’s return to an era of red ink,” recounting “an interview that he said he gave to a reporter in Chicago during the 2000 presidential campaign” in which Bush said “he would not deficit spend unless the nation found itself at war, in a national emergency and in a recession.”8 Where had Chen been?
No evidence has ever emerged to prove that Bush made such a statement. The Washington Post eventually discovered that Vice President Al Gore had proposed the exceptions back in 1998. Economic advisor Lawrence Lindsey affirmed at the time that Bush would support the idea as well, but the candidate was never quoted to that effect in Chicago or anywhere else.9
When Bush finally stopped repeating the story, reportedly at the request of advisors who feared it was beginning to harm his reputation for honesty, it quickly disappeared from the media.10 Despite the magnitude of the deception, the news pages of the New York Times have apparently never reported that the trifecta story was false, nor have CNN news reporters.11 Unfortunately, this was par for the course in the post-9/11 debate over the economy: the White House spun while the press corps slept.
Hiding the Crimson Tide
The Bush White House spent most of the period between September 11, 2001, and early 2003 trying to minimize economic issues while pressing its advantage on foreign policy and homeland security. At first, few were inclined to blame the administration for the state of the economy or the federal budget. The decline in both the short- and long-term federal budget outlooks soon began to present a more acute problem, however, especially since Bush had promised that his tax cut wouldn’t send the country into the red. As a result, the White House devoted extensive effort to blaming the fiscal decline on the recession and the war on terror, fuzzing up the details and stonewalling when challenged about its assertions. Despite occasional setbacks, this strategy kept deficits from achieving critical mass as a campaign issue all the way through the November 2002 elections.
The Deficit Merry-Go-Round
The public face of the deficit-spinning effort was Mitch Daniels, director of the White House Office of Management and Budget. After Bush’s introduction of the trifecta in October 2001, the next major administration statement about deficits was a November 28, 2001 speech by Daniels announcing that the government was in the red and likely to stay there for at least two years. According to the OMB director, three factors led to “a dramatic shift in both our near- and long-term fiscal prospects”: the recession, spending on the military and homeland security, and reduced estimates of economic growth. What Daniels left out, however, was the tax cut, which had a moderate short-term impact in 2001–2003 but a major effect on the decline of ten-year financial projections. When asked by a journalist about the omission, Daniels switched to a political argument, stating “one can only say thank goodness for tax cuts” and refusing to admit that the legislation had a negative impact on the budget situation.
The way Daniels parried this question highlights the Bush administration’s determination not to concede ground to its critics or the media, even at the price of engaging in overt intellectual dishonesty. The benefits of the strategy are clear: Refusing to acknowledge obvious but politically harmful facts makes it more difficult for the media to present them as truth, reducing reporters to “on the one hand / on the other hand” stories. The Associated Press report on Daniels’ speech, for example, framed the impact of the tax cut on long-term budget projections as a matter of partisan dispute, saying Daniels “blamed his prediction [of deficits] on the recession and the war against terrorism,” but “Democrats said the real culprit” was Bush’s tax cut.12
Another White House strategy to avoid blame for the fiscal situation was to ignore long-term projections and focus instead on short-term estimates for which the tax cut was less of a factor. When asked on CNN about the effect of deficits on interest rates in January 2002, for example, Bush economic advisor Lawrence Lindsey pointed to the projected short-term change in the deficit attributable to the tax cut, not its much larger long-term effects. “Remember,” he said, “the tax cuts this year amounted to only 15 percent of the change in the deficit.”13 Rather than dealing with the long-term effects of the tax cut, which according to the liberal Center on Budget and Policy Priorities represented 41 percent of the decline in the projected ten-year surplus between January 2001 and January 2002, Lindsey simply used a different time frame.14
Bush’s first post-9/11 budget, released in February 2002, took these tactics to new extremes. Labeled a “wartime budget” by Daniels, the White House obscured the cost of the President’s tax cut and the multi-trillion-dollar decline in the surplus through opaque, highly engineered language.15 For example, it stated that “In the 1997 [b]udget, rising deficits were forecast totaling $1.4 trillion over a ten year horizon. By the 2002 [b]udget, steadily rising surpluses were projected over a ten year period, totaling $5.6 trillion. Due to the events of last year, the latest projections are in between these wildly divergent estimates.”16 The euphemistic phrase “events of last year” brought to mind the September 11 attacks and subsequent war on terrorism, but the formulation was still technically accurate: the 2001 tax cut, a much bigger part of the decline in the long-term surplus, also took place in the same year.
The budget document also claimed that “if we make the right choices by stimulating growth and controlling spending, deficits will be small and temporary.”17 But the devil was in the details. CBPP demonstrated that the budget understated the true costs of a number of Bush’s tax cut proposals and projected unrealistically low levels of government spending, obscuring hundreds of billions of dollars in likely costs.18 The White House could only arrive at its numbers by ignoring inconvenient facts.
When presenting the administration’s proposals to the Senate Budget Committee on February 5, 2002, Daniels bent the truth beyond recognition once again, claiming that the recession was “the reason that our long-term best guesses as to total surpluses have changed.” However, a CBPP analysis of Congressional Budget Office data available at the time found that the tax cut was the single largest factor in the decline.19
In July 2002, the administration announced higher deficit estimates. It promised a return to a balanced budget in 2005, however, claiming in its mid-session budget review that “This period in deficit should be brief, because economic fundamentals have stayed strong.”20 Yet its projection was riddled with more of Bush’s deceptive budget tricks, including the omission of the costs of a number of proposals the President himself supported.21 Once again, with more reasonable assumptions, continued deficits appeared likely.
In an illustration of the lengths to which the White House would go to avoid discussing the cost of the tax cut, the White House Office of Management and Budget tried to cover up an obvious factual error in a July 2002 press release announcing the new projections. The document incorrectly claimed that two-thirds of the reduction in the ten-year surplus was due to the recession, with the “costs of security and war” contributing 19 percent and the tax cut “less than 15 percent.”22 Those percentages were short-term figures, however, not ten-year projections as OMB stated. A CBPP analysis of OMB’s data at the time showed that the tax cut constituted 38 percent of the reduction in the surplus over the ten-year period.23
The administration was clearly aware of this error. Council of Economic Advisors chair Glenn Hubbard conceded during a July 17 Joint Economic Committee hearing that 40 percent sounded “about right” for the ten-year impact of the tax cut on budget projections. However, the White House offered no public correction until July 26, when OMB simply posted a new version of the release on its website with the offending bullet point deleted—and no disclosure that it had been removed. After Paul Krugman wrote a New York Times column about the matter, Trent Duffy, an OMB spokesperson, sent a letter to the Times claiming the “error” had been “retracted weeks ago when noticed.”24 When we reached him by phone, Duffy admitted that this retraction was only provided to reporters who noticed the mistake and contacted the budget office. (OMB eventually added a correction notice to the online version of the release.)
The gambits to deflect blame grew more and more brazen as the red ink continued to flow. In late August 2002, CBO released new figures showing a $5.3 trillion decline in the projected ten-year surplus since January 2001, which prompted Daniels to state that “the recession, the weakened stock market and the war caused the deficit,” while omitting the effects of the tax cut. In an analysis of CBO data released a week after Daniels’ statement, CBPP found that the tax cut represented 31 percent of the total decline in the ten-year surplus.25 Once again, the Bush administration was ignoring a politically inconvenient truth.
Bush himself strained credulity even further in defending the tax cut, improbably claiming that it had actually reduced the deficit relative to what it would have been otherwise. After a Cabinet meeting on November 13, 2002, the President said, “Make no mistake about it, the tax relief package that we passed—that should be permanent, by the way—has helped the economy, and that the deficit would have been bigger without the tax relief package.”26
This would mean that the tax cut paid for itself and generated additional revenue on top of that. Few mainstream economists think this is plausible. Experts disagree about the extent of the revenue losses attributable to tax cuts, but they are nearly unanimous in their belief that they do not pay for themselves. Every projection, including the one from the White House’s Office of Management and Budget, showed that the tax cut increased the deficit in both the short and long term. Even Duffy, the OMB spokesperson, did not defend Bush’s contention, telling the Washington Post that the tax cut had produced growth that “certainly softened the recession’s impact on revenues” but “by how much and to what degree, it’s impossible to know.”27 Yet the Washington Post was the only major outlet to address the radical claim in any detail at the time (though the New York Times and CNN briefly cast doubt on it).28 Most of the media simply gave the administration a pass.
Remarkably, Bush’s own economists would later undercut his suggestion that tax cuts increased revenue. “Although the economy grows in response to tax reductions (because of higher consumption in the short run and improved incentives in the long run),” they wrote in the 2003 Economic Report of the President, “it is unlikely to grow so much that lost tax revenue is completely recovered by the higher level of economic activity.”29 Even the administration’s own economic advisors didn’t buy its spin.
The Missing Interest Rate Link
In another bid to deflect political fallout, the administration began to imply that there is no connection between deficits and interest rates, a second claim that blatantly contradicted the consensus among economists. OMB first entered the debate on the issue in July 2002 by arguing that “there is no historical correlation between fiscal net position and interest rates,” an assertion Daniels repeated during a July 12 briefing.30
This claim was accurate, but substantively misleading. As the Economist put it, “the formal econometric evidence is inconclusive: plenty of studies find a statistical link between interest rates and deficits; plenty find none.” The reason is that “It is hard to disentangle the effect of changes in today’s budget deficit from other factors affecting interest rates.”31 As with the debate over the revenue-generating effects of tax cuts, however, nearly every major economist agrees on the theoretical link between deficits and interest rates; the disagreement concerns the strength of the relationship. When liberal economists William Gale and Peter Orszag considered studies that took expectations of future deficits or surpluses into account, they concluded that most found a significant relationship with interest rates.32 Nonetheless, administration officials tried to suggest that there was no link whatsoever.
Glenn Hubbard, chairman of the CEA at the time, contradicted his own economics textbook, calling the idea that deficits lead to higher interest rates “nonsense” and saying, “As an economist, I don’t buy that there’s a link between swings in the budget deficit of the size we see in the United States and interest rates. There’s just no evidence.”33 During a press briefing in February 2003, Daniels caustically added, “Well, the idea that there is some connection between deficits and interest rates is an article of faith for some people, but I say faith because there is no evidence, zero, and at least at the levels that we are now experiencing, historically very moderate.”34
The administration itself later undermined these claims. The 2003 Economic Report of the President stated that deficits do cause interest rates to rise (though not by very much): “Some calculations…imply that interest rates rise by about 3 basis points for every $200 billion in additional government debt.” Later, Hubbard’s successor Gregory Mankiw would repeatedly endorse this view, saying in a September 15, 2003 speech, for instance, “Of course, the expansionary effects of the tax cuts will be offset to some degree by the effects of the budget deficits that arise from lower revenues. Deficits can raise interest rates and crowd out of investment, although I should note that the magnitude of this effect is much debated in the economics literature.”35 In 2004, Bush himself admitted that “Fiscal policy can determine pressure on interest rates” during a speech in New Hampshire.36 Once again, without admitting error, the Bush administration was acting as if its previous deceptive statements did not exist.
More Budget Bunk
In early 2003, Bush rolled out another budget that used the same mix of tactics, attempting to minimize deficits and disguise the severity of the financial situation. His message introducing the budget explicitly ignored the role of his tax cut in the fiscal deterioration, blaming recession and war. The budget later cited defense and homeland security spending increases as “explicit policy decisions [that] also contributed” to the deficit.37 The 2001 tax cut was conspicuously (but unsurprisingly) absent from the list.
After the budget’s release, Daniels returned to Capitol Hill to testify and put on the most ridiculous display of his tenure, refusing to admit the role of the tax cut in the country’s fiscal deterioration. When Senator Kent Conrad, D-ND, asked Daniels about the deficit during a Senate Budget Committee hearing on February 5, 2003, the OMB director simply denied the role of the 2001 legislation, claiming that “it simply is not true that any policy, let alone the tax cuts, is responsible for the deficit we’re facing today.” Conrad incredulously asked, “The tax cuts have no part of the deficits going forward?” Daniels denied he meant this, but when Conrad said “I am talking about the ten years of this budget window. The tax cuts have played a major role in the return to deficits and burgeoning debt,” Daniels’ reply was “Well, sir, your comment moves me to use a four letter word: bunk,” to which he later added, “The only deficit we know about is the deficit we’re experiencing right now, perhaps the deficit for next year. Let’s be a little humble about what we can and cannot see going forward.”38
The exchange represented a major reversal for Daniels. In 2001, he admitted that long-term projections were uncertain but claimed that long-term surplus projections were “just as likely to prove low over those ten years as high” when pushing the administration’s tax cut.39 When the projected surplus practically disappeared by February 2002, the administration announced it would only provide five-year estimates of future budgets, which Daniels defended vigorously.40 And by February 2003, he had been reduced to claiming that “The only deficit we know about is the deficit we’re experiencing right now,” a stunningly disingenuous refusal to consider obvious facts about projected fiscal imbalances.41
Tax Cut II: Return of the Playbook
In the first midterm election under President Bush, Republicans captured the Senate and expanded their majority in the House in November 2002, bucking historical trends. Armed with fresh political capital, the President began a push for a $674 billion tax cut in January 2003 using an expanded version of his 2001 playbook, which included a series of misleading averages and claims about benefits to politically popular groups, in this case middle-income families, small business owners, and seniors.
To better promote the plan, Bush ousted economic advisor Lawrence Lindsey and Treasury Secretary Paul O’Neill, who were widely seen as ineffective spokesmen for his policies. A White House official told the Washington Post that “They were unable to be effective in carrying the President’s message. At the beginning of the administration, that was not as important as it’s about to become.”42 Their replacements, Stephen Friedman and John Snow, were reportedly chosen largely for their public relations talents, with Snow saying, “Our job is to make the best possible case for the [President’s] proposal, to argue it, to carry the message.”43 In the Bush White House, adherence to the administration’s talking points appeared to be valued above all else.
Misleading Sales Tactics
Bush’s plan proposed eliminating taxes on stock dividend payments to individuals and accelerating several provisions of the 2001 tax cut, including rate reductions, an increase in the child tax credit, and legislation intended to reduce the so-called “marriage penalty.” Rather than present these proposals in a straightforward manner, however, the administration’s primary sales tactic was to tout unrepresentative “average” benefits of the plan for a variety of groups.
On the day before Bush’s announcement of the proposal, the administration rolled out its first set of figures to counter Democratic criticism that it favored the rich. By releasing its numbers before the plan itself, the administration was able to put them into public circulation before they could be adequately scrutinized. As usual, the media played along. The New York Times, for instance, reported that “administration officials produced statistics to show that the tax cuts would benefit millions of middle-income workers,” but “Democrats were having none of it, accusing Mr. Bush of proposing tax cuts that would overwhelmingly benefit the nation’s wealthiest taxpayers.”44 Who was right? Nobody outside the administration knew yet! But that didn’t stop the media from repeating the spin without any context or analysis.
Bush’s broadest claim was that “Ninety-two million Americans will keep an average of $1,083 more of their own money,” as he put it in his first radio address after announcing the plan.45 The White House also touted the “average” benefits to seniors, claiming that “13 million elderly taxpayers would receive an average tax cut of $1,384” in its fact sheet. Likewise, Bush said on January 22 that “The average savings for somebody 65 years and older, if we get rid of the double taxation of dividends, will be $936 per year per tax return in America.”46 Finally, the plan was sold as a boon to small businesses, with the President stating that “Twenty-three million small business owners will receive an average tax cut of $2,042 under this plan.”47
All of these figures were misleading. Like most such statistics from the administration, they represent the sum of all the benefits to taxpayers in the group divided by the number of taxpayers. This type of calculation often exaggerates the benefits for taxpayers in the middle of the income distribution because of the very large tax cuts received by the wealthiest Americans, which pull up the average.
In fact, under Bush’s original proposal, the center-left Urban-Brookings Tax Policy Center found that taxpayers in the middle 20 percent of the income distribution would receive an average tax cut of only $227 in 2003 and the next highest quintile of taxpayers would receive only $510.48 Center on Budget and Policy Priorities analyses of Urban-Brookings data also showed that 79 percent of both seniors and filers with small business income would have received less than the “average” benefits Bush touted for their groups.49 The administration’s averages were atypical and misleading.
Nonetheless, the press often repeated the claims credulously, failing to clarify the meaning of the statistics or offer criticism of the misleading figures. A typical example came from an article in the Philadelphia Inquirer that stated, “If Congress passed [Bush’s] plan, 92 million taxpayers would get an average tax cut of $1,083, according to White House documents.”50 Such reports gave no help to the public in determining whether those “documents” presented a useful picture of the benefits of the tax cut.
To reinforce the claim of broad benefits, the administration also claimed in its fact sheet on the plan that beneficiaries would include “[e]veryone who pays taxes, especially middle-income Americans, as tax rate reductions passed by Congress in 2001 are made effective immediately.”51 Bush made a similar assertion on January 9, 2003, saying that the 2001 tax cut plan whose provisions would be accelerated “was tax relief for all citizens” and the new tax cut was based on the principle that “All people who pay taxes should get tax relief.” In both cases, the administration used sleight of hand to imply that everyone who pays taxes would benefit. However, its plan excluded millions of Americans who pay payroll taxes for Social Security and Medicare, sales and excise taxes, and/or state and local taxes, but have no net federal income tax liability. This echoed the White House’s salesmanship of Bush’s first tax cut and foreshadowed a number of similar claims it would make later.
Finally, in response to criticism that his tax proposal would expand federal budget deficits, Bush again implied that tax cuts do the opposite, stating that his 2003 plan would generate “higher revenues” for the government. The legislation, he said on January 7, will “lay the groundwork for future growth and future prosperity. That growth will bring the added benefit of higher revenues for the government—revenues that will keep tax rates low, while fulfilling key obligations and protecting programs such as Medicare and Social Security.” (He made a similar claim on May 2.)52 However, as Bush’s own economists pointed out, even the additional revenues generated by increased growth from a tax cut are almost always outweighed by revenue losses.
Shutting Down Tax Cut Critics
The administration supplemented its misleading sales pitch for the plan with attempts to silence its critics. Before the plan was even announced, Bush and other officials began to charge Democratic critics with allegedly practicing “class warfare,” an ad hominem attack intended to preclude any discussion of whether economic policy proposals favor wealthier Americans. During the debate over the 2001 tax cut, Bush and Fleischer had invoked “class warfare” on several occasions, but it played a much larger role in the 2003 sales campaign.
On January 2, 2003, when asked about the benefits of the plan for wealthy Americans, Bush said, “I understand the politics of economic stimulus—that some would like to turn this into class warfare.”53 During a press briefing on January 7 before the announcement of the plan, Fleischer was asked about its distributional benefits and again tried to shut down the discussion. “The President believes that all taxpayers are over-taxed, and we are all in this together. The President does not believe in dividing the American people and playing class warfare,” he said.54 On January 9, Bush derided discussion of distributional benefits for a third time—“You hear the kind of the class warfare of politics”—before saying, “Let me just give you the facts” and launching into his misleading example of the family making $40,000 per year.55 In an echo of tactics Bush had successfully used during the 2000 campaign and the push for his first tax cut, the catchy phrase served to dismiss criticism without addressing it.
The administration also used the war in Iraq to bully its opponents into going along with the tax cut. During a March 24, 2003 press briefing while the Iraq war was underway, Fleischer said the President “seeks to make sure that the economy can grow and that jobs can be created, so that when our men and women in the military return home, they’ll have jobs to come home to.” However, full-time military personnel would still have jobs, and reservists have legal protections to ensure they can resume their civilian employment in almost all cases.56 During the same briefing, he made an even more blatant appeal to patriotism as a reason to support the tax cut: “The stronger the economy, the stronger we are as a country. The stronger we are as a country, the stronger our military.” This was disturbingly similar to Bush’s use of the war on terror after September 11 to deflect criticism of his domestic agenda.
In the end, Congress passed a compromise $330 billion tax cut bill (which also included $20 billion in aid to states) that Bush signed into law on May 29, 2003. The bill, which was considered a political win for the President, accelerated provisions from the 2001 tax cut and reduced tax rates on dividends and capital gains. The administration’s denunciations of “class warfare” and efforts to link the package to patriotic appeals helped to carry the day.
Election Season Hijinks
In mid-2003, the successful invasion of Iraq and the approach of the 2004 presidential election prompted the White House to launch a broader effort to escape responsibility for the deficit and the state of the economy. The administration kicked off its campaign by ratcheting up its attempts to pin blame for the deficits on the war and recession. On May 6, 2003, for example, Bush stated that “we’ve got a deficit because we went through a recession…. Secondly, we’ve got a deficit because we’re at war.”57 He did not mention his tax cuts as a factor, but according to a CBPP analysis of CBO data available at the time it actually accounted for approximately one-third of the decline in the budget situation both over the short term (from fiscal 2003 to fiscal 2004) and in long-term projections.58 The problem was stubborn—and so was the administration’s spin.
The budget situation had deteriorated so much by late 2003 that Bush and other administration officials finally admitted in a few cases that the tax cuts did affect the deficit. However, even when conceding that the tax cuts contributed to the deficit, the administration could not make its point honestly. Instead, they repeatedly misstated the portion of the deficit attributable to the tax cut. Speaking in Kansas City on September 4, 2003, Bush stated, “[T]he tax relief, which is stimulating economic growth, is a part of the deficit. It’s about a quarter of the deficit.” The President said this again during speeches on September 5 and October 3, and Cheney made the same claim on NBC’s Meet the Press on September 14.59 However, the White House’s own figures showed at the time that the 2001 and 2003 tax cuts accounted for 31 percent of the 2003 deficit and 72 percent of the projected five-year deficit.60 (Bush’s claim actually referred to the overall change in budget surplus projections from 2001 to 2003 attributable to his tax cuts, a fact Mankiw noted in an online chat.)61 Even when conceding that the tax cuts had some effect, the administration lowballed it.
These concessions proved to be an aberration, however, as the White House once again refused to admit that the tax cuts had anything to do with the deficit. During two speeches in late September, Cheney blamed the recession and war but didn’t mention tax cuts, just as Bush did during his December 15 press conference.62 Josh Bolten, who replaced Daniels as director of OMB in May 2003, provided a more elaborate version of this defense in December 8, 2003, on CNBC’s Titans with Maria Bartiromo, when he said, “the deficit situation we face was not created by the tax cuts. I mean, the tax cuts are part of the solution, not part of the problem.”
However, the evidence continued to show that Bush’s tax cuts played a major role in the short- and long-term deficits faced by the federal government. In January 2004, CBPP found that the tax cut accounted for 35 percent of the $9.3 trillion decline in the projected ten-year surplus from 2002 to 2011, a close second to technical adjustments to revenue predictions (37 percent) that far exceeded increased spending on defense, homeland security, and international affairs, Medicare prescription drug coverage, and other domestic programs.63
Even after a Congressional Budget Office analysis released on March 15, 2004, made headlines by showing that the economic slowdown accounted for only 6 percent of the projected $477 billion deficit for fiscal 2004, Bush did not change his spin, saying in a March 25 speech in New Hampshire that “We have a deficit, and we’ve got a deficit because we were in recession, for starters.”64 As was all too common, the administration simply refused to give the public an accurate picture of the causes for the budget deficit.
Read My Lips, Not My Plan
Never content simply to play defense, the administration also went on offense, touting a phony plan to cut the deficit in half that omitted a number of proposals that Bush supported. This game of hide-the-deficit began with the midyear budget review on July 15, 2003. The White House trumpeted claims showing the deficit would be “cut in half” by 2008 to try to minimize the impact of an increased deficit projection of $455 billion for fiscal 2003.65 However, the plan omitted security and rebuilding costs in Afghanistan and Iraq after September 30, 2003, funding for a defense modernization initiative called the “Future Year Defense Plan,” and changes in tax policy required to prevent the alternative minimum tax from affecting millions of middle-income taxpayers. When these and other costs the administration supported were factored in, CBPP found that the deficit would actually increase from 2003 to 2008, with a total 2008 deficit of roughly twice what the Bush administration projected.66
The day the midsession review was released, Scott McClellan, who had replaced Fleischer as White House press secretary, delivered his talking points during the White House press briefing, telling reporters, “[O]ver the next few years, what you’re going to see is that we’re going to cut that deficit in half based on the projections that are being outlined later today.”67 President Bush mentioned the claim four times in the following two weeks, including a July 30 press conference.68
When CBO released new projections of an increased deficit in August 2003, White House officials, including Bush, McClellan, and Cheney, began to tout the plan more intensely.69 They did not stop even after Bush’s $87 billion request to Congress for operations in Iraq and Afghanistan in September 2003 highlighted the plan’s lack of funding for military operations in the two countries.70 When the facts conflicted with its talking points, the administration’s choice was clear.
Defending the Tax Cuts
Meanwhile, Bush and his aides continued to try to put a positive spin on the two major tax cuts passed during his term to counter Democratic proposals to repeal all or part of them. To do so, they often recycled the same tactics used in originally selling the proposals.
For example, Bush repeatedly implied that all Americans got tax cuts, not merely those who pay federal income taxes, as when he said on October 3, 2003, in Madison, Wisconsin, that “We reduced the taxes on everybody who pays taxes—we didn’t pick or choose, everybody who pays taxes will get a reduction.” That Bush was talking about federal income taxes was once again omitted.
The administration also continued to misrepresent the distributional effects of the tax cuts. During a CNBC appearance with OMB director Bolten in December 2003, Bush economic advisor Stephen Friedman said, “there’s a real misimpression that’s been spread…about the President’s tax cuts. A lot of the tax cuts did go toward the lower end.”71 The claim that “A lot of the tax cuts” went to “the lower end” is absurd. When the benefits to lower-income Americans are measured as a portion of the overall cost of the tax cut, they simply do not represent “a lot” of the total.
Similarly, a December 13, 2003 White House fact sheet touted the benefits of the tax cuts using a series of statistical averages that echoed previous administration tactics. As a result of the 2003 tax cut, the White House claimed, “91 million taxpayers received, on average, a tax cut of $1,126. Since the President took office, 109 million taxpayers have received, on average, a tax cut of $1,544. Twenty-three million small business owners received tax cuts averaging $2,209.”72 By then, the administration’s unending repetition of these widely debunked figures was beyond farce.73
Dragging Down the Standards

of Economic Debate
The story about the alleged “trifecta” statement in Chicago may have been the most outrageous economic deception of the Bush presidency since September 11, but as we have seen it is far from the only one. Bush’s dishonesty on tax and budget issues has been so relentless that journalists have appeared to become even more uninterested in it as time has gone on, as if misleading claims from the President of the United States about policies affecting millions of people’s lives are not matters of importance. Once again, the media’s indifference to issues that lack scandal and intrigue served to protect the President from scrutiny. To some, Bush’s penchant for misleading the public about tax and budget issues may have seemed to be just another part of the never-ending political game. When the administration made its case for a preemptive war in Iraq, however, the consequences of misleading claims by the White House would become deadly serious.
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Selling the War in Iraq

On January 29, 2002, President Bush delivered his State of the Union address before a joint session of Congress and millions of television viewers. After highlighting the nation’s recovery from the September 11 attacks and the successful ouster of the Taliban in Afghanistan, he went on to coin the phrase for which the speech quickly became famous:
North Korea is a regime arming with missiles and weapons of mass destruction, while starving its citizens.
Iran aggressively pursues these weapons and exports terror, while an unelected few repress the Iranian people’s hope for freedom.
Iraq continues to flaunt its hostility toward America and to support terror. The Iraqi regime has plotted to develop anthrax, and nerve gas, and nuclear weapons for over a decade. This is a regime that has already used poison gas to murder thousands of its own citizens—leaving the bodies of mothers huddled over their dead children. This is a regime that agreed to international inspections—then kicked out the inspectors. This is a regime that has something to hide from the civilized world.
States like these, and their terrorist allies, constitute an axis of evil, arming to threaten the peace of the world. By seeking weapons of mass destruction, these regimes pose a grave and growing danger. They could provide these arms to terrorists, giving them the means to match their hatred. They could attack our allies or attempt to blackmail the United States. In any of these cases, the price of indifference would be catastrophic.

Commentators focused on the phrase “axis of evil,” noting its rhetorical connection to the Axis of Nazi Germany, fascist Italy, and imperial Japan during World War II, as well as Ronald Reagan’s famous speech labeling the Soviet Union an “evil empire.”1
In retrospect, however, the suggestion that Iraq’s terrorist connections and pursuit of weapons of mass destruction posed a serious danger to the United States was much more important. It would become the core of the administration’s justification for military action to overthrow Saddam Hussein’s regime.
Getting Into Iraq
Although Iraq had been a concern for the Bush administration from its first days in the White House, the September 11 attacks strengthened its resolve to remove Saddam Hussein from power. In the wake of the terrorist attacks on New York and Washington, DC, Iraq’s long history of aggressive actions toward its neighbors and efforts to develop weapons of mass destruction seemed to present an unacceptable risk. The question was how to convince Congress and the American public to put muscle behind the official U.S. policy of “regime change” and support disarming Iraq or removing Saddam from power.
Critics have accused the administration of unduly pressuring intelligence analysts to produce conclusions that would help make its case for war. However, to date, there is little evidence of direct pressure.2
Instead, the White House turned to tactics it had used in previous political fights to build public support. Mustering as much damning evidence as possible, the administration executed a carefully crafted public relations campaign centering on Iraq’s alleged possession of weapons of mass destruction. Rather than playing up the uncertainty of the data, as it had during debates over scientific and environmental policy, the White House glossed over gaps in intelligence and caveats about sources, frequently presenting worst-case scenarios as fact. Officials also used loaded rhetoric to make suggestions that could not be proven and invoked powerful images, such as a “mushroom cloud,” when discussing the threat Iraq posed.
Government officials have a special burden to present intelligence findings responsibly since they often depend upon classified information that cannot be independently confirmed. This includes noting qualifications about the reliability and sources of such information, which by its very nature is rarely definitive. In making the case for military action against Iraq, however, the administration presented ambiguous information as if it were certain and used exaggerated rhetoric to present claims based on patchy evidence. At times, it also implied connections, such as a link between the September 11 attacks and Iraq, which its own evidence did not support. Though the administration was hardly monolithic in its message—Secretary of State Colin Powell tended to be relatively reserved in his claims, for example, while Vice President Dick Cheney tended to be relatively aggressive—the overall pattern is one of sacrificing ambiguity for the sake of selling the war.
Regrettably, a quiescent media allowed the administration to get away with these claims. The perception of Bush as a wartime president promoting a popular war appeared to intimidate the press, which often allowed the White House to enter misleading and false claims into the record without serious challenge. (The Clinton administration, which had made its own share of deceptive claims about Iraq, had prepared the media to believe the worst.)3 The President relied, in part, on specific intelligence information that the press could not verify, but he and his aides also exaggerated claims that could have been checked with nonclassified sources. By frequently neglecting to do so, the media failed the American public in the prelude to the war.
As a result, the administration’s sales campaign was a stunning success. In October 2002, Congress passed a joint resolution by large margins in both the House and the Senate authorizing the President to use force in Iraq if Saddam did not disarm. After an all-out diplomatic effort by the U.S., the United Nations Security Council then passed Resolution 1441 in early November, which sent weapons inspectors back into Iraq and warned of “serious consequences” if Saddam continued to hide prohibited weapons or weapons programs. After several months of Iraqi resistance and limited progress by the inspection teams, the U.S. began arguing that Iraq was not complying with the terms of the resolution and calling for action. Secretary of State Colin Powell’s February 2003 speech to the United Nations failed to persuade several members of the Security Council to back a second U.N. resolution authorizing military action against Iraq, but it helped rally support among Americans. The White House then decided to move ahead with military action under the auspices of the first resolution, withdrawing the second from consideration.
By the time military operations began, on March 19, 2003, Bush had convinced most of the nation to go to war. A Washington Post/ABC News poll found that nearly two-thirds of those surveyed supported Bush’s policies toward Iraq, and 71 percent backed the use of force.4 Whatever the merits of the larger case for removing Saddam from power, the White House sales campaign was a resounding success.
Iraq and September 11
Iraq has been a major issue in U.S. foreign policy since the 1980s. There was little question that Saddam Hussein was a tyrannical dictator with a history of aggression against other countries, including initiating the Iran-Iraq War of the 1980s (during which the U.S. generally backed Iraq) and invading Kuwait, which sparked the 1991 Gulf War. Saddam had developed chemical weapons before the Gulf War and used them against Iranian soldiers and Kurdish civilians. As part of the agreement ending the war, he promised to destroy his weapons of mass destruction and dismantle his weapons development programs.
U.N. inspectors monitored the regime’s compliance with this accord from 1991 to 1998, eventually finding large stocks of chemical weapons, a significant biological weapons program, and a crash program to develop nuclear weapons that had been much more advanced than prewar intelligence suggested. Inspectors destroyed stocks of weapons as well as the raw materials and equipment necessary for their production. Yet Iraq did what it could to thwart the inspectors, refusing to hand over key information and at times blocking access to particular sites. Moreover, Iraq could not account for significant quantities of weapons and weapons-related material; in most cases, it claimed to have destroyed them but could not provide documentation to the U.N.5 (These contentions appear to have been borne out by postwar investigations.)6
In late 1998, Iraq announced it would no longer cooperate with the inspections program. A few weeks later it backed down, but after it continued to deny inspectors access to several sites, the United States and Great Britain carried out a series of air strikes against the regime. The U.N. inspectors departed just ahead of the bombings and did not return until after the November 2002 U.N. resolution.
Bush took a hard line on Iraq during the 2000 presidential campaign. At a Republican primary debate, he stated that “If I found, in any way, shape, or form, that [Saddam] was developing weapons of mass destruction, I’d take them out.” (When questioned by moderator Brit Hume, “Take him out?” Bush replied, “Take out the weapons of mass destruction.”)7
After taking office, Bush took a more aggressive approach to Iraq than Clinton had. Treasury Secretary Paul O’Neill later described meetings about Iraq held in early 2001 in which officials explored options to undermine Saddam’s regime, including the use of force.8 In addition, during the first few months of his term in office, Bush launched a large number of air strikes to enforce the no-fly zones put in place after the 1991 Gulf War.
The terrorist attacks of September 11 convinced some administration hawks that removing Saddam from power should be an urgent priority. Among them were Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld and Deputy Defense Secretary Paul Wolfowitz, two officials who had helped successfully lobby the Clinton administration to make “regime change” the official goal of U.S. foreign policy toward Iraq in 1998.9
On September 11, notes taken by aides to Rumsfeld indicate he asked them to “Judge whether good enough to hit S.H. [Saddam Hussein] at same time. Not only UBL [Osama bin Laden, sometimes spelled Usama bin Laden],” despite indications that bin Laden was the perpetrator. The notes indicate the Secretary of Defense wanted the aides to “Go massive. Sweep it all up. Things related and not.”10 According to author Bob Woodward, Rumsfeld asked in a meeting on September 12 if the attacks presented an “opportunity” to attack Iraq.11 When James Woolsey, former CIA director and member of the Pentagon’s advisory Defense Policy Board, suggested later that fall Iraq might be connected to the attacks, the Bush administration flew him to London to investigate.12
However, the administration never linked Iraq directly to the September 11 attacks. Although Saddam’s government had occasional contact with al Qaeda operatives, no evidence has yet emerged supporting a high level, coordinated relationship between the two.13
Nonetheless, many in the administration felt that the possibility that Iraq could pass chemical, biological, or nuclear weapons to terrorists was too dangerous to ignore. Deputy Defense Secretary Paul Wolfowitz, for instance, reportedly suggested the weekend after September 11 that Iraq should be a target in what was emerging as the war on terrorism.14 Their view eventually prevailed. In late November, President Bush asked Rumsfeld to begin thinking about a war plan to remove Saddam Hussein from power.15 In a book about his time as a White House speechwriter, David Frum writes that he was instructed to include a rhetorical rationale for war with Iraq in the President’s January 2002 State of the Union address, which became Bush’s denunciation of the “axis of evil.”16
The exact time at which the administration decided to confront Iraq is unclear. But evidence suggests that the White House was moving toward war by early 2002. In February, Bush signed a secret order authorizing covert operations to undermine the Iraqi regime.17 The next month, the President was reportedly confident enough in the decision to casually tell a trio of senators who were meeting with National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice, “Fuck Saddam. We’re taking him out.”18 And later that month, Vice President Cheney told Senate Republicans that the decision to attack had been made—the only question was the timing.19
In retrospect, it appears that the decision to act against Saddam preceded the decision about how to sell the war to the public, which was the product of a months-long process that would take place during the summer of 2002.
Gathering Intelligence

and Planning the Spin
Soon after September 11, the administration began to change the way in which it handled intelligence, especially regarding Iraq. Rumsfeld and Wolfowitz, the top two officials in the Department of Defense, shared a long history of skepticism about the U.S. intelligence community. Wolfowitz and Douglas Feith, Undersecretary of Defense for Policy, were members of a team of outside experts that had analyzed intelligence on Soviet nuclear missiles in the mid-1970s, concluding that CIA analysts were substantially underestimating the threat they posed to the U.S. (much of their analysis later proved to be incorrect).20 Rumsfeld chaired a similar effort in the late 1990s evaluating the need for a ballistic missile defense program, which also included Wolfowitz.
In October 2001, Rumsfeld, Wolfowitz, and Feith created the Office of Special Plans (OSP), a small group inside the Department of Defense set up to analyze intelligence information independently. The group made a much stronger case than the CIA or the Pentagon’s Defense Intelligence Agency that Saddam presented a dire threat.21 Critics contend that the OSP short-circuited the process for evaluating the reliability of intelligence information, creating “stovepipes” that funneled damaging information about Iraq directly to top officials without adequate screening of its quality.22
Another crucial variable was that information about Iraq had become scarce after U.N. weapons inspectors departed in 1998. As CIA Director George Tenet put it after the war, “While we had voluminous reporting, the major judgments reached were based on a narrower band of data.”23 Analysts had to rely more heavily on interpretation of what evidence they had, and as a Pentagon advisor put it, OSP “won the policy debate…. They persuaded the President of the need to make a new security policy.”24
In July 2002, the administration began planning one of its elaborate public relations campaigns, with the goal of convincing Congress to pass a resolution authorizing the President to take military action against Iraq. The rollout was timed to put pressure on Congress as it returned from its August recess and prepared for the November elections. As White House Chief of Staff Andrew Card put it when questioned about the timing of the campaign, “From a marketing point of view, you don’t introduce a new product in August.”25
To coordinate the White House’s marketing of this “new product,” Card formed a task force known as the White House Iraq Group (WHIG). It included Card; White House political advisor Karl Rove; communications advisors Karen Hughes, Mary Matalin, and James Wilkinson; legislative liaison Nicholas Calio; National Security Advisor Condeleezza Rice and a number of her advisors; and Lewis Libby, Cheney’s chief of staff. The WHIG also included a “strategic communications” task force to help plan speeches and publish white papers.26
The administration had several different rationales for action against Iraq. In a postwar interview with Vanity Fair’s Sam Tannenhaus, Wolfowitz listed four: weapons of mass destruction, links to terrorism, the possibility of the transfer of WMDs to terrorists, and Saddam’s treatment of the Iraqi people. At some point, however, the decision was made to focus on weapons of mass destruction and the threat that Saddam might transfer them to terrorists. Wolfowitz later said, “[F]or reasons that have a lot to do with the U.S. government bureaucracy, we settled on the one issue that everyone could agree on, which was weapons of mass destruction as the core reason.”27
With this rationale in mind, the WHIG pressed for dramatic material to make its case to the public. The Washington Post reported after the war that “the WHIG, according to three officials who followed the white paper’s progress, wanted gripping images and stories not available in the hedged and austere language of intelligence.” This led to some of the administration’s grandest rhetoric invoking mushroom clouds and other disturbing images. An unnamed senior intelligence official told the Washington Post that the President’s speechwriters took “literary license” in their descriptions of the threat from Iraq.28
At roughly the same time, according to former Defense Department intelligence officer and Bush administration critic Karen Kwiatkowski, the Office of Special Plans began circulating internal talking points for use in public statements. These discussed Saddam’s prior use of chemical weapons, his relationships with terrorists (including medical treatment received by an al Qaeda member in Baghdad), Iraq’s nuclear weapons programs, and the potential for nuclear weapons to be transferred to al Qaeda or other terrorist groups.29
The administration’s approach to its sales campaign is a classic example of public relations tactics applied to politics. The decision to press for action against Iraq had already been made; the only question was what rationale would provide the greatest sales hook to persuade Congress and the public to back the effort. Instead of presenting intelligence information responsibly, the White House had set up a system to produce compelling marketing messages with minimal concern for their accuracy.
Going Nuclear with the Rhetoric
In early September 2002, the administration launched an all-out marketing blitz. White House sources told the New York Times that “the administration was following a meticulously planned strategy to persuade the public, Congress and the allies of the need to confront the threat from Saddam Hussein.”30 On September 8, Cheney gave an extensive interview to NBC’s Meet the Press, Powell appeared on Fox News Sunday, and Rice went on CNN’s Late Edition with Wolf Blitzer.
The administration’s first focus in its marketing campaign was Iraq’s nuclear program. The power of nuclear imagery was obvious, and the administration exploited it with references to a “mushroom cloud” and “nuclear blackmail.” At the same time, officials exaggerated the evidence indicating that Saddam was pursuing a nuclear weapon.
After inspectors left in 1998, information about Saddam’s nuclear program became particularly sketchy. There was little question that the dictator wanted to produce a nuclear weapon (as his pre–Gulf War program had made clear); the issue was whether he could obtain the materials and knowledge necessary to do so. His ability to carry on such a program undetected was also uncertain, since unlike small-scale chemical and biological weapons facilities, which are relatively easy to hide, nuclear weapons facilities require large amounts of equipment, space, and energy that are difficult to disguise.
In 2001, according to former State Department intelligence staffer and Iraq war critic Greg Thielmann, the State Department’s intelligence operation gave Secretary Powell a report that, in Thielmann’s words, “basically said there is no persuasive evidence that the Iraqi nuclear program is being reconstituted.”31 With only shreds of evidence available, however, multiple interpretations were possible, and an investigation by the Washington Post suggested that the administration relied heavily on a worst-case reading of the data.32
Despite this ambiguity, the Bush administration illustrated its claims about Iraq’s nuclear program with vivid language. A recurring theme was the mushroom cloud that could result from a nuclear blast. On September 8, 2002, Rice stated on CNN’s Late Edition that “There will always be some uncertainty about how quickly [Saddam] can acquire nuclear weapons, but we don’t want the smoking gun to be a mushroom cloud.” Bush used a nearly identical phrase in a televised October 7 address to the nation, stating that “Facing clear evidence of peril, we cannot wait for the final proof—the smoking gun—that could come in the form of a mushroom cloud.” On November 12, Army General Tommy Franks, the head of U.S. Central Command, said that a failure to confront Saddam could result in “the sight of the first mushroom cloud on one of the major population centers on this planet.”33 Such a powerful image had obvious resonance with the public.
Another evocative piece of rhetoric was the suggestion that if Saddam acquired a nuclear weapon he could engage in “nuclear blackmail,” a claim Vice President Cheney introduced in nearly identical speeches to veterans groups on August 26 and 29, 2002.34 “Armed with an arsenal of these weapons of terror, and seated atop 10 percent of the world’s oil reserves,” Cheney said in the first speech, “Saddam Hussein could then be expected to seek domination of the entire Middle East, take control of a great portion of the world’s energy supplies, directly threaten America’s friends throughout the region, and subject the United States or any other nation to nuclear blackmail.” In his January 2002 State of the Union speech, President Bush made a slightly softer version of the same claim, stating that, “By seeking weapons of mass destruction, these regimes [Iran, North Korea, and Iraq] pose a grave and growing danger. They could provide these arms to terrorists, giving them the means to match their hatred. They could attack our allies or attempt to blackmail the United States.”
Like the image of a mushroom cloud, these references painted a picture of the worst-case scenario without any sort of caveat about the likelihood of such an event. The declassified National Intelligence Estimate of October 2002 did state that “If Baghdad acquires fissile material from abroad it could make a nuclear weapon within several months to a year,” a prospect the intelligence community considered unlikely. However, “[w]ithout such material from abroad,” it concluded, “Iraq probably would not be able to make a weapon until 2007 to 2009, owing to inexperience in building and operating centrifuge facilities to produce highly enriched uranium and challenges in procuring the necessary equipment and expertise.”
This was in part because post–Gulf War sanctions on Iraq had taken a heavy toll on the regime’s ability to procure parts for a nuclear weapons program.35 And although the administration certainly did not know exactly what equipment Saddam had been able to hide or obtain, officials were well aware of the sanctions and other measures being taken to prevent him from acquiring those materials.
The administration continually omitted such qualifiers and context about Saddam’s efforts in order to strengthen its sales pitch, particularly when it was asked about claims that were almost surely false. Instead of denying the claim, officials would ominously suggest that the answer was unknown. For example, during a November 8, 2002 appearance on NBC’s Meet the Press, host Tim Russert asked Cheney, “[Saddam] does not have a nuclear weapon now?” The Vice President replied, “I can’t say that. I can say that I know for sure that he’s trying to acquire the capability.” Bush made a similar claim in a December 31 press conference when he said, “I think it’s important to remember that Saddam Hussein was close to having a nuclear weapon. We don’t know whether or not he has a nuclear weapon.”36
Members of the press often failed to include critical information that was available from the public record in their reports about Iraq’s nuclear weapons programs. After Cheney’s August 26 speech invoking “nuclear blackmail,” for example, the Washington Post repeated Cheney’s remarks without noting either the U.N.’s conclusion from 1998 that the program had been dismantled, or other questions about Iraq’s ability to produce such weapons.37 Not only did the front-page New York Times story on Cheney’s speech contain almost no context for evaluating claims about Iraq’s nuclear program, but the paper also printed excerpts from Cheney’s speech inside the front section.38 The same occurred with Bush’s December 31, 2002, remarks; the Washington Post, for example, simply transcribed Bush’s suggestion that Iraq might have a nuclear weapon without examining whether it was unlikely.39
At other times, the administration used old information in deceptive ways, omitting intervening events and contradictory details. In an August 26, 2002 appearance at the Veterans of Foreign Wars convention, Vice President Cheney claimed, “[W]e now know that Saddam has resumed his efforts to acquire nuclear weapons. Among other sources, we’ve gotten this from the firsthand testimony of defectors—including Saddam’s own son-in-law.”40 However, testimony obtained by reporters in 2003 showed that Saddam’s son-in-law General Hussein Kamel, the former Iraqi weapons programs head who defected in 1995, actually told U.N. weapons inspectors that “All weapons—biological, chemical, missile, nuclear—were destroyed.” This was exactly the opposite of what Cheney was implying.41
Moreover, Hussein Kamel and another son-in-law of Saddam’s, Colonel Saddam Kamel, were killed in 1996 after returning to Iraq, so neither of them could have been the source for claims about the current state of Iraq’s nuclear programs.42 (The Clinton administration had also played up Hussein Kamel’s testimony as evidence of Iraq’s illicit weapons programs.)43 An unnamed Congressional investigator told the New York Times’ Douglas Jehl and David Sanger in January 2004 that the claim that Saddam was rebuilding his nuclear program was based primarily on a single source who provided intelligence that the Iraqi government was spending money on a physics building.44
On another occasion, Bush was deceptive about the source of a claim that Iraq had been close to developing a nuclear weapon. On September 7, 2002, the President stated that “I would remind you that when the inspectors first went into Iraq and were denied—finally denied access, a report came out of the Atomic—the IAEA [International Atomic Energy Agency], that they were six months away from developing a [nuclear] weapon. I don’t know what more evidence we need.”45 The IAEA did issue a report in 1998 just after inspectors left Iraq, but it stated that Iraq had been six months away from developing a nuclear weapon in 1991, not 1998 as Bush implied. Indeed, the IAEA concluded that Iraq’s efforts to produce weapons-grade nuclear material had been crippled by the war and the U.N. inspections. It found “no indications that Iraq had achieved its program objective of producing nuclear weapons or that Iraq had produced more than a few grams of weapons-usable nuclear material of any practical significance. Furthermore, there are no indications that there remains in Iraq any physical capability for the production of weapon-usable material of any practical significance.”46
Rather than simply clarifying the point, however, the White House tried to spin Bush’s comment away. When the Washington Times pointed out the mistake, spokesman Scott McClellan suggested that the President had been referring to a 1991 IAEA report.47 However, the agency produced no such report that year. When asked for clarification a few weeks later by the Washington Post, the White House claimed that Bush had been “imprecise” and that the source for Bush’s claim was U.S. intelligence.48
But two days later, in a letter to the editor published in the Post, White House Press Secretary Ari Fleischer changed the story again, stating that “It was in fact the International Institute for Strategic Studies that issued the report concluding that Iraq could develop nuclear weapons in as few as six months.” However, the IISS report was issued on September 9, 2002—two days after Bush had made the original claim. Moreover, the report did not mention a six-month estimate, concluding only that Iraq could “assemble nuclear weapons within months if fissile material from foreign sources were obtained.” The administration was once again trying to spin its way out of trouble rather than admitting a mistake and correcting the record.
Tall Tales About Tubes
On September 8, 2002, the New York Times ran a front page story reporting that, “In the last 14 months, Iraq has sought to buy thousands of specially designed aluminum tubes, which American officials believe were intended as components of centrifuges to enrich uranium.” A few sentences later, the article noted that “The diameter, thickness and other technical specifications of the aluminum tubes had persuaded American intelligence experts that they were meant for Iraq’s nuclear program, officials said, and that the latest attempt to ship the material had taken place in recent months.” The Times acknowledged that “A key issue is whether the items Iraq tried to buy are uniquely designed for centrifuge use or could have other applications,” stating that “Senior administration officials insist that the dimensions, specifications and numbers of the tubes Iraq sought to buy show that they were intended for the nuclear program.”49
On the surface, this appeared to be very strong evidence that Iraq was attempting to rebuild its nuclear program and manufacture a nuclear weapon, and the tubes quickly became part of the administration’s sales pitch for the war. White House officials cited them repeatedly and often without qualification. The same day the Times article appeared, Cheney and Rice both referred to the tubes on various talk shows. On Meet the Press, Cheney stated that Saddam “has been seeking to acquire, and we have been able to intercept and prevent him from acquiring through this particular channel, the kinds of tubes that are necessary to build a centrifuge.” Moments later, he added, “We do know, with absolute certainty, that he is using his procurement system to acquire the equipment he needs in order to enrich uranium to build a nuclear weapon.”50 Rice went even further, telling CNN’s Wolf Blitzer that evening that “We do know that [Saddam] is actively pursuing a nuclear weapon” and citing “high-quality aluminum tubes that are only really suited for nuclear weapons programs, centrifuge programs.”51 A few days later, Bush repeated the claim in a speech to the United Nations, stating that “Iraq has made several attempts to buy high-strength aluminum tubes used to enrich uranium for a nuclear weapon.”52
The administration was overstating the conclusions of its own experts, implying that the tubes were for centrifuges when other explanations were at least as convincing. Once again, George W. Bush’s White House was telling a simple story about a complex issue.
CIA analysts had initially concluded that the tubes were intended for a nuclear program. However, other questions emerged when centrifuge experts examined the tubes. Analysts at the Department of Energy’s Oak Ridge National Laboratory found that they were poorly suited for uranium enrichment. The tubes were too narrow and long and their walls were too thick to fit into existing centrifuge designs. They could only be used in centrifuges with a great deal of modification.53
This evidence suggested that the tubes were intended for artillery rockets, a purpose for which they could be used without modification. Indeed, the tubes fit a known design for an Italian artillery rocket that Iraq could have been copying.54 As an unnamed expert familiar with the tubes told the Washington Post, “It may be technically possible that the tubes could be used to enrich uranium, but you’d have to believe the Iraqis deliberately ordered the wrong stock and intended to spend a great deal of time and money reworking each piece.”55
Toward the end of September 2002, several other reports reached the conclusion that the tubes were poorly suited for a centrifuge program. On September 23, the Institute for Science and International Security released a report making that point. The British government’s dossier on Iraq’s prohibited weapons, released on September 24, reached the same conclusion, stating, “There is no definitive intelligence that [the tubes are] destined for a nuclear programme.”56 The declassified portions of the National Intelligence Estimate, released on October 2, stated that “Iraq’s aggressive attempts to obtain high-strength aluminum tubes for centrifuge rotors” and other evidence suggested Saddam was “reconstituting a uranium enrichment effort,” but it also noted that the Department of Energy and the State Department’s intelligence operation were not convinced that the tubes were intended for use as centrifuge rotors.
Yet the administration continued to press the line that the tubes were intended for a centrifuge program, often omitting that the issue was disputed within the government. In his nationally televised address on October 7, 2002, for example, Bush stated that “Iraq has attempted to purchase high-strength aluminum tubes and other equipment needed for gas centrifuges, which are used to enrich uranium for nuclear weapons.”57
On December 2, White House spokesman Ari Fleischer took the tube spin to the next level. Talking to reporters in a press briefing, he implied that Iraq’s insistence that it had purchased the tubes for conventional weaponry was a lie (a theme that the White House was developing in its case for military action). “I will say this is something that the President has said publicly, that Iraq did, in fact, seek to buy these tubes for the purpose of producing, not as Iraq now claims conventional forces, but for the purpose of trying to produce nuclear weapons,” Fleischer stated. “And so it’s, on the one hand, mildly encouraging that Iraq would now admit to what it’s been doing. But on the other hand, a lie is still a lie, because these—they sought to produce these for the purpose of production of nuclear weapons, not conventional.”58
In January 2003, the International Atomic Energy Agency released its own evaluation of the tubes, concluding that they could be modified for use in centrifuges but were not “directly suitable” for them.59 The Bush administration responded by attacking the agency; as an unnamed senior administration official told the New York Times, “I think the Iraqis are spinning the IAEA. The majority of the intelligence community has the same view as before.”60 Most of the time, however, officials simply ignored the IAEA report. In his 2003 State of the Union address, Bush claimed that “Our intelligence sources tell us that [Saddam] has attempted to purchase high-strength aluminum tubes suitable for nuclear weapons production.”
In February 2003, Colin Powell noted in his speech to the United Nations that “There is controversy about what these tubes are for” but downplayed the dispute. He stated that “Most U.S. experts think they are intended to serve as rotors in centrifuges used to enrich uranium. Other experts, and the Iraqis themselves, argue that they are really to produce the rocket bodies for a conventional weapon, a multiple rocket launcher.” One of his slides, however, was much less equivocal, captioning a picture of one tube, “Aluminum Tube for Uranium Enrichment.”
Powell’s presentation ignored additional contradictory evidence obtained from inspections in Iraq that strongly suggested the tubes were intended for rockets. As the Washington Post reported in the summer of 2003, while Iraq had asked for different tube specifications in different orders, its orders did not show a clear progression to higher tolerances, as might be expected in a centrifuge program. (The requests might have been due to a mishap with one of the rockets, after which Baghdad apparently asked for more precise specifications.) Weapons inspectors had also observed that the tubes were needed for rocket production at a factory north of Baghdad.61 Even Powell’s mild equivocations glossed over the real debate about the tubes and misrepresented the state of U.S. knowledge.
In addition, Powell claimed during his speech to the U.N. that “The high tolerance aluminum tubes are only part of the story. We also have intelligence from multiple sources that Iraq is attempting to acquire magnets and high-speed balancing machines; both items can be used in a gas centrifuge program to enrich uranium.” He continued with the assertion that “In 1999 and 2000, Iraqi officials negotiated with firms in Romania, India, Russia and Slovenia for the purchase of a magnet production plant. Iraq wanted the plant to produce magnets weighing 20 to 30 grams. That’s the same weight as the magnets used in Iraq’s gas centrifuge program before the Gulf War. This incident linked with the tubes is another indicator of Iraq’s attempt to reconstitute its nuclear weapons program.”
Yet under close scrutiny this claim fell apart as well. The declassified October 2002 National Intelligence Estimate had noted that the State Department’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research called the case of the magnet production line “ambiguous” and stated that the magnets’ “a suitability for centrifuge programs remains unknown.” The IAEA’s Mohamed El Baradei told the U.N. Security Council on March 7, 2003, that the weight of the magnets themselves “was not enough; you don’t have a centrifuge magnet because it’s 20 grams.”62
As it had in previous political battles over science, the administration simply dismissed facts that contradicted its message.
Niger, Africa, and Yellowcake
In the late summer or early fall of 2002, the White House Iraq Group produced an internal report on the nuclear threat as part of its communications planning effect. The Washington Post, which obtained a draft of the paper, noted that it contained the first known instance of the administration’s claim that Iraq had attempted to obtain uranium from Africa.63
The initial mention of the claim outside the White House came in the declassified National Intelligence Estimate of October 2002, which asserted in its “key judgements” that “Iraq also began vigorously trying to procure uranium ore and yellowcake [refined natural uranium]; acquiring either would shorten the time Baghdad needs to produce nuclear weapons.” It continued:
A foreign government service reported that as of early 2001, Niger planned to send several tons of “pure uranium” (probably yellowcake) to Iraq. As of early 2001, Niger and Iraq reportedly were still working out arrangements for this deal, which could be for up to 500 tons of yellowcake. We do not know the status of this arrangement.
Reports indicate Iraq has also sought uranium ore from Somalia and possibly the Democratic Republic of Congo.
We cannot confirm whether Iraq succeeded in acquiring uranium ore and/or yellowcake from these sources. Reports suggest Iraq is shifting from domestic mining and milling of uranium to foreign acquisition.

However, administration officials should have been aware that the Niger claim was based on forged documents. In late 2001, the Italian intelligence service had passed along a report to the CIA about a 1999 visit to Niger by the Iraqi ambassador to the Vatican. The report suggested that the ambassador’s trip had included an attempt to broker a deal to buy yellowcake. Though CIA analysts apparently had reservations about the quality of the information, the report was passed to Vice President Cheney, among others.64 In February 2002, the CIA asked Joseph Wilson, former ambassador to Gabon and a former advisor to the National Security Council under Clinton, to travel to Niger to verify the authenticity of the claim. Wilson flew to Niger and discovered no evidence to support the story.65
There were also broader questions about Iraq’s attempt to procure uranium from elsewhere in Africa. The Niger claim seemed to have died with Wilson’s return, but British officials released an intelligence dossier on September 24, 2002, stating that “there is intelligence that Iraq has sought the supply of significant quantities of uranium from Africa.”66 Though the precise source for the claim remains unclear, John Scarlett, chairman of the British Joint Intelligence Committee that had been charged with drafting the dossier, noted in an internal memo that the evidence for the claim was in the possession of a foreign intelligence service rather than the British themselves.67
One month later, in October 2002, the administration received evidence that appeared to confirm the Iraq-Niger deal. The documents had been obtained by an Italian newspaper, which had investigated them and determined that they did not demonstrate a sale had taken place. The Pentagon, however, apparently believed in the authenticity of the documents, though the CIA appears to have been ambivalent. (Tenet eventually persuaded the White House to cut the claim from the speech that Bush gave on October 7.)68
Despite all these questions about the veracity of the information, President Bush’s 2003 State of the Union address connected the alleged Niger deal with the aluminum tubes to make the case that Saddam was attempting to produce a nuclear weapon. In what would later become his most controversial prewar statement, Bush claimed, “The British government has learned that Saddam Hussein recently sought significant quantities of uranium from Africa. Our intelligence sources tell us that he has attempted to purchase high-strength aluminum tubes suitable for nuclear weapons production. Saddam Hussein has not credibly explained these activities. He clearly has much to hide.”
Though Bush’s statement was technically true, the administration clearly had reason to doubt it. Yet by stringing it together with the tubes claim, the President gave the impression Iraq was close enough to acquiring a nuclear weapon that military action was justified. As a source familiar with the findings of the Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board, which conducted a review of prewar intelligence, told the Washington Post in December 2003, there was “no deliberate effort to fabricate” evidence about Saddam’s nuclear ambitions. Instead, the White House simply ignored caveats from the intelligence community about the information because it wanted “to grab onto something affirmative,” according to the source.69
The administration continued to press its case based on the uranium claim, using it to suggest that Iraq had lied in its December 2002 declaration to the U.N. about the country’s nuclear programs. In a January 23, 2003 op-ed in the New York Times, Rice stated that, among other things, “the declaration fails to account for or explain Iraq’s efforts to get uranium from abroad.”70
In February 2003, Colin Powell suggested in his speech to the United Nations that Iraq was rebuilding its nuclear program, though he did not include the claim that Saddam had attempted to acquire uranium ore from Niger. Jacques Baute, who headed up the IAEA inspection team in Iraq, later asked to see what evidence the administration had to support that contention.71
Among the pieces of evidence that the administration produced were the documents on the yellowcake sale that had been passed to the administration in October 2002. However, Baute did some initial research which suggested the documents had been forged. He reportedly contacted the American diplomatic mission in Vienna to ask if the administration had any evidence to support the authenticity of the documents and was told that neither the Americans nor the British would provide additional evidence. On March 7, 2003, El Baradei told the U.N. Security Council that the documents were fakes—but by then, twelve days before bombings began, the issue was moot.72
The Chemical and Biological Threat
The administration’s claims about Saddam’s chemical and biological weapons were as overstated as those about his alleged nuclear arsenal. The White House cited pre–Gulf War uses and programs as if they were more recent; gave the impression that all of Saddam’s old weapons stocks remained potent; exaggerated the credibility of information about Iraq’s reconstruction of its programs; and, as it had with Saddam’s nuclear program, presented the worst-case scenario as if it were fact. And in a new twist, the administration began to suggest that the absence of evidence that Iraq had destroyed old chemical and biological weapons was definitive proof that they still existed.
There was no question that Saddam Hussein had developed chemical and biological weapons before 1991. However, the Gulf War, subsequent U.N. inspections, and U.S. bombings in 1998 had destroyed many of these weapons and the facilities used to make them. Iraq had also unilaterally destroyed some weapons.73 Powell himself seemed satisfied with Iraq’s disarmament when he stated in February 2001 that Iraq “has not developed any significant capability with respect to weapons of mass destruction.”74
Questions remained, though: inspectors could not account for significant quantities of weapons and precursors used to make biological weapons, and defectors provided contradictory evidence. In addition, because Iraq’s chemical weapons, with the exception of mustard gas, would have degraded significantly over time, stockpiles produced before the Gulf War and subsequent inspection regime would likely present little threat. (No evidence exists that Iraq was able to preserve the longevity of its chemical weapons by adding a stabilizer to its pre–Gulf War chemical stocks.)75 There were similar questions about the viability of stocks of biological weapons that Iraq might have been able to conceal from U.N. inspectors, though they were more likely than chemical weapons to remain viable.76 In terms of the threat Saddam posed to the world, the most important question was whether he had been able to rekindle his weapons programs and produce new stocks of biological and chemical weapons.
As with Iraq’s nuclear program, the administration had lost a significant source of information on its chemical and biological programs when the U.N. weapons inspectors left in 1998. Evidence about subsequent activities was sketchy. A classified September 2002 report from the Defense Intelligence Agency made the problem clear, stating that “There is no reliable information on whether Iraq is producing and stockpiling chemical weapons, or where Iraq has—or will—establish its chemical warfare agent production facilities.”77 A second DIA report produced in November reached essentially the same conclusions.78 Even the declassified NIE produced in October noted that “We lack specific information on many key aspects of Iraq’s WMD programs.”
Yet members of the administration repeatedly cited these programs as if the evidence was definitive, glossing over the very real questions about whether Saddam had chemical and biological weapons and had reactivated his programs to develop more. Cheney claimed in an August 26, 2002 speech to the Veterans of Foreign Wars that “there is no doubt that Saddam Hussein now has weapons of mass destruction” and added in a September 8 interview on Meet the Press that the U.S. had seen him “increase his capacity to produce and deliver” biological and chemical weapons. On September 26, Bush claimed that “The Iraqi regime possesses biological and chemical weapons.”79 This pattern continued in the President’s October 7, 2002 address and afterward, culminating in his March 17, 2003 speech giving Saddam forty-eight hours to leave Iraq. “Intelligence gathered by this and other governments leaves no doubt,” he said, “that the Iraq regime continues to possess and conceal some of the most lethal weapons ever devised.”
U.N. Security Council Resolution 687, which ended the Gulf War, had placed the burden upon Iraq to prove that its weapons of mass destruction had been destroyed. (Resolution 1441 reaffirmed this obligation.) Iraq had clearly fallen short of this mandate. When U.N. inspectors left Iraq in 1998, they had been unable to ascertain what had happened to significant stocks of chemical and biological weapons and had failed to account for a number of munitions that could be used to deliver chemical or biological weapons, such as artillery shells. Iraq contended that the material had been destroyed, either by coalition bombs during the Gulf War or by the regime shortly afterward (though questions remained about these claims). As Hans Blix, executive chairman of the U.N. inspections program, told the U.N. Security Council on February 14, 2003, “To take an example, a document, which Iraq provided, suggested to us that some 1,000 tons of chemical agent were ‘unaccounted for.’ One must not jump to the conclusion that they exist.”
However, the administration made a number of suggestions that weapons which had not been accounted for still existed. It also extrapolated a series of worst-case scenarios about the maximum amount of biological and chemical weapons he could produce from raw materials the inspectors had not found. For example, in his January 2003 State of the Union address, Bush claimed:
The United Nations concluded in 1999 that Saddam Hussein had biological weapons sufficient to produce over 25,000 liters of anthrax—

enough doses to kill several million people. He hadn’t accounted for that material. He’s given no evidence that he has destroyed it.
The United Nations concluded that Saddam Hussein had materials sufficient to produce more than 38,000 liters of botulinum toxin—enough to subject millions of people to death by respiratory failure. He hadn’t accounted for that material. He’s given no evidence that he has destroyed it.
Our intelligence officials estimate that Saddam Hussein had the materials to produce as much as 500 tons of sarin, mustard and VX nerve agent. In such quantities, these chemical agents could also kill untold thousands. He’s not accounted for these materials. He has given no evidence that he has destroyed them.

In each of these statements, Bush glossed over questions about what had actually happened to Iraq’s stockpiles and ignored the fact that botulinum, sarin, and VX—three potent types of biological and chemical weapons—would almost certainly have degraded significantly since they were produced.80 (Statements by other members of the administration highlighted this: Powell said in his February 2003 speech to the U.N. that “UNSCOM estimates that Saddam Hussein could have produced 25,000 liters [of anthrax]” [emphasis ours].) Even if Saddam did have the necessary chemical or biological materials, though, there were significant questions about his ability to process them into actual weapons. Yet Bush, stringing his claims together with the suggestion that such weapons could kill “several million people” and “untold thousands,” implied that Saddam actually had them, a fact that remained unverified.
On February 6, Ari Fleischer, suggesting that inspections were not working, portrayed another worst-case scenario as fact, telling reporters that “We’re not interested in the tip of the iceberg that Saddam Hussein may show above water. We’re interested in the iceberg that remains below water that can sink the lives of tens of millions of people [emphasis added].”81
Once again, the press often failed to include information available in the public record that cast doubt on the administration’s claims. The San Francisco Chronicle, for example, reported that Bush listed “thousands of liters of anthrax, botulinum toxin, and other biological weapons” held by Saddam “along with tons of sarin, mustard, and VX nerve agents that could kill millions of people” without explaining to readers that Bush was referring to claims about the amount of weapons that could have been produced from chemical and biological stockpiles that might have still existed. The Chronicle also omitted the fact that any weapons Saddam had retained would almost certainly have lost their potency.82
At other times, the administration presented claims about Iraq’s older weapons in deceptive ways. In his nationally televised October 7, 2002 speech, for example, Bush stated that “We know that the regime has produced thousands of tons of chemical agents, including mustard gas, sarin nerve gas, VX nerve gas.” This assertion was clearly based on Iraq’s pre–Gulf War production. By failing to note that this was a pre–Gulf War figure, Bush’s statement that “the regime has produced” such weapons implied that Iraq still had those weapons and was currently producing more.
Secretary of State Colin Powell made similar claims about Iraq’s VX program before the United Nations in his February 2003 speech, stating that “It took years for Iraq to finally admit that it had produced four tons of the deadly nerve agent VX. A single drop of VX on the skin will kill in minutes…. UNSCOM also gained forensic evidence that Iraq had produced VX and put it into weapons for delivery, yet to this day Iraq denies that it had ever weaponized VX. And on January 27, UNMOVIC [which replaced UNSCOM in running the inspection program] told this Council that it has information that conflicts with the Iraqi account of its VX program.” Powell clearly implied that Iraq still had potent VX that it could use, failing to note once again that any of the VX being discussed would have degraded over time.
Many in the press went along with Powell’s claims, presenting them to readers with little qualification. For instance, reporters often failed to explain the source of his figures about the amount of biological and chemical weapons agents Iraq might possess. The Atlanta Constitution-Journal told readers that Powell had “said Iraq has stockpiled 100 to 500 tons of chemical weapons agents”—omitting the fact that these estimates were based on gaps in the UN’s accounting.83
Perhaps the most disingenuous implications about Iraq’s biological weapons came from Vice President Cheney, who insinuated during a September 8, 2002 interview on Meet the Press that Iraq might have been involved in the 2001 anthrax attacks. “Who did the anthrax attack last fall, Tim? We don’t know,” Cheney said. Host Tim Russert asked, “Could it have been Saddam?” Cheney replied, “I don’t know. I don’t know who did it. I’m not here today to speculate on or to suggest that he did. My point is that it’s the nature of terrorist attacks of these unconventional warfare methods, that it’s very hard sometimes to identify who’s responsible.”
Secretary Powell’s February 2003 speech to the U.N. also included a number of assertions about biological and chemical weapons that were based on disputed, circumstantial evidence. For example, he presented satellite photographs showing an ammunition storage site at Taji, which he suggested might be hiding chemical or biological munitions. He claimed that the satellite photos showed a “decontamination vehicle,” which demonstrated that chemical and/or biological weapons were being stored at the site. Yet Greg Thielmann, a former State Department intelligence official and administration critic, told CBS News that “My understanding is that these particular vehicles were simply fire trucks. You cannot really describe [them] as being a unique signature.”84
Showing a second photo of the site, Powell stated, “It’s been cleaned up. And it was done on the 22nd of December as the U.N. inspection team is arriving, and you can see the inspection vehicles arriving in the lower picture on the right. The bunkers are clean when the inspectors get there. They found nothing.” The picture had actually been taken weeks before the inspectors arrived.85
Delivery Systems
The administration also made exaggerated claims when it came to Iraq’s ability to use weapons of mass destruction against the United States. On September 26, 2002, Bush gave a speech in the White House Rose Garden. “The danger to our country is grave,” he said. “The danger to our country is growing. The Iraqi regime possesses biological and chemical weapons. The Iraqi regime is building the facilities necessary to make more biological and chemical weapons. And according to the British government, the Iraqi regime could launch a biological or chemical attack in as little as 45 minutes after the order was given.” The clear implication was that Iraq could use the weapons against U.S. interests at any moment. (Bush made the same claim in his radio address that week.)86
The 45-minute figure had originated in a dossier produced by the United Kingdom and released on September 24, 2002. However, a later investigation revealed that the only source for the claim was an Iraqi military officer. Moreover, the Iraqi source was referring to battlefield weapons, a much narrower claim than the U.K. made. The CIA reportedly did not find the information credible and excluded it from its intelligence estimates.87
Other claims about Iraq’s ability to deploy its chemical and biological weapons were equally suspect. Powell suggested during his speech to the U.N. that Iraq had constructed unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) and spray tanks that could be used “to disperse lethal biological agents widely, indiscriminately…into the air.” He showed a video of one such vehicle spraying “2,000 liters of simulated anthrax.” “UAVs outfitted with spray tanks constitute an ideal method for launching a terrorist attack using biological weapons,” he said. “Iraq admitted to producing four spray tanks. But to this day, it has provided no credible evidence that they were destroyed, evidence that was required by the international community.”
The U.N. inspectors’ reports, however, stated that the video had been shot before the Gulf War and that the plane Powell showed had been destroyed. In addition, contrary to Powell’s contention, the U.N. also noted that three of the four spray tanks had been destroyed in the 1990s.88 The declassified October 2002 National Intelligence Estimate included the caveat that “The Director, Intelligence, Surveillance and Reconnaissance, U.S. Air Force, does not agree that Iraq is developing UAVs primarily intended to be delivery platforms for chemical and biological warfare agents. The small size of Iraq’s new UAV strongly suggests a primary role of reconnaissance, although CBW [chemical and biological weapons] delivery is an inherent capability [emphasis in original].”
Powell was not the only administration official to make overstated claims about UAVs. President Bush cited them in his October 7, 2002 speech, claiming that “Iraq has a growing fleet of manned and unmanned aerial vehicles that could be used to disperse chemical or biological weapons across broad areas. We’re concerned that Iraq is exploring ways of using these UAVS for missions targeting the United States.” Yet the declassified NIE of October 2002 noted that “Baghdad’s UAVs could threaten Iraq’s neighbors, U.S. forces in the Persian Gulf, and if brought close to, or into, the United States, the U.S. Homeland [emphasis in original].” Bush was clearly exaggerating the threat for rhetorical effect.
Likewise, Cheney and Tenet reportedly told Congress that Iraq’s UAVs could be used to target the United States. Florida Senator Bill Nelson, a Democrat who voted in favor of the October 2002 resolution authorizing military action in Iraq, stated after the war that “I was told not only that [Saddam had weapons of mass destruction] and that he had the means to deliver them through unmanned aerial vehicles, but that he had the capability of transporting those UAVs outside of Iraq and threatening the homeland here in America, specifically by putting them on ships off the eastern seaboard.”89
During his February 2003 presentation to the United Nations, Powell also suggested that Iraq retained several Scud-type missiles, which Iraq had outfitted before the Gulf War to carry biological and chemical weapons. “While inspectors destroyed most of the prohibited ballistic missiles,” Powell said, “numerous intelligence reports over the past decade, from sources inside Iraq, indicate that Saddam Hussein retains a covert force of up to a few dozen Scud-variant ballistic missiles.” In September 2002, Powell made a similar claim, and Rice had stated on the same day that “We know that there are unaccounted-for Scud and other ballistic missiles in Iraq.”90
The declassified October 2002 NIE drew a similar conclusion, stating that “Gaps in Iraqi accounting to UNSCOM suggest that Saddam retains a covert force of up to a few dozen Scud-variant SRBMs [short-range ballistic missiles] with ranges of 650 to 900 km.”
However, the UN inspectors claimed to have destroyed or otherwise accounted for all but two of these missiles.91 (Powell was reportedly aware of this fact, but made his claim based on other information suggesting more Scuds were still in circulation.)92 Thielmann, the State Department intelligence official, told CBS, “I wondered what [Powell] was talking about. We did not have evidence that the Iraqis had those missiles, pure and simple.”93 (Reports during the war that Iraq had fired Scud missiles turned out to be false. Nor were any located by Special Forces soldiers sent into Iraq in mid-March 2003 to find them, according to a former high-level intelligence official interviewed by journalist Seymour Hersh.)94 As it had with other aspects of Iraq’s weapons programs, the administration had misrepresented evidence and misinformed the public to strengthen its case for war.
The Missing Link: Al Qaeda and Iraq
One of the most controversial and inflammatory tactics used by the Bush administration to sell the war was the suggestion that Iraq was somehow tied to al Qaeda. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld reportedly asked the CIA ten separate times for evidence of such a link between September 2001 and May 2002.95 Yet the evidence connecting the two was thin. The administration was able to document some meetings between Iraqi intelligence officials and members of al Qaeda, but there was no proof of a long-term, high-level connection.
Instead of simply noting the evidence in its possession, the administration used deliberately vague and misleading language to stretch the facts beyond what they could prove. Officials obscured the distinction between Iraq’s ties to al Qaeda specifically and its ties to terrorism in general, cited bits of evidence in extremely misleading ways, and repeatedly mentioned the September 11 attacks during discussions of Iraq despite no clear links connecting the two.
The Alleged Atta Meeting
In late 2001, the administration received a tip from the Czech intelligence service that Mohamed Atta, the lead September 11 hijacker, had met with an Iraqi intelligence operative in April.96 The report turned out to have been based on a statement by a student working for the Czech intelligence service who recognized Atta when post–September 11 news reports carried his picture. The Czech Republic’s interior minister cited the meeting publicly in November 2001, and the next month, Cheney stated on Meet the Press that it had been “pretty well confirmed.”97
From there, however, the story began to unravel. In an article published in May 2002, Newsweek’s Michael Isikoff reported that the FBI could not produce any records that Atta, who had been living in Virginia at the time, had left or reentered the U.S. in April 2001.98 After the Isikoff report appeared, an unnamed senior Bush administration official told the New York Times that FBI and CIA analysts had concluded the meeting did not occur.99
Some Czech officials stood by the report, but the New York Times reported in October 2002 that Czech president Vaclav Havel had told the White House that there was no evidence confirming the meeting. Havel later denied that he had contacted the White House but stated that there was no evidence demonstrating that the meeting took place.100 (A classified Department of Defense memo leaked in November 2003 noted that although the CIA could confirm two trips to Prague by Atta at other times, neither the CIA nor the FBI could confirm details of the alleged April 2001 meeting).101 The evidence was shaky and hardly constituted definitive proof of a connection between Iraq and al Qaeda.
Yet Cheney cited the alleged meeting as if it constituted a smoking gun. On September 8, 2002, he minimized the debate over whether the meeting occurred, stating on Meet the Press that “we spent time looking at that relationship between Iraq on the one hand and the al Qaeda organization on the other. And there has been reporting that suggests that there have been a number of contacts over the years. We’ve seen in connection with the hijackers, of course, Mohamed Atta, who was the lead hijacker, did apparently travel to Prague on a number of occasions. And on at least one occasion, we have reporting that places him in Prague with a senior Iraqi intelligence official a few months before the attack on the World Trade Center. The debates about, you know, was he there or wasn’t he there, again, it’s the intelligence business.” When pressed by host Tim Russert, Cheney said, “It’s credible. But, you know, I think a way to put it would be it’s unconfirmed at this point.” Viewers were left to wonder why the Vice President of the United States was citing unconfirmed evidence on national television to justify war.
Al Qaeda “Within” Iraq
Some of the administration’s most specious claims concerned the alleged presence of al Qaeda operatives within Iraq and their ties to Saddam’s government.
This case was laid out in detail by Secretary of State Colin Powell in his February 2003 speech to the United Nations. After noting that Saddam had ties to terrorist organizations other than al Qaeda, Powell asserted that “Iraq today harbors a deadly terrorist network headed by Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, an associate and collaborator of Osama bin Laden and his al Qaeda lieutenants.” Outlining Zarqawi’s activities in Iraq, he stated that “When our coalition ousted the Taliban, the Zarqawi network helped establish another poison and explosive training center camp, and this camp is located in northeastern Iraq.”
After that seemingly devastating assertion, Powell noted an important caveat—Ansar al-Islam operated in an area of Iraq that Saddam did not control: “Those helping to run this camp are Zarqawi lieutenants operating in northern Kurdish areas outside Saddam Hussein’s controlled Iraq [emphasis ours]. But Baghdad has an agent in the most senior levels of the radical organization, Ansar al-Islam, that controls this corner of Iraq. In 2000, this agent offered al Qaeda safe haven in the region. After we swept al Qaeda from Afghanistan, some of those members accepted this safe haven. They remain there today.”
Powell ignored another significant caveat about Zarqawi’s connection to Saddam Hussein: The U.S. government was unsure what the Iraqi “agent” inside Ansar was doing. “He may be spying on the Ansar group,” an unnamed senior government official told the Washington Post the day after Powell’s speech. “He may be a liaison with Baghdad. Saddam Hussein likes to keep an eye on such groups.”102
Although Ansar was an al Qaeda offshoot and clearly linked to the group, intelligence officials had already concluded that Zarqawi’s own ties to al Qaeda were thin. For starters, he was hardly a “very senior al Qaeda leader,” as Bush asserted on February 13.103 According to sources familiar with the intelligence, he was loosely affiliated with the group but was largely concerned with running his own independent network.104 Finally, Zarqawi’s sojourn in Baghdad, while likely implying tolerance of his presence by Saddam, was hardly conclusive proof of collaboration with the Iraqi leader.
After trumpeting the Zarqawi connection, Powell’s speech continued with the assertion that “We are not surprised that Iraq is harboring Zarqawi and his subordinates. This understanding builds on decades-long experience with respect to ties between Iraq and al Qaeda.” Powell stated that “an al Qaeda source” had told the U.S. that Saddam and bin Laden had reached a nonaggression pact in the mid-1990s. He cited high-level meetings from the period, when bin Laden and al Qaeda were based in Sudan. However, as the Washington Post reported, the classified version of the National Intelligence Estimate of October 2002 indicated that those contacts did not precipitate a lasting relationship between Saddam and al Qaeda.105
Powell concluded his description of Iraq’s potential ties to al Qaeda with a particularly chilling story. Sourcing his information to a “senior al Qaeda terrorist [who] was responsible for one of al Qaeda’s training camps in Afghanistan,” the Secretary of State told the U.N. that al Qaeda successfully requested training in WMDs from Iraq. “The support that this detainee describes included Iraq offering chemical or biological weapons training for two al Qaeda associates beginning in December 2000,” Powell stated. “He says that a militant known as Abdallah al-Iraqi had been sent to Iraq several times between 1997 and 2000 for help in acquiring poisons and gases. Abdallah al-Iraqi characterized the relationship he forged with Iraqi officials as successful.”
According to experts who had seen the classified version of the National Intelligence Estimate of October 2002, that information had not been confirmed.106 Bush, however, presented the claim as fact in his January 2003 State of the Union address, stating, “We’ve learned that Iraq has trained al Qaeda members in bomb-making and poisons and deadly gases.”
Strategic Ambiguity
When the available facts demonstrating a link between Iraq and al Qaeda fell short, the administration often resorted to vague rhetoric to fill in the cracks. One strategy was to refuse to give an accurate accounting of the state of information about such a link. On September 8, 2002, when Wolf Blitzer asked Rice on CNN’s Late Edition “is there any hard evidence directly linking the Iraqi government to al Qaeda and the 9/11 terror attacks against the United States?” Rice replied that “There is certainly evidence that al Qaeda people have been in Iraq. There is certainly evidence that Saddam Hussein cavorts with terrorists,” before stating that “I think that if you asked, do we know that he had a role in 9/11, no, we do not know that he had a role in 9/11. But I think that this is the test that sets a bar that is far too high.”
A second strategy was to connect Iraq and al Qaeda conceptually rather than with specific evidence, a classic example of a technique borrowed from public relations. In a press conference on September 25, when asked “do you believe that Saddam Hussein is a bigger threat to the United States than al Qaeda?” Bush replied, in part, “the danger is, is that they work in concert. The danger is, is that al Qaeda becomes an extension of Saddam’s madness and his hatred and his capacity to extend weapons of mass destruction around the world…. The war on terror, you can’t distinguish between al Qaeda and Saddam when you talk about the war on terror. And so it’s a comparison I can’t make because I can’t distinguish between the two, because they’re both equally as bad, and equally as evil, and equally as destructive.”
In his televised address on October 7, 2002, President Bush made an equally slippery rhetorical connection between them:
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.

The statement bracketed assertions about operational contacts between Iraq and al Qaeda with broad rhetoric suggesting that their shared dislike for the U.S. meant that they were somehow allied. More important, it muddled the blame for September 11, suggesting that the Iraqi government was somehow connected to the attacks, because it “gleefully celebrated” them.
Colin Powell used the same vague rhetoric in his February 2003 speech to the U.N. At the conclusion of his presentation summarizing evidence linking Iraq and al Qaeda (much of which was questionable), Powell stated that “Terrorism has been a tool used by Saddam for decades. Saddam was a supporter of terrorism long before these terrorist networks had a name. And this support continues. The nexus of poisons and terror is new. The nexus of Iraq and terror is old. The combination is lethal. With this track record, Iraqi denials of supporting terrorism take the place alongside the other Iraqi denials of weapons of mass destruction. It is all a web of lies.” By conflating Saddam’s general support for terrorism with specific links to al Qaeda, Powell implied the existence of a high-level, operational relationship between Iraq and the group that went far beyond what his presentation had proved.
Despite Powell’s assertions, the administration’s own intelligence was far from certain about the “nexus” of Iraq, weapons of mass destruction, and al Qaeda. The declassified October 2002 National Intelligence Estimate stated that there was “low confidence” about “Whether in desperation Saddam would share chemical or biological weapons with al Qaeda.” In fact, the NIE suggested that “Baghdad for now appears to be drawing a line short of conducting terrorist attacks with conventional or CBW [chemical and biological weapons] against the United States, fearing that exposure of Iraqi involvement would provide Washington a stronger cause for making war.”
The administration exaggerated its own evidence, suggested that geographic proximity implied a high-level relationship between Iraq and al Qaeda, and used carefully ambiguous language to suggest that Saddam was in league with the group—and the press and public largely believed it. A February 2003 Time/CNN poll found that 76 percent of those surveyed believed that Iraq was giving assistance to al Qaeda.107
Closing the Sale
The combination of all of these claims was extremely effective in making the administration’s case. The White House saturated the airwaves with dire warnings about Saddam’s weapons programs, his ties to al Qaeda, and the possibility that Iraq could use those weapons or pass them to terrorists. To build this case, the administration heavily spun its own evidence for maximum rhetorical impact. By presenting ambiguous information as fact again and again and filling in the gaps with vague but dramatic rhetoric, the impact of the limited evidence was greatly magnified.
The Bush White House violated the trust of the American people in the prewar debate. It would spend much of the period after the war trying to deflect blame by spinning away its previous claims.
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Revising the Record on Iraq

On May 1, 2003, with the Iraq conflict seeming firmly in hand, the White House organized the photo opportunity of a lifetime. President Bush flew from an airbase outside San Diego to the nearby aircraft carrier USS Abraham Lincoln—not in a helicopter, as other presidents had done when they had visited warships, but in an SB-3 Viking jet with “George W. Bush, Commander-in-Chief” stenciled below the cockpit window. After a tailhook landing on the carrier deck carried live by the cable news networks, the President emerged from the plane wearing a military flight suit and spent several minutes greeting the crew of the carrier.
Bush’s speech, three hours later, was just as rousing. Appearing under a banner that read “Mission Accomplished,” the President gave a powerful address carried live by the broadcast networks. “Major combat operations in Iraq have ended,” he told the crowd of soldiers. “In the battle of Iraq, the United States and our allies have prevailed.”
No other event so vividly illustrates the administration’s sophisticated image creation and communications apparatus. White House officials had carefully designed the landing and speech for maximum visual impact. Scott Sforza, a former television producer working in the White House Office of Communications, led a team that coordinated the visual details of the speech, ranging from choosing the time of day for the best light to placing colorfully dressed members of the Lincoln’s crew behind Bush.1 Even after the ship made better time than expected and ended up only thirty miles offshore, well within helicopter range, Bush chose to fly in on a jet. And during the speech, officers slowed the ship and turned it so that the cameras would not capture the land in the background.2
Later that summer, however, as casualties continued to mount in Iraq, the event became a liability for the White House. The triumphant implications of the speech and the “Mission Accomplished” banner behind the President had set expectations for the postwar period extremely high. Critics suggested that the appearance was emblematic of everything wrong with the Bush administration’s policies in Iraq. In response, the White House reverted to its tried and true methods of spinning to deflect criticism.
On July 1, 2003, Press Secretary Ari Fleischer told reporters, “Certainly in early May when the President said major combat operations have ended, major combat operations had ended. The President didn’t say all combat operations have ended. He used a very specific word with a very specific meaning when he said major, leaving wide open that knowledge—and he said it to the American people, and he said it remains dangerous—that combat operations of various levels will, of course, continue.”3 This was a new (and extremely fine) parsing of the President’s words—and a preview of the administration’s strategy to come.
The White House also altered its own website to deemphasize the victorious tone of Bush’s address. The President’s speech was originally posted online under the headline “President Bush Announces Combat Operations in Iraq Have Ended.” Shortly after Washington Post reporter Dana Milbank took note of the headline in an August 19 article, however, the White House added the word “major,” so that by August 26 it read “President Bush Announces Major Combat Operations in Iraq Have Ended.”4
In the fall of 2003, with White House critics gaining traction, the administration continued to try to distance itself from the “Mission Accomplished” banner that had hung so prominently behind the President during his May address. White House communications director Dan Bartlett told U.S. News & World Report that “[t]he President said exactly the opposite: The mission continues.” Bartlett also claimed that the captain of the Lincoln had hung the banner to thank the crew for their mission, and attacked the media: “On TV, they never play the [audio] of the president, they just show the image with the banner.”5 Bartlett’s statement stood in direct contradiction to his earlier comment that “If Americans can have an instant understanding of what the president is talking about by seeing sixty seconds of television, you accomplish your goals as communicators.”6 Apparently that only applies to messages the White House still wants to emphasize.
Echoing Bartlett’s story, Bush told reporters on October 28 that “The ‘Mission Accomplished’ sign, of course, was put up by the members of the USS Abraham Lincoln, saying that their mission was accomplished. I know it was attributed somehow to some ingenious advance man from my staff—they weren’t that ingenious, by the way.”7
As reporters dug into this story, however, they found that the White House had been closely involved in producing the banner. Press Secretary Scott McClellan carefully parsed Bush’s words later that day, noting that the banner “was suggested by those on the ship. They asked us to do the production of the banner and we did. They’re the ones who put it up.”8
Yet when the New York Times followed up with the White House and officers of the Lincoln, no one could confirm who had come up with the idea. According to Lieutenant Commander John Daniels, spokesman for the Lincoln, “The White House said, ‘Is there anything we can do for you?’ Somebody at that meeting [with the White House advance team] said, ‘You know, it would sure look good if we could have a banner that said ‘Mission Accomplished.’ ” Asked precisely who had made the suggestion, Daniels said, “No one really remembers.”9
The media proved to be far less complacent after the Iraq invasion than it had been before the war began. When American forces failed to find weapons of mass destruction, the press became far more critical, culminating in the miniscandal over President’s Bush’s citation of an alleged Iraqi attempt to obtain uranium in Africa. Unfortunately, the reporters were so hungry for a story (and perhaps eager to make up for the appearance of having been too soft on Bush before the war) that at times they misreported the facts.
As press coverage become more skeptical, the President deployed the most aggressive spin campaign of his term. Bush’s appearance on the USS Lincoln and the administration’s subsequent claims about it illustrate how the tactics that the White House had perfected during its tenure were brought to bear on its postwar image problems. The appearance itself was masterfully crafted, creating a powerful association between Bush, the military, and the end of Saddam’s regime. As the situation in Iraq soured, however, the administration backtracked and spun rather than admitting error, distancing itself from its prewar claims with selective representations and careful parsings of its previous statements. The White House was trying to erase inconvenient history, just as it had on its website.
The Missing Weapons of

Mass Destruction
In the months before the war, the Bush administration had been unequivocal that Saddam Hussein possessed biological and chemical weapons. Yet as U.S. troops advanced in Iraq and no weapons were found, the White House felt mounting pressure to explain the discrepancy. Members of the administration variously suggested that Saddam might have destroyed some or all of the weapons just before the invasion, hidden them inside Iraq, or smuggled them out of the country.10
An unnamed government official, addressing charges that the administration had misled the public, told ABC News that “We were not lying. But it was just a matter of emphasis.”11 As more time passed and stockpiles of weapons failed to emerge, however, the White House began to make misleading claims suggesting that the absence of weapons of mass destruction did not contradict its prewar assertions.
From Weapons to Weapons “Programs”
In late April 2003, the administration began to suggest that Saddam’s weapons programs justified the invasion of Iraq, rather than the possession of actual weapons of mass destruction. Before the war, the White House had nearly always paired discussions of Iraq’s weapons programs with the suggestion that the regime possessed prohibited weapons. As Bush had put it on September 26, 2002, “The Iraqi regime possesses biological and chemical weapons. The Iraqi regime is building the facilities necessary to make more biological and chemical weapons.”12
Yet when U.S. forces failed to find actual weapons of mass destruction in Iraq, members of the administration began to suggest that Iraq’s weapons programs had provided the rationale for the use of force. In an April 25, 2003 interview, Bush stated, “I think there’s going to be skepticism until people find out there was, in fact, a weapons of mass destruction program” and added a few moments later that Saddam Hussein “had a weapons of mass destruction program. We know he had a weapons of mass destruction program.”13
Though at times the President and others continued to refer to weapons themselves (as Bush did on May 2), the administration began a concerted effort to shift attention from weapons to weapons programs.14 For example, responding to a question on May 6 about possible evidence of a biological weapons lab, Bush repeated “weapons program” four times in three sentences, stating, “I’m not surprised if we begin to uncover the weapons program of Saddam Hussein—because he had a weapons program. I will leave the details of your question to the experts, but one thing we know is that he had a weapons program. We also know he spent years trying to hide the weapons program.”15
On June 9, when asked “Is U.S. credibility on the line over weapons of mass destruction in Iraq?” the President replied, “I’m not exactly sure what that means. Iraq had a weapons program. Intelligence throughout the decade showed they had a weapons program. I am absolutely convinced with time we’ll find out they did have a weapons program.”16
Bush’s careful use of “weapons program(s)” rather than simply “weapons” represented a rhetorical sleight-of-hand designed to deflect attention from the failure to find actual weapons. The subtle shift of emphasis in these statements was the first indication of the White House’s strategy to distance itself from its prewar claims.17 Rather than admit that its statements about WMDs appeared to be wrong, the President simply began ignoring them.
“We Found the Weapons of Mass Destruction”
In mid-April 2003, government officials discovered a pair of trailers that appeared similar to mobile biological weapons production facilities that Colin Powell had cited in his prewar address to the United Nations. No traces of weapons themselves were found, but a team of military experts concluded that the trailers could have been used to produce such weapons, though they acknowledged potential nonmilitary applications.18
Other experts who examined the evidence later, including analysts at the State Department’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research (INR), expressed serious doubts that the trailers were weapons labs.19 When fifteen experts from the CIA, Defense Intelligence Agency, and INR gathered in June to analyze the evidence, only one agreed with the conclusion that they were most likely biological weapons labs.20
The evidence was mixed at best, but the administration suggested that its analysis was conclusive, omitting caveats just as it had on a number of issues before the war. On May 22, 2003, Fleischer told reporters, “we now have assessed that there are two biological mobile trucks that could have no use other than for the production of biological weapons. These are prohibited items. Iraq said they didn’t have them. They’ve been caught red-handed, they have them for the purpose of producing weapons.”21
On May 29, Bush blatantly misrepresented the find, telling Polish television that “We found the weapons of mass destruction. We found biological laboratories. You remember when Colin Powell stood up in front of the world, and he said, Iraq has got laboratories, mobile labs to build biological weapons. They’re illegal. They’re against the United Nations resolutions, and we’ve so far discovered two. And we’ll find more weapons as time goes on. But for those who say we haven’t found the banned manufacturing devices or banned weapons, they’re wrong, we found them.”22
This was an outright falsehood. Not only was Bush overstating the nature of the evidence about the trailers, but he was also collapsing one of the administration’s biggest prewar claims—that Saddam had biological and chemical weapons—to fit what had been found. Bush was changing the definition of “weapons” in an attempt to short-circuit criticism.
As for the trailers themselves, Vice President Cheney continued to cite them as evidence of weapons programs.23 When confronted in January 2004 with the discrepancy between Cheney’s statements and the facts, an unnamed White House official flippantly retorted, “We’ll have to get Cheney the new memo. As soon as we write it.”24 CIA Director George Tenet later testified that he had corrected Cheney privately.25
The President’s false claim that weapons of mass destruction had been found would seem to be major news, but none of the broadcast networks carried a story about it. On cable, several reporters repeated or aired Bush’s assertion without directly challenging it. CNN’s John King, for example, introduced video of Bush making the claim by saying that “you hear in some European capitals rumblings that there have been no major finds of weapons of mass destruction in Iraq, some saying this is proving that George Bush’s war was illegitimate. The President, in an interview with Polish television, forcefully disputes that. He says those weapons are being found.”26
Most print reports were no better. For instance, the New York Times failed to cover the quote in its news pages, although a staff editorial mentioned it.27 The Associated Press reported Bush’s claim, adding that “In an interview with Polish television, Bush provided no details, but he followed his statement with comments about the labs. It was not clear whether he was equating the labs with weapons.”28
The Washington Post ran a front-page story analyzing Bush’s claim, but the only other critical report, which ran in a number of Knight Ridder newspapers, framed the President’s false claim as a “he said / she said” debate, quoting Bush before noting that “CIA officials on Wednesday said U.S. troops in Iraq found two mobile laboratories that analysts believed were intended to make biological weapons, but they said the labs contained no evidence the Iraqis had actually produced such weapons.”29 The press had once again failed to adequately cover a major story of deception by the President (due in part, no doubt, to the fact that Bush had made the claim to the Polish media rather than the American press).
Equating Weapons and Weapons Programs, Part II
Throughout the summer of 2003, the administration continued to suggest that weapons programs were equivalent to weapons, culminating in a display by Press Secretary Ari Fleischer that almost defies parody. On June 10, after Bush had repeatedly emphasized “weapons programs” in remarks to the media, Fleischer claimed that “[W]hen the President talked about weapons programs, he includes weapons of mass destruction in that.” When a reporter asked, “So he means by weapons, weapons programs, he means weapons, themselves?” The Press Secretary replied, “That’s correct.” A few moments later, the reporter followed up, asking, “So he uses [the terms] interchangeably?” Fleischer again affirmed his statement: “That’s correct. He did yesterday.”30
Obviously, the terms do not mean the same thing. Rather than admitting this, however, Fleischer extended the administration’s spin to its absurd conclusion.
Other members of the administration were also careful to emphasize weapons programs and capabilities over weapons themselves. Powell, who had affirmed the existence of WMD in his prewar presentation to the U.N., stated in an interview on National Public Radio’s All Things Considered on June 27, 2003, that “Our concern was that Iraq was keeping in place this capability, waiting for the day when they were free of sanctions and could go about putting all of their programs back in place. This particularly applies to the nuclear program. What I said in February when I spoke to the UN, was that they had the brainpower, they had the plans, and they were working on acquiring the capability…there was no doubt in my mind Saddam Hussein still had the intention of developing such a capability [emphasis ours].”31
Cheney stated on September 14 that one of the reasons for the invasion was “to wrap up all the WMD capability [Saddam] had possessed or developed.”32 In an October 8 speech, National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice stated that “[Saddam] continued to harbor ambitions to threaten the world with weapons of mass destruction, and to hide his illegal weapons programs [emphasis ours].”33
This campaign to redefine the reasons for war reached its apex in December 2003 when Bush took up Fleischer’s claim that weapons programs were equivalent to weapons. In a nationally televised interview, ABC’s Diane Sawyer pressed the President about the administration’s prewar claims that Iraq possessed weapons of mass destruction, asking him about the distinction between “stated as a hard fact, that there were weapons of mass destruction” and “the possibility that [Saddam] could move to acquire those weapons still.”
Explicitly conflating weapons and weapons programs, Bush replied, “So what’s the difference?” The President added, “If [Saddam] were to acquire weapons, he would be the danger. That’s what I’m trying to explain to you. A gathering threat, after 9/11, is a threat that needed to be dealt with.”34 Before a prime-time television audience, Bush had dismissed the premise of Sawyer’s question as if it were unimportant. In doing so, he took the administration’s efforts to obscure the distinction between weapons programs and weapons themselves to a new extreme.
Distorting the Inspections
The President’s claim that “we found the weapons of mass destruction” was hardly the only instance of an outright falsehood used to justify the war in Iraq after the fact. On July 14, 2003, Bush told reporters, “The larger point is, and the fundamental question is, did Saddam Hussein have a weapons program? And the answer is, absolutely. And we gave him a chance to allow the inspectors in, and he wouldn’t let them in. And, therefore, after a reasonable request, we decided to remove him from power.”35
This was simply an invention. A United Nations inspection team had been in Iraq from late November 2002 through March 18, 2003 (when Bush gave an ultimatum to Saddam and the team exited for its own safety). Though the Baathist regime had often impeded the inspectors’ work, Bush’s implication that inspectors had not been allowed into Iraq was plainly untrue.
When questioned about Bush’s statement at a press briefing the next day, however, White House spokesman Scott McClellan suggested that “What he was referring to was the fact that Saddam Hussein was not complying with 1441, that he continued his past pattern and refused to comply with Resolution 1441 of the United Nations Security Council, which was his final opportunity to comply. And the fact that he was trying to thwart the inspectors every step of the way, and keep them from doing their job. So that’s what he’s referring to in that statement.” This, of course, was hardly what Bush had said; McClellan was being no more honest than the President had been.
Bush repeated this trick on January 27, 2004, during an informal press conference with Polish President Aleksander Kwasniewski. Asked about differences between prewar intelligence and what had been found since the invasion, he answered, in part, “[W]e went to the United Nations, of course, and got an overwhelming resolution—1441—unanimous resolution, that said to Saddam, you must disclose and destroy your weapons programs, which obviously meant the world felt he had such programs. He chose defiance. It was his choice to make, and he did not let us in.”
Though Bush’s statement may have been a reference to the lack of full cooperation by Saddam, the phrasing “he did not let us in” implied that inspectors had not been allowed into the country or had been refused access to suspicious facilities. However, inspectors had been on the ground in the country for four months before the war began in March 2003 and had inspected a number of suspected weapons sites despite Iraqi resistance to some of the inspections. Even though Bush had made a similar claim before, no one in the White House press corps followed up on the President’s statement, and the American news media did not even note the discrepancy between Bush’s statement and the facts until nearly a week afterward, when a single article appeared in the Washington Post.36
Misrepresenting the Kay Report
On October 2, 2003, David Kay, the head of the Iraq Survey Group tasked with gathering evidence of Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction programs, gave a preliminary report to Congress. It undermined key assertions that the administration had made before the war about the regime’s weapons stockpiles and programs. Yet the White House repeatedly suggested that the report vindicated its prewar claims, selectively citing evidence to suggest broad conclusions directly at odds with Kay’s testimony.
In appearances before members of the House and Senate intelligence committees elaborating on the report, Kay described evidence suggesting that Iraq had continued research on WMD programs after U.N. weapons inspectors left in late 1998. However, he carefully qualified his statements, noting that “We have not yet found stocks of weapons, but we are not yet at the point where we can say definitively either that such weapons stocks do not exist or that they existed before the war and our task is to find where they have gone.”37 Later in his testimony, he stated that “Multiple sources with varied access and reliability have told ISG [Iraq Survey Group] that Iraq did not have a large, ongoing, centrally controlled CW [chemical weapons] program after 1991” and that “Our efforts to collect and exploit intelligence on Iraq’s chemical weapons program have thus far yielded little reliable information on post-1991 CW stocks and CW agent production.” In short, evidence of large-scale chemical and biological weapons programs was thin.
Kay also reported several important discoveries of conventional weapons programs, in particular an ambitious program to develop a long-range missile that he contended “would have, if OIF [Operation Iraqi Freedom] had not occurred, dramatically breached U.N. restrictions placed on Iraq after the 1991 Gulf War.”
During a press conference the day after Kay’s testimony, Bush tried to suggest that the report supported his prewar claims, saying that “[Kay’s] report summarized the regime’s efforts this way, and I quote from the report: ‘Iraq’s WMD programs spanned more than two decades, involved thousands of people, billions of dollars, and was elaborately shielded by security and deception operations that continued even beyond the end of Operation Iraqi Freedom.’ That is what the report said. Specifically, Dr. Kay’s team found, and I quote, ‘dozens of WMD-related program activities and significant amounts of equipment that Iraq concealed from the United Nations during inspections that began in late 2002.’ ”38
In response to a question, Bush claimed Kay had stated that “Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction program spanned more than two decades,” and that “In other words, [Kay was] saying Saddam Hussein was a threat, a serious danger.” Cheney quoted the same passage on October 10, suggesting that information from the report “provide[s] a compelling case for the use of force against Saddam Hussein.”39 Bush and Cheney’s quotations were technically accurate, but they were carefully selected to give a misleading impression of the overall thrust of Kay’s testimony.40
The President also cited the Kay report to suggest that the evidence of WMD programs that had been uncovered demonstrated “Saddam Hussein was in material breach of 1441, which would have been [a] causus belli [legal justification for war]. In other words, he had a weapons program, he’s disguised a weapons program, he had ambitions,” as he put in it an October 28, 2003 Rose Garden press conference.
This was technically true; David Kay did find evidence of WMD programs, and he testified that Saddam’s conventional long-range missile programs eventually would have constituted a material breach of the U.N. resolution. However, Bush combined these two facts to leave his audience with the impression that Kay had uncovered substantial weapons of mass destruction programs when the opposite was true. On December 16, Bush made a similar claim during his prime-time interview with Sawyer, suggesting “what David Kay did discover was they had a weapons program” and that “it’s more extensive than missiles. Had that knowledge been examined by the United Nations or had David Kay’s report been placed in front of the United Nations, he, Saddam Hussein, would have been in material breach of 1441, which meant it was a causus belli.”
In late January 2004, Kay, who had just resigned as head of the Iraq Survey Group, gave an interview to the New York Times describing what it had found to date. “I’m personally convinced that there were not large stockpiles of newly produced weapons of mass destruction,” he told the Times, continuing, “We don’t find the people, the documents, or the physical plants that you would expect to find if the production was going on.” Kay also told the Times that Iraq had continued research on biological weapons including ricin, but that “they didn’t have large-scale production under way.”41 Kay echoed these statements during testimony to the Senate Armed Services Committee on January 28.
The White House responded by continuing to spin. In a February 8 interview on NBC’s Meet the Press, Bush told interviewer Tim Russert, “David Kay did report to the American people that Saddam had the capacity to make weapons. Saddam Hussein was dangerous with weapons. Saddam Hussein was dangerous with the ability to make weapons. He was a dangerous man in the dangerous part of the world.”42 While technically true—Kay did tell Congress that Saddam “could have produced small amounts” of chemical and biological weapons—Bush was distorting the thrust of Kay’s conclusions.
Likewise, answering questions about Kay’s resignation on January 26, Attorney General John Ashcroft suggested that Saddam’s “evil chemistry and evil biology” justified the war.43 This statement was a perfect summation of the administration’s postwar rhetoric: vague, emotionally loaded language that obscured specific prewar claims.
Uranium Fallout
The White House also aggressively spun another aspect of Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction program: Saddam’s alleged attempts to acquire material to build a nuclear weapon, which had been a centerpiece of Bush’s case for war. As casualties in Iraq increased and the media’s honeymoon with the commander in chief ended, Bush’s claim in the January 2003 State of the Union that “The British government has learned that Saddam Hussein recently sought significant quantities of uranium from Africa” came under heavy fire. Although the administration repeatedly changed its story in an attempt to spin its way out of trouble, the press often misrepresented what Bush had actually said, revealing itself once again as a hapless watchdog.
Few had questioned Bush’s claim in the period following the State of the Union. One reason was that the British intelligence dossier on Iraq released publicly in September 2002 stated that “there is intelligence that Iraq has sought the supply of significant quantities of uranium from Africa.” Only a few days before the war began, however, the IAEA had conclusively demonstrated that the documents backing up this intelligence that the U.S. possessed were obvious forgeries—so obvious, in fact, that intelligence officials probably should have spotted them immediately.44 (As of this writing, the British government continues to stand behind its claim, which was apparently based on different sources from those of the U.S. government.)45
On May 6, 2003, however, less than a week after the President’s speech aboard the USS Lincoln, New York Times columnist Nicholas Kristof leaked word of a February 2002 trip to Africa by former ambassador Joseph Wilson, who had found nothing to support the contention that Iraq had attempted to purchase uranium from Niger (though Kristof did not identify Wilson by name).46 The revelations in Kristof’s column sparked a media feeding frenzy. Yet instead of setting the record straight, the Bush administration misrepresented the State of the Union claim in several different ways.
At first, the White House appeared to suggest that it had been based on the forged Niger documents. After Wilson outed himself in a July 6, 2003 New York Times op-ed as the unnamed envoy, saying it was “highly doubtful that any such transaction had ever taken place,” Fleischer told the press that the President’s statement about Iraq’s attempts to obtain uranium had been based on the Niger allegations and that they “did, indeed, turn out to be incorrect.”47
Yet the next day, July 8, the administration changed its line. Michael N. Anton, spokesman for the National Security Council, claimed, “The documents alleging a transaction between Iraq and Niger were not the sole basis for the line in the President’s State of the Union speech that referred to recent Iraqi attempts to acquire uranium from Africa.”48
On July 11, CIA Director George Tenet took responsibility for the claim, saying in a written statement that “the President had every reason to believe that the text presented to him was sound. These sixteen words should never have been included in the text written for the President.”
The uncharacteristic admissions of error from Fleischer and Tenet intensified the media furor. On July 13, 2003, the Washington Post revealed that Tenet had asked to have the Niger claim removed from Bush’s televised address in October 2002.49 That day, with the story refusing to die, the administration changed its tune about the validity of the claim once again. Rumsfeld stated on NBC’s Meet the Press that “It turns out that it’s technically correct what the President said, that the U.K. did say that and still says that.”
The Defense Secretary also defended the claim on ABC’s This Week, stating that “they were technically correct, that the reporting that the British had said that. The British today still believe they’re accurate,” and “it’s not clear that, it’s not known, for example, that it was inaccurate. In fact, people think it was technically accurate.” On Fox News Sunday, Rice claimed that “the statement that [the President] made was indeed accurate. The British government did say that.”
The next strategy was to plead ignorance. On July 18, the White House released declassified portions of the October 2002 National Intelligence Estimate, which suggested that Saddam had attempted to obtain the material from Niger, Somalia, and “possibly” the Congo. Yet the declassified portions showed that the State Department’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research (INR) had added a footnote stating that “the claims of Iraqi pursuit of natural uranium in Africa are, in INR’s assessment, highly dubious.”
An unnamed senior administration official, however, told the Washington Post that Bush and Rice “did not read footnotes in a 90-page document [the length of the classified version].”50 And on July 20, Deputy National Security Adviser Stephen Hadley, who had been in charge of approving national security information in both Bush’s October 2002 speech in Cincinnati and the January 2003 State of the Union, said that Rice had not known that the Niger claim had been removed from the October speech.51
Finally, on July 30, the President acknowledged that the claim was inaccurate and took responsibility for it. In a Rose Garden press conference, a reporter asked, “why is Dr. Condoleezza Rice not being held accountable for the statement that your own White House has acknowledged was a mistake in your State of the Union address regarding Iraq’s attempts to purchase uranium? And also, do you take personal responsibility for that inaccuracy?” Bush responded, “I take personal responsibility for everything I say, of course. Absolutely.”52
The White House’s continually changing story about the uranium claim was fresh meat for a press corps usually starved by the Bush administration’s unrelenting adherence to its official message. Even though this was one of the few cases in which the media extensively covered the White House spin, reporters often failed to fairly evaluate the administration’s claims. Rather than focusing on the Bush administration’s continued evasions, journalists took the internal White House conflict as de facto evidence that the President’s claim was wrong.
Indeed, the storyline that Bush’s State of the Union claim was false formed early and was repeated throughout the summer. The Niger documents were clearly forgeries, but the British intelligence had not been disproved, and the U.K. stood by its claims. Nevertheless, CBS reporter David Martin referred to “President Bush’s false claim about Iraqi weapons; he made it despite a CIA warning the intelligence was bad” on July 10, ignoring the British sourcing and status of that evidence.53 The next day, ABC World News Tonight anchor Peter Jennings referred to Bush’s “false claims” and reporter Martha Raddatz called it “false information.”54 Even worse, several commentators, such as Kristof and the Washington Post’s Harold Meyerson, claimed that Bush had referred directly to Niger in his speech, rather than Africa.55
In short, the media, so frequently toothless, was just as incompetent when it did try to hold the White House accountable, leaving the public with a confused impression of the facts and administration officials with an easy retort when called on their deceptions.
Nuclear Spin Generator
As the alleged Iraqi attempt to obtain uranium from abroad was largely discredited in the public eye, the administration turned to other aspects of Iraq’s nuclear program to validate its prewar claims.
During a September 14, 2003 interview on Meet the Press, Vice President Cheney stated that “We believed, the [intelligence] community believed, that [Saddam] had a workable design for a [nuclear] bomb. And we know he had 500 tons of uranium. It is there today at Tuwaitha, under seal of the International Atomic Energy Agency. All those facts are basically not in dispute. And since we got in there, we found—we had a gentleman come forward, for example, with full designs for a process centrifuge system to enrich uranium and the key parts that you’d need to build such a system.”
However, the uranium Cheney referred to was the waste product of a nuclear reactor and it could not be used for bombs without being refined, a capability that postwar inspectors found Iraq did not possess.56 Mahdi Obeidi, the Iraqi scientist who came forward with the centrifuge plans, had actually told U.S. authorities that Iraq’s nuclear program had not been resumed after 1991 (a fact largely borne out by David Kay’s October 2003 report to Congress).57
In the same Meet the Press interview, Cheney also stated that “this week, the Committee of the British Parliament, which just spent 90 days investigating all of this, revalidated their British claim that Saddam was, in fact, trying to acquire uranium in Africa. What was in the State of the Union speech and what was in the original British white papers.” However, the British Parliament’s Intelligence and Security Committee had noted only that the Africa claim was being reinvestigated and that the claim was “reasonable.”58 Just as he had done before the war, Cheney was overstating the strength of the available evidence.
Exaggerating Links to Al Qaeda
The question of whether and to what extent Iraq had connections to al Qaeda was crucial to the public debate over taking military action. Before the war, the administration argued that such a connection existed based on an episodic set of contacts that had largely petered out by the late 1990s, along with suggestions that the presence of al Qaeda members in Iraq demonstrated the existence of a working relationship. However, the White House lacked conclusive proof that Saddam had an operational relationship with the international terrorist network. Instead, it papered over the gaps in the evidence with strong rhetoric implying a much more significant connection.
Secretary of State Colin Powell admitted the weakness of this evidence in a remarkable statement in January 2004: “My presentation on the 5th of February [2003] when I talked to this issue made it clear that we had seen some links and connections to terrorist organizations over time, and I focused on one particular case, Zarqawi, and I think that was a pretty solid case. There is not—you know, I have not seen smoking-gun, concrete evidence about the connection, but I think the possibility of such connections did exist and it was prudent to consider them at the time that we did [our emphasis].”59
In the wake of the war, little new evidence emerged of direct, high-level Iraqi support for Osama bin Laden or al Qaeda. A memo recovered from the headquarters of the Mukhabarat, a branch of Iraq’s intelligence operations, described a messenger from bin Laden who stayed in the country for about two weeks in 1998 as a guest of the government, but there is no indication that the visit resulted in any sort of lasting relationship.60
Administration officials also suggested that Iraqi intelligence officer Farouk Hijazi met with members of al Qaeda and possibly bin Laden himself when the organization was based in Sudan in the mid-1990s, and again in Afghanistan in 1998. (Hijazi, who was captured by American forces during the war, reportedly acknowledged the 1994 meeting in Sudan but denies that the alleged Afghanistan meeting took place.)61 There is little doubt that Iraq had occasional contact with members of al Qaeda; however, as of this writing, there is no evidence of a sustained, high-level relationship.
Nonetheless, even after the war, members of the administration continued to exaggerate the evidence of such a relationship. Using the same strategy it had employed so successfully in its prewar sales campaign, the White House implied an operational connection between Iraq and al Qaeda without ever demonstrating that such a connection existed. And once again, because these claims were so ambiguous, they continued to receive little scrutiny from the press.
Fuzzy Al Qaeda Connections
Aboard the USS Abraham Lincoln on May 1, 2003, Bush continued the administration’s prewar strategy of linking Iraq to Al Qaeda. He stated, “The battle of Iraq is one victory in a war on terror that began on September the 11, 2001—and still goes on.” A few moments later, he claimed that “The liberation of Iraq is a crucial advance in the campaign against terror. We’ve removed an ally of al Qaeda, and cut off a source of terrorist funding. And this much is certain: No terrorist network will gain weapons of mass destruction from the Iraqi regime, because the regime is no more.”
Bush’s speech clearly linked Iraq to al Qaeda by suggesting that the country was “an ally” of the terrorist group, then immediately stating that Iraq had “been a source of terrorist funding,” a phrase that refers to Saddam’s statements promising payments to the families of Palestinian suicide bombers.62 Likewise, Bush vaguely claimed on July 1 that Iraq had “harbored and supported terrorists” and, on October 9, that it “sponsored terrorist groups.”63 Such statements blurred the distinction between Saddam’s support for other terrorist groups and his murky connections to al Qaeda.
On October 10, Cheney brought this point together with another key bit of administration spin: the implication that Iraq had harbored al Qaeda terrorists before the war. “If Saddam Hussein were in power today,” the Vice President told the Heritage Foundation in a speech, “there would still be active terror camps in Iraq, the regime would be allowing terrorist leaders into the country, and this ally of terrorists would still have a hidden biological weapons program capable of producing deadly agents on short notice.”64
Cheney’s reference to “terror camps in Iraq” was a veiled reference to Ansar al-Islam, the al Qaeda offshoot that operated in an area of northern Iraq which had been outside Saddam’s control since the end of the 1991 Gulf War. Little new evidence of ties between Ansar and Iraq emerged after the war. Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz claimed there were unspecified “links” between the two in testimony before the Senate Armed Services Committee on September 9, 2003, stating that both Saddam and Ansar al-Islam “went to very great lengths to bury and hide the links that they had with one another. So you have to recognize, we’ll probably see only the tip of the iceberg, but we certainly see links.”
Rather than explain this muddled evidence, the administration repeatedly cited the fact that Ansar had technically operated within Iraq’s borders to imply that Saddam had intentionally harbored al Qaeda before the U.S. invasion. Bush claimed in a White House speech on July 1, 2003, that “among these terrorists [now attacking American forces] are members of Ansar al-Islam, which operated in Iraq before the war and is now active in the Sunni heartland of the country” and made a nearly identical assertion during a December 16 interview on ABC.65
Rice and Cheney made similar unqualified claims, as did Rumsfeld, who made the connection in three separate interviews on November 2, 2003.66 These misleading statements avoided the obviously relevant fact that Ansar operated in areas outside of Saddam’s control.
The Missing 9/11 Link
During his September 14, 2003 Meet the Press interview, Cheney explicitly and irresponsibly raised the possibility that Saddam was involved in the September 11 attacks, without sufficient evidence. When host Tim Russert asked, “69 percent [of people surveyed] said he [Saddam] was involved in the September 11 attacks. Are you surprised by that?” Cheney answered, “No. I think it’s not surprising that people make the connection.” Russert pressed on: “But is there a connection?” Cheney was vague: “We don’t know.”
The Vice President continued by restating the administration’s prewar talking points about Saddam’s connections to al Qaeda: “We learned more and more that there was a relationship between Iraq and al Qaeda that stretched back through most of the decade of the ’90s, that it involved training, for example, on BW [biological weapons] and CW [chemical weapons], that al Qaeda sent personnel to Baghdad to get trained on the systems that are involved. The Iraqis provided bomb-making expertise and advice to the al Qaeda organization.”
He went on to state that “With respect to 9/11, of course, we’ve had the story that’s been public out there. The Czechs alleged that Mohamed Atta, the lead attacker, met in Prague with a senior Iraqi intelligence official five months before the attack, but we’ve never been able to develop any more of that yet either in terms of confirming it or discrediting it. We just don’t know.” (An October 27, 2003 memo from Undersecretary of Defense for Policy Douglas Feith that was leaked to the conservative Weekly Standard cast even more doubt on the meeting, stating that “CIA and FBI cannot confirm Atta met with the IIS [Iraqi Intelligence Service],” though it noted that “Czech Interior Minister Stanislav Gross continues to stand by his information.”)67
This was astounding: the Vice President of the United States was speculating about intelligence on national television, raising the possibility that Iraq had a direct connection to the September 11 attacks without sufficient proof and misrepresenting the debate over his sole piece of evidence.
The media actually paid attention this time around, prompting officials to disavow Cheney’s statement, though they asserted that links existed between Saddam and al Qaeda.68
Nonetheless, Cheney made a similar claim about Atta’s alleged visit to Prague during a January 9, 2004 interview with the Rocky Mountain News. Asked about a connection between Iraq and al Qaeda, Cheney again said that “We did have reporting that was public, that came out shortly after the 9/11 attack, provided by the Czech government, suggesting there had been a meeting in Prague between Mohamed Atta, the lead hijacker, and a man named al-Ani [Ahmed Khalil Ibrahim Samir al-Ani], who was an Iraqi intelligence official in Prague, at the embassy there, in April of ’01, prior to the 9/11 attacks. It has never been—we’ve never been able to collect any more information on that.”69 The Bush administration seemed unable to stop repeating its deceptive talking points, even after they had been widely discredited.
Convenient Geography and the “Central Front”
The administration’s spin on Ansar al-Islam echoed a broader strategy of connecting Iraq to the September 11 attacks simply by virtue of its location in the Middle East. In a July 30, 2003 interview on PBS, Rice asserted, “What we knew going into the war was that this man [Saddam Hussein] was a threat…. He was sitting astride one of the most volatile regions in the world, a region out of which the ideologies of hatred had come that led people to slam airplanes into buildings in New York and Washington.”70
Cheney made a similar linkage between Saddam and the September 11 attacks in a September 14, 2003 appearance on NBC’s Meet the Press, claiming that “If we’re successful in Iraq…we will have struck a major blow right at the heart of the base, if you will, the geographic base of the terrorists who have had us under assault now for many years, but most especially on 9/11.”
Suggestions that Iraq’s geography somehow implied a connection to al Qaeda culminated in claims by the White House that Iraq had become “the central front” in the war on terrorism, a response to critics who alleged that Iraq had distracted the country from pursuing the terrorist group.
Certainly, some of the irregular forces attacking U.S. and coalition troops had ties to international terrorist organizations. However, many of those attackers had entered Iraq only after coalition forces had invaded; others, especially Ansar al-Islam, had technically been inside the country before the war but had operated in areas outside Saddam’s control; and many of the insurgents were Baath Party loyalists or other Iraqis with no clear ties to terrorism. Yet the administration once again spun a technically true claim to imply a conclusion far beyond the mere facts, in this case suggesting that the presence of some guerillas with ties to terrorist groups in post-Saddam Iraq justified its previous statements tying the dictator’s regime to the war on terrorism.
President Bush debuted the line in a televised speech to the nation on September 7, 2003: “Two years ago, I told the Congress and the country that the war on terror would be a lengthy war, a different kind of war, fought on many fronts in many places. Iraq is now the central front.” He continued moments later by stating that “we are taking direct action against the terrorists in the Iraqi theater, which is the surest way to prevent future attacks on the coalition forces and the Iraqi people.”
Still later, Bush tied the campaign against insurgents in Iraq to September 11 and international terrorism: “And for America, there will be no going back to the era before September 11, 2001—to false comfort in a dangerous world. We have learned that terrorist attacks are not caused by the use of strength; they are invited by the perception of weakness. And the surest way to avoid attacks on our own people is to engage the enemy where he lives and plans. We are fighting that enemy in Iraq and Afghanistan today so that we do not meet him again on our own streets, in our own cities.” (He made a nearly identical statement at a speech in Fort Stewart, Georgia, on September 12.)71 Bush’s vague language again collapsed the distinctions between terrorists in general and al Qaeda specifically, and tied Iraq to the emotionally charged threat of terrorist attacks on American soil.
Then, in a September 23, 2003 address to the United Nations, the line evolved. Bush stated that “Our international coalition in Iraq is meeting its responsibilities. We are conducting precision raids against terrorists and holdouts of the former regime. These killers are at war with the Iraqi people. They have made Iraq the central front in the war on terror, and they will be defeated.” By linking two separate groups, international terrorists and others attacking U.S. troops, Bush was able to suggest that the entire Iraq effort had become a fight against terrorism.
Iraq, Afghanistan, and 9/11
Finally, the administration continued its efforts to tie Iraq rhetorically to the attacks of September 11 and the popular campaign in Afghanistan. Cheney, in particular, frequently repeated these vague claims. On December 23, 2003, he told a crowd assembled at McChord Air Force Base in Tacoma, Washington, that “as President Bush decided that very first night after 9/11, we also have to go after terror-sponsoring states, and that those who provide safe harbor and sanctuary for terrorists to launch attacks against the United States will be deemed just as guilty as the terrorists themselves for the attacks that have been launched. That’s why we went into Afghanistan. That’s why we went into Iraq.”72 The careful linking of 9/11 and Afghanistan with Iraq implies that targeting “terrorists [who] launch attacks against the United States”—al Qaeda—had been the rationale for invading Iraq, while leaving an escape clause with the phrase “terror-sponsoring states.”
Cheney also attempted to make it appear that the U.S. had invaded Iraq to stop a direct threat to America’s security. As he put it on February 8, 2004, “[Saddam] will never again brutalize his people, never again support dangerous terrorists, and never again threaten the United States of America.”73 (He made nearly identical claims twice on January 27.74) Saddam was allegedly connected to a planned assassination of Bush’s father, President George H. W. Bush, after he left office, and he certainly threatened U.S. interests in the Middle East, but Cheney’s statement suggested much more.75
Bush was even more explicit. At a fund-raiser in Dallas on March 8, 2004, he said, “We saw war and grief arrive on a quiet September morning. So we pursued the terrorist enemy across the world. We’ve captured or killed many of the key leaders of the al Qaeda network. And the rest of them will learn, there is no cave or hole deep enough to hide from American justice. We confronted the dangers of state-sponsored terror and the spread of weapons of mass destruction. So we ended two of the most violent and dangerous regimes on Earth.”76 By collapsing the distinction between the Afghanistan and Iraq campaigns and tying both back to September 11 with vague rhetoric, Bush was rewriting the administration’s justification for going to war in Iraq.
Revising History
Bush’s appearance on the USS Abraham Lincoln in May 2003 demonstrated the White House communications team’s masterful image creation skills. As the situation in Iraq continued to produce U.S. casualties on a nearly daily basis, however, the administration relied on its unprecedented ability to spin its way out of trouble.
When troops failed to find the stockpiles of weapons the White House had accused Saddam Hussein of hiding, the administration simply moved the metaphorical goalposts, suggesting that it had always talked about weapons programs rather than weapons themselves. When confronted with Bush’s questionable claim in the 2003 State of the Union that Iraq had attempted to obtain uranium from Africa, it repeatedly changed its story in an attempt to dodge the controversy. And when investigations in Iraq failed to produce intelligence tying Saddam Hussein’s regime to al Qaeda, Bush and his aides fell back on their prewar strategy of linking the two with strategically ambiguous rhetoric.
Even as the White House did its best to rewrite the history of its prewar claims and give the public misleading impressions of evidence found after the war, it went on the offensive against its critics. In June 2003, members of the administration began suggesting that criticism of its previous statements amounted to “revisionist history.”
On Face the Nation on June 8, Rice dismissed critics as engaging in “a bit [of] revisionist history.” In a speech on June 16, Bush repeated the charge, claiming “there are some who would like to rewrite history—revisionist historians is what I like to call them. Saddam Hussein was a threat to America and the free world in ’91, in ’98, in 2003.”77 And in a June 17 press briefing, Fleischer made it clear that the charge was an attack on critics, stating that Bush had referred to “revisionist historians who are seeming to make the case that Saddam Hussein likely did not have, or did not have weapons of mass destruction prior to the war,” adding “[the President] looks at it and describes as revisionist history those who now seem to cast doubt on the accuracy of the intelligence information that stated that Saddam Hussein had weapons of mass destruction prior to the war.”
The irony of calling critics “revisionist historians” in the midst of a months-long campaign to rewrite prewar claims appeared to be lost on the White House.
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Campaign 2004:

Spin-Related Program Activities

On January 20, 2004, President Bush gave his State of the Union address laying out his agenda for the upcoming campaign. In it, he offered a tough defense of the war in Iraq, which had become increasingly controversial:
After the chaos and carnage of September the 11th, it is not enough to serve our enemies with legal papers. The terrorists and their supporters declared war on the United States, and war is what they got. Some in this chamber, and in our country, did not support the liberation of Iraq. Objections to war often come from principled motives. But let us be candid about the consequences of leaving Saddam Hussein in power. We’re seeking all the facts. Already, the Kay report[on findings about Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction] identified dozens of weapons of mass destruction–related program activities and significant amounts of equipment that Iraq concealed from the United Nations. Had we failed to act, the dictator’s weapons of mass destruction programs would continue to this day.

As he had in the months before, Bush implicitly linked Iraq to the September 11 attacks using vague but potent rhetoric that the media would not call into question. But the President’s use of the phrase “weapons of mass destruction–related program activities” was more noteworthy. It represented a new stage in the administration’s attempts to obscure prewar claims about Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction. In his 2003 State of the Union address, for example, Bush had asserted, “Year after year, Saddam Hussein has gone to elaborate lengths, spent enormous sums, taken great risks to build and keep weapons of mass destruction.” In 2004, however, claims about Saddam’s weapons themselves disappeared entirely, replaced by the awkward and confusing “weapons of mass destruction–related program activities.”
Aside from mocking the phrase itself, the media failed to ask tough questions about the meaning of “weapons of mass destruction–related program activities” (a phrase that came from Iraq Survey Group head David Kay’s October 2, 2003 testimony to Congress). In the eleven days following the speech, no one in the press corps requested a definition of the term from the White House. When Kay was questioned about it at a Congressional hearing after the State of the Union, he noted that the term included work on precursors for chemical weapons and research on “the lethality of [chemical and biological] agents.” Asked how many countries in the world were engaging in “weapons of mass destruction–related program activities” under that standard, he stated, “probably fifty countries.” Not a single major media outlet picked up on these revelations.1
The 2004 State of the Union also continued Bush’s economic spin. The President touted another version of his deficit reduction “plan,” saying Congress needed to “focus on priorities, cut wasteful spending, and be wise with the people’s money. By doing so, we can cut the deficit in half over the next five years.” He and other administration officials continued to talk about this plan for weeks without releasing any details, generating a great deal of coverage before reporters had a chance to scrutinize it.2
When the administration finally unveiled its budget in February 2004, it became clear that the supposed plan to trim the deficit closely resembled the deceptive July 2003 version. According to the liberal Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, it excluded funding for the likely costs of the alternative minimum tax relief after 2005 and funding for operations in Iraq and Afghanistan after September 30, 2004. It also did not provide full funding for the “Future Year Defense Plan” supported by the Bush administration. Once again, with such costs included, the deficit would not decline by anywhere near 50 percent over the five-year period.3
However, this conclusion received far less attention from the press than the White House’s claim to have a deficit reduction plan, which Bush and other officials mentioned over and over on the day the budget was released.4 The President once again got away with a misleading claim by doing little more than repeating it endlessly.
In short, the 2004 State of the Union served as a signaled that the Bush administration’s spin campaigns on Iraq and tax and budget issues would continue through the November election. And with three years of policy deception behind them, the spin was as much about distorting the President’s record as it was about misleading the public about its new proposals.
In early March, however, the campaign unexpectedly swung into gear when Bush and Senator John Kerry of Massachusetts, the presumptive Democratic nominee, began slugging it out.
The first stages of the general election provide a window into the way Bush has changed the presidency and presidential campaigning. Kerry appeared to be following in Bush’s footsteps during the opening stages of the campaign, matching the President in an early and aggressive war of distortions and half-truths.
In addition, the media continued to fail to effectively counter the candidates’ spin. Despite the press’s intensive coverage of stories about scandal and political process, such as Bush’s service in the Air National Guard in 1972–1973 and the claims made by former counterterrorism official Richard Clarke, it has continued to display relatively little interest in dishonesty about public policy issues, an area in which Bush has continued to excel and Kerry has already displayed substantial talents.
The Dueling War Rooms
As the general election campaign got off to a very early start in March and April, it quickly became clear that the pace of the spin war had accelerated. Rather than raising money and gradually laying out an agenda, the normal spring activities in recent presidential elections, the candidates moved into a rapid-fire slugfest. In speeches, media appearances, emails to reporters, Internet videos, and television ads, the candidates attacked and counterattacked with a speed and ferocity that put the famed 1992 Clinton campaign “war room” to shame. As one high-ranking Bush campaign official put it, “It’s not just rapid response. It’s rapid response six times a day.”5
Both campaigns were built for high-speed media warfare. Bush’s headquarters set up a cluster of TiVo digital video recorders that continuously monitored the media for statements from Kerry. Each morning at 4:30 A.M., a group of staffers began sorting through overnight developments and preparing responses to the other side’s latest statements, which could be incorporated into speeches that day by Bush and other Republicans.6
Like Bush, Kerry’s team of rapid response experts was set up to respond to the President within minutes and quickly integrate new lines of attack into the Senator’s speeches. The campaign catalogued its responses to all of Bush’s attacks on an Internet weblog called the D-Bunker and offered “pre-sponses” intended to preempt anticipated criticism.7
In this unprecedented campaign environment, the pace of the debate often swamped the ability or willingness of reporters to check the facts.
An Avalanche of Early Campaign Spin
Voters got a preview of the general election campaign to come on February 12 when Kerry scored victories in the Virginia and Tennessee primaries, making him the likely nominee. President Bush’s campaign issued its first direct attack on the Senator that day in the form of an Internet video. The campaigns’ attacks on each other escalated after Kerry’s March 2 victories in the Super Tuesday primaries drove his last major opponent, North Carolina Senator John Edwards, from the race. Bush addressed Kerry by name for the first time on March 4, extremely early for a sitting president to engage his opponent.8
Bush’s salvos were part of a ninety-day media strategy planned by the campaign and presidential advisor Karl Rove, with the goal of defining Kerry as “indecisive and lacking conviction” before people begin paying less attention to politics in early June. Bush media advisor Mark McKinnon said, “It’s easiest to define somebody when they’re ill-defined, and John Kerry’s ill-defined.”9 The spin war had accelerated to the point that “defining” someone months before an election was a strategic necessity.
Defense, Intelligence, and Patriotism
The first major dispute between the campaigns took place in February, when Bush’s campaign joined the Republican National Committee in attacking Kerry’s record on national security, beginning with campaign manager Ken Mehlman’s comments on February 9 that “we question the judgments of [Kerry’s] votes to consistently cut defense and intelligence funding.”10 When Senator Saxby Chambliss, a Georgia Republican, attacked Kerry in a conference call organized by the Bush campaign on February 21, he responded in a letter to President Bush stating that “I will not sit back and allow my patriotism to be challenged.”
But Chambliss had not challenged Kerry’s patriotism. He had claimed that Kerry has “a 32-year history of voting to cut defense programs and cut defense systems.”11 (Kerry was actually elected to the Senate in 1984, so Chambliss’s claim of a “32-year history of voting” was exaggerated by more than ten years.) The Kerry campaign had engaged in similar tactics after a January 29, 2004 speech by Republican National Committee chairman Ed Gillespie criticizing the Senator’s record on defense, which prompted campaign manager Mary Beth Cahill to write an email to supporters claiming that Gillespie had “made another desperate attack on the patriotism of John Kerry.”12
However, though Bush’s campaign did not question Kerry’s patriotism, some of its charges were deceptive. In a response to Kerry’s February 21 letter, Bush-Cheney ’04 chairman Marc Racicot stated, “Senator Chambliss addressed your Senate record of voting against the weapons systems that are winning the war on terror.” He then accused Kerry of trying to “cut intelligence spending by $1.5 billion for the five years prior to 2001,” noted a “1996 proposal to cut defense spending by $6.5 billion,” and suggested Kerry had supported “canceling or cutting funding for the B-2 Stealth Bomber, the B-1B, the F-15, the F-16, the M1 Abrams, the Patriot Missile, the AH-64 Apache Helicopter, the Tomahawk Cruise Missile, and the Aegis Air-Defense Cruiser.”13
Although Kerry did vote against or oppose a number of major weapons systems, including the B-2 bomber, some of the charges about him were exaggerated.14 Even though Racicot made a reference to Kerry’s “votes as a senator,” his claim that Kerry supported “canceling or cutting funding” for a number of weapons systems was backed up by an article about Kerry’s first run for the Senate in 1984, not the Senator’s voting record.15
Vice President Dick Cheney also attacked Kerry for supposedly voting against the Apache helicopter, Bradley Fighting Vehicle, and Tomahawk cruise missile.16 Kerry had actually voted against two huge defense appropriations bills from 1990 and 1995 that included hundreds of individual items (although he did support a 50 percent cut in spending on the Tomahawk in a 1984 campaign memo).17 By this absurd logic, Kerry and every other member of Congress who has ever opposed a defense appropriations bill for any reason have voted against practically every weapons system in use today.
Reporters who covered these charges usually failed to fact-check them. The Associated Press repeated Racicot’s charge that Kerry “[voted] against the weapons systems that are winning the war on terror” without context.18 Similarly, weeks after the exaggerations of Kerry’s Senate voting record had been exposed, the Los Angeles Times quoted Cheney’s misrepresentation with no context and New York Newsday simply reprinted the charge, writing that “Cheney said Kerry had voted against many weapons systems used by today’s military, including the Apache helicopter, the Tomahawk cruise missile and the Bradley Fighting Vehicle.”19
Racicot’s allegation about Kerry’s proposed cuts to intelligence, which Bush claimed on March 8 proved the Senator “was willing to gut the intelligence services,” was equally disingenuous.20 In 1995, Kerry did propose cutting $300 million per year for five years from the intelligence budget. But Bush’s strong language obscured the fact that Kerry’s proposed cut in that year’s intelligence budget amounted to roughly 1 percent of total spending.21 Moreover, the legislation coincided with revelations that the National Reconnaissance Office (NRO), which builds and operates the nation’s spy satellites, had secretly accumulated between $1 and $1.7 billion in unspent funds. Kerry’s proposal never made it to the Senate floor, but a similar measure cutting $1 billion from the intelligence budget in response to the disclosures about NRO was overwhelmingly approved the same day Kerry introduced his bill.22
Kerry’s Misleading Counterattacks
Kerry quickly reeled off a string of misleading counterattacks against Bush. On February 26, 2004, he claimed that Bush had created a deficit that was the “largest in history.” This was accurate when measured in absolute dollars, but when measured as a portion of the economy and adjusted for inflation (a more accurate measure), the projected deficit for fiscal year 2004 represented only 4.5 percent of GDP, smaller than deficits under Reagan or George H. W. Bush and far smaller than those during World War II.23
On February 27, Kerry’s campaign released an Internet ad claiming that, under Bush, there have been “200,000 veterans cut off from health system.”24 The figure actually refered to a Veterans Administration estimate of the number of veterans who would voluntarily stop using the VA prescription drug benefit plan if Bush’s proposal to increase fees were to be implemented, something that had not taken place (and, as of this writing, still has not).25 Kerry had also previously claimed that Bush reduced funding for the VA, including at a February 15 debate when he said Bush “cut the VA budget.” However, although Bush may have cut funding for various VA programs, Kerry wrongly suggested that the department’s overall budget had been cut. It actually increased substantially each year Bush has been in office.26
Kerry’s February 27 ad also included a graphic with the words “2.9 Million Jobs Lost” under Bush. However, this figure referred to the net decline in private sector jobs according to Bureau of Labor Statistics data available in February 2004; the total net decline in jobs under Bush was actually substantially less, 2.2 million according to BLS. The difference was the result of increased government employment, a caveat Kerry and his campaign often failed to note.27
Even after new economic data released in early April reduced job losses under Bush to 1.8 million overall and 2.6 million in the private sector, the Senator trotted out the 3 million jobs canard again during a conference call with college reporters.28
Kerry and other Democrats pushed these bogus statistics so often that a huge number of media outlets repeated the 3 million jobs claim without clarification, and others, including the Associated Press, Fox News, National Public Radio, the Sacramento Bee, Cox News Service, and the Baltimore Sun, reported it as fact.29 In a classic illustration of how the media’s obsession with presenting both sides stands in the way of factual clarity, the Portland Oregonian wrote, “While Democrats point to a loss of about 3 million jobs during the Bush administration, [Bush advisor Karl] Rove argued that a more accurate accounting would be 2 million,” offering readers no clue as to whose view was correct.30
Misquotations Galore
Another dispute erupted in early March as the campaigns mischaracterized each other’s statements.
In an interview with the New York Times published on March 6, Kerry stated that “The final victory in the war on terror depends on a victory in the war of ideas, much more than the war on the battlefield.” He continued, “And the war—not the war, I don’t want to use that terminology. The engagement of economies, the economic transformation, the transformation to modernity of a whole bunch of countries that have been avoiding the future.”31
Bush and Cheney seized on the phrase “I don’t want to use that terminology”—which in context clearly referred to “the war of ideas”—to suggest that Kerry opposed calling the campaign against terrorism a “war” (Kerry had repeatedly used the phrase “war on terror” during the campaign, including during the New York Times interview). On March 11, for example, Bush stated at a campaign fund-raiser that “my opponent indicated that he’s not comfortable using the word ‘war’ to describe the struggle we’re in. He said, ‘I don’t want to use that terminology.’ ”32 Cheney also made the sound bite a staple of his stump speech, such as when he told a crowd on March 23 that “Senator Kerry has questioned whether the war on terror is really a war at all. Recently he said, quote: ‘I don’t want to use that terminology.’ ”33
In at least two cases, the media reported Cheney’s mistaken claim as if it were fact. Paraphrasing the Vice President’s remarks at a fund-raiser, a March 8 Associated Press article stated that “Democrat John Kerry, Bush’s likely opponent in November, has said he doubted the need for war.” The Louisville Courier-Journal also approvingly quoted Cheney calling Kerry “uncomfortable with the idea we are at war” and cited his quotation of Kerry without pointing out that it was misleading.34
The Kerry campaign fought back with a March 15 press release offering two highly misleading claims about Bush’s record in a list of allegedly false statements from the White House. The first stated that the administration had claimed “There was ‘no doubt’ Iraq had ‘reconstituted’ nuclear weapons and other weapons of mass destruction.”35 But while the administration exaggerated the certainty of intelligence findings about Iraq’s WMD programs, the use of the phrase “no doubt” by Bush and Cheney referenced the regime’s possession of weapons of mass destruction generally, not nuclear weapons specifically.36
During a March 16, 2003 interview on NBC’s Meet the Press, Cheney did say “we believe [Saddam] has, in fact, reconstituted nuclear weapons,” but it appears that he simply misspoke, because the Vice President also said four separate times in the interview that Saddam was pursuing nuclear weapons, not that he already had them (nor did any others in the administration ever make the definitive claim that Iraq had such weapons).37 In addition to using both quotes deceptively, Kerry’s campaign strung them together as if they came from the same interview or speech, when they were actually parts of completely different statements.
The Kerry release also stated that the administration had claimed “Iraq was an ‘imminent’ or ‘uniquely urgent’ threat to the U.S.” Though Bush administration officials often framed their claims about the threat from Iraq in hyperbolic language, they never directly claimed that Iraq was an “imminent threat,” a concept that refers to an enemy that is poised to attack. In three isolated cases, White House officials gave affirmative answers to reporters’ questions asking if Bush believed Iraq posed an imminent threat, but in none of those cases did they bring it up or say the phrase.38 Much more frequently, Bush and other members of the administration argued that Iraq was an enemy for which the concept of “imminent threat” was insufficient. In the 2003 State of the Union address, for instance, Bush said, “Some have said we must not act until the threat is imminent. Since when have terrorists and tyrants announced their intentions, politely putting us on notice before they strike?”
Tax and Spend
In March, the campaigns also began flailing at each other over economic issues, launching a series of deceptive claims about their opponents’ policies and records.
First, Kerry’s campaign, echoing some of Bush’s tactics, started playing fast and loose with the numbers as it promoted a so-called “Bush tax.” Kerry said in Chicago on March 10 that, “If you add up the true costs of this President’s economic policies, you get a Bush Tax of higher property taxes, higher fees, higher health care costs—at the same time middle class incomes are going down…. This Bush Tax can take $3500 or more from the pockets of America’s middle class.”39
However, Kerry’s figure was based on a calculation combining changes in income, college tuition, health care costs, gasoline costs, and state and local taxes. The statistics he used represented averages for the entire U.S. population. Actual figures vary widely for individual families, many of whom, for example, are not currently paying college tuition for their child at a four-year public college (which Kerry used to represent the price of tuition). Moreover, it is hardly clear that Bush is responsible for all of these costs, many of which are largely (or entirely) the result of factors beyond his control. Yet Kerry’s campaign pretended the sum of the alleged “Bush Tax” was meaningful. This tactic aped the manipulative statistics that the President had used to sell his tax cuts.
Meanwhile, the Bush campaign launched an ad called “100 Days” on March 11 that sought to portray Kerry as a tax-and-spend liberal, stating, “John Kerry’s plan: To pay for new government spending, raise taxes by at least $900 billion.” A later Bush press release also described Kerry as having a “plan to raise taxes by at least $900 billion his first 100 days,” an outright fiction.40 Kerry had not endorsed a tax hike of that size; the number was calculated by making assumptions about how the cost of his health care proposal and other spending plans compared with the revenue his tax proposals would generate.41 While Kerry—like Bush—was offering a deficit reduction plan that did not add up (a February 2004 analysis by the Washington Post found his proposals would cost at least $165 billion more from 2005 to 2008 than the revenues his tax plan would generate), this hardly amounted to endorsing a huge tax increase.42
The Kerry campaign quickly swung into action when it learned of the ad’s release on March 11. Within hours, the Senator asked his team to prepare a rebuttal ad and denounced the Republican ad to reporters. After the release of Bush’s ad, the Kerry team wrote the script of their response in thirty minutes, gave it to reporters, and produced the ad overnight, finishing at 5 A.M. the next morning. As Kerry spokesperson Stephanie Cutter told the Washington Post’s Howard Kurtz, “Why let them have the news cycle?”43
The Bush campaign later recalculated the amount of the alleged difference between Kerry’s spending plans and his revenue proposals to suggest the Democrat had a “trillion-dollar tax gap.” While the Kerry campaign did admit that its numbers didn’t quite add up, it denied that the Senator favored such a tax increase and said that more specifics would be forthcoming.44
Bush and his campaign soon turned the contention into a doubly misleading talking point, making unsupported claims about Kerry’s plans to raise taxes. As Bush put it at a March 25 fund-raiser, “There’s a gap between Senator Kerry’s spending promises and Senator Kerry’s promise to lower the deficit—it’s called a tax gap. Given Senator Kerry’s record for supporting tax increases, it’s pretty clear how he’s going to fill the tax gap. He’s going to tax all of you.”45
Bush had come full circle: In 2001 and 2003 he had falsely implied that he cut taxes for everyone. Now he was speculating that Kerry would raise them for everyone.
More Defense Votes, More Spin
A few days after the first Bush-Kerry ad war over the alleged $900 billion “tax gap,” the Bush campaign discovered that Kerry planned to give a speech on national defense in West Virginia on March 16. In response, they produced an ad within twenty-four hours to air in the state.46 It was finished at 1 A.M. the night before Kerry’s appearance. At 10:45 A.M. campaign manager Ken Mehlman held a conference call for reporters to discuss the ad, thirty minutes before Kerry’s speech began.47
As Bush campaign press secretary Terry Holt said, “If John Kerry is going to give a series of speeches on veterans’ issues, the right time for us to act is while he is giving those speeches, not two days afterward.” He added, “It’s extremely important to do it in the same news cycle so his words don’t go unchallenged. He went from playing offense to playing defense in the space of minutes.”48
The ad accused Kerry of voting against “body armor for troops in combat,” “higher combat pay,” and “better health care for reservists and their families,” implying he had cast separate votes specifically opposing each of the items in question.49 As with his supposed votes against weapon systems, however, these accusations were all based on Kerry’s October 2003 vote against an $87 billion supplemental appropriations bill to fund military operations in Iraq and Afghanistan.50
Once again, many in the press were taken in by campaign spin. For instance, Mike Glover of the Associated Press gave the assertions from the original West Virginia ad the gloss of fact in a March 17 article that suggested Kerry cast specific votes against the items in question. “Citing the Massachusetts senator’s votes against pay increases for military personnel, military housing, body armor, armored Humvees and health care benefits for reservists,” he wrote, “[Bush-Cheney spokesman Scott] Schmidt said, ‘Almost everything he claimed to support in his speech he has voted against when it counted on the Senate floor.’ ”51 By treating Schmidt’s spin as fact, the AP served as a wire service for campaign dishonesty.
Outsourcing and Tax Increases
Bush’s campaign also distorted Kerry’s record to support allegations that “he’s voted over 350 times for higher taxes on the American people,” as the President put it on March 20.52 Others were more direct, with Mehlman and Commerce Secretary Don Evans claiming that the 350 votes were all in favor of tax increases.53
Yet when pressed on the issue, a Bush campaign official told FactCheck.org that “these are votes for higher taxes, not necessarily tax increases, meaning it includes votes against tax cuts [our emphasis].” The documentation Bush’s campaign provided lists the following votes as counting toward the total: “Votes for tax increases,” “Votes against tax cuts,” “Votes to reduce the size of a tax cut,” “Votes against repealing tax hikes,” “Votes against making tax cuts permanent,” and “Votes for watered-down, Democrat ‘tax cut’ substitutes.”54 Even votes for tax cuts counted if they weren’t big enough! Vice President Cheney also began making ridiculous calculations using the figure, saying, “Add it all up, and it turns out John Kerry has voted in the Senate at least 350 times for higher taxes. That averages to one vote for higher taxes every three weeks for almost two decades.”55
Using the same tenuous methodology, the Bush-Cheney campaign began to claim that Kerry supported higher gas taxes eleven times (many of which were actually votes opposing reductions in the gas tax) while touting his long-rescinded support for a $0.50 gas tax increase in 1994.56 The campaign even offered a “Kerry gas tax calculator” on its website to allow visitors to calculate what Kerry’s alleged proposal would cost them.
When challenged about the fact that Kerry’s support for a gas tax increase was ten years old on MSNBC’s Hardball on April 2, Bush campaign advisor Tucker Eskew wove both attacks together, stating, “[I]f he didn’t have 350 other times that he has been in favor of higher taxes it would stand out, it would be something separate. Instead, it’s part of a pattern.”
Not long after, Kerry shot back with an ad that misconstrued Bush administration comments about the practice of outsourcing service jobs to foreign countries. The ad, which ran in early April, claimed that “George Bush says sending jobs overseas ‘makes sense’ for America” and that his “top economic advisors say ‘moving American jobs to low-cost countries’ is a plus for the U.S.”57
Bush never stated that moving jobs overseas “makes sense.” The 2004 Economic Report of the President actually said that it “makes more sense” for firms to import a cheaper good or service from abroad when costs are lower overseas and that “[t]he basic economic forces behind” outsourcing services and importing goods “are the same.” Kerry’s ad misquoted the phrase “makes more sense” and falsely portrayed it as an explicit endorsement of outsourcing. In addition, Bush’s economic advisors did not endorse “moving American jobs to low-cost countries.” The quote is a reporter’s paraphrase of comments by Treasury Secretary John Snow.58 Instead, Snow and Council of Economic Advisors Chairman Gregory Mankiw had simply stated their support for the overall economic benefits of free trade.59
The Next Administration
When Kerry claimed in March 2004 that he had the support of several foreign leaders in his campaign for president, Bush responded by saying, “If you’re going to make an accusation in the course of a presidential campaign, you ought to back it up with facts.”60 Unfortunately, the early stages of the general election campaign showed no sign that either candidate would honor this maxim.
What would a second Bush term be like? Would John Kerry adopt the President’s style of policy deception once he was in office? As of this writing, we can’t say. But Bush shows no signs of changing his approach. And the 2000 campaign demonstrated how the type of PR-driven spin Kerry has used could be the opening act to a deeply dishonest administration. Given recent trends in American politics, Bush’s misleading tactics could very well become the norm.



Conclusion
The Road We’re on

and How to Change Course

Regardless of whether he serves another term in the White House, George W. Bush has inflicted a great deal of damage on the American political system. He may not be the most dishonest president ever elected, but the sophistication of his spin about policy issues and the consistency with which he has misled the public has set a new standard. Nearly every president has been dishonest at some point during his term, and Bush is hardly the first to use public relations techniques. But none of his predecessors engaged in such a nonstop barrage of PR-driven policy deception. In less than four years, Bush has redefined the way in which presidents sell their policies to the public.
The President has accomplished this by taking advantage of the “permanent campaign” of polling, image management, and spin techniques pioneered by Bill Clinton and Ronald Reagan. He has also added something far more destructive to the mix: a willingness to engage in day-to-day dishonesty on nearly every major issue he has addressed. At this point in the Bush presidency, many have come to see the combination of public relations tools and policy dishonesty as politics as usual. But there is nothing normal about these tactics.
Bush has gone well beyond the stereotypical “spin” of emphasizing one side of an issue while downplaying another. Instead, he has built his sales campaigns around blatantly misleading factual claims and insinuations. However, because those claims usually rest on some slender foundation of truth, Bush and his aides have frequently avoided scrutiny of their tactics by the press.
This pattern of deception originated with Bush’s first run for the presidency and is woven through his time in office. The administration led off with a disingenuous sales campaign for its first tax cut; distorted a series of scientific and environmental issues; leveraged the September 11 attacks to squelch opposition to its policies; conducted an extensive effort to avoid blame for budget deficits and promote a second tax cut; successfully executed a misleading PR campaign to rally support for a confrontation with Iraq; and spun heavily in the invasion’s aftermath to try to justify its pre-war claims. As of this writing, Bush’s reelection campaign has demonstrated that he will not relent before Election Day.
Bush’s approach represents a new and destructive way of doing business in the White House. His arsenal of dishonest public relations tactics is not a principally defensive tool for fending off criticism or scandal, as it was for Clinton, though Bush has certainly used it that way when under attack. Nor is it employed primarily on foreign policy issues as it was under Reagan, although Bush has applied it to debates about the Iraq war and the war on terror.
Instead, Bush has made dishonest PR tactics his standard method for marketing policies to the press and public. Whether on offense or defense, whether the issue is foreign or domestic, the answer is almost always the same—more deceptive spin. For all of his personal and scandal-related dishonesty, Clinton did not promote his policies in such a continually misleading fashion, nor did Reagan use them as systematically or consistently.
Although Bush and his aides have uttered outright falsehoods at times, his presidency does not stand out in this regard—nearly all presidents have dissembled on occasion. Instead, George W. Bush’s administration has broken new ground with its penchant for technically true but misleading factual claims, accurate statistics that are substantively misleading, and strategically ambiguous language. Few of these may be blatant lies, but they’re just as dishonest.
The President has gotten away with these tactics in large part because of the failings of the press corps, which he has charmed, intimidated, and bamboozled. From the 2000 campaign through the war in Iraq, Bush was protected by the prevailing image of him as a fundamentally honest man. This was buttressed after September 11 by the media’s reluctance to challenge a popular wartime president. Even after the Iraq war, the press rarely treated the White House’s statements with more than passing skepticism.
More importantly, though, Bush has exploited the failings of the political media more extensively than any modern president. Expectations of balance and objectivity often make reporters reluctant to note the implications of the President’s strategically ambiguous language or call him on his frequent distortions of the facts. And when reporters do address these tactics, they usually report that someone is saying that Bush is dishonest, a “he said / she said” style of coverage that lends the administration’s claims the air of possible truth. In short, though journalists are eager to highlight political conflict or personal scandal, they have generally failed to fact-check the everyday dishonesty that this White House has made standard operating procedure.
Some might question whether the media has really been so easy on Bush, perhaps pointing to the intense scrutiny of alleged gaps in his service record in the Air National Guard or the attention given to claims of negligence in the war on terror made by former administration official Richard Clarke. Rather than proving how hard the press has been on Bush, however, these examples illustrate how coverage of dishonesty in the media tends to swing between two extremes: passive restraint (the norm from 2001–2003) or wild feeding frenzies (coverage of Bush’s military record, his sales of Harken Energy Stock while serving on the company’s board, Clarke’s allegations, and a few other isolated cases).
As this book goes to press, journalists have begun to scrutinize coverage of the debate leading up to war in Iraq, especially the media’s credulous repetition of misleading evidence from the Bush administration and its allies.1 While this rare episode of self-criticism is welcome, it’s not likely to go far enough. Nor is it a substitute for real-time coverage of deception from our nation’s leaders. Only when journalists separate truth from fiction in the present tense will they truly fulfill their responsibilities.
Their failure to do so has had serious consequences. The White House has been able to disseminate misleading claims to the public about nearly all of its proposals, making it difficult for citizens to understand and participate in the political debates that affect their lives. If average Americans are poorly informed by politicians and the press about the likely effects of a major tax cut proposal, the number of embryonic stem cell lines available for research, or the evidence justifying an invasion of Iraq, they can’t realistically make informed judgments.
By treating politics as little more than a sales challenge, George W. Bush is undermining the vigorous debate that is necessary for a healthy democracy. Just as Madison Avenue markets products using shaky claims and emotional appeals, Bush and his aides have tried to win support for their policy agenda without letting Americans get a fair look at the details. But we must insist on more from our leaders—promoting a tax cut should be different from selling sneakers or soft drinks.
The New Political Arms Race
Some citizens might hope that things will get better when Bush leaves office. But the problem is unlikely to disappear regardless of who occupies the White House. Bush’s presidency has changed the rules of the game, accelerating a larger trend toward PR-driven deception. By altering the incentives for other politicians and political organizations, Bush has fueled an ongoing arms race in which both sides employ ever more sophisticated tactics to manipulate the public and the press.
The current leader in this respect among Democrats is Senator John Kerry. His presidential campaign traded half-truths with Bush’s team on an hour-by-hour basis during the early stages of the 2004 general election. It seems that PR tactics and strategic dishonesty have become a necessity for those who wish to succeed at the highest levels of American politics.
The same thing is true for interest groups, particularly those attempting to beat Bush at his own game. Several new liberal organizations are at the cutting edge of this trend.
The Center for American Progress
John Podesta, a former Clinton administration official who now heads a liberal think tank called the Center for American Progress, has argued that liberals need to counter conservatives’ superior communication tactics. “The question I’m asked most often is, ‘When are we getting our eight words?’ ” he told the New York Times Magazine in October 2003. Conservatives “have their eight words in a bumper sticker: ‘Less government. Lower taxes. Less welfare.’ And so on. Where’s our eight-word bumper sticker?”2
Of course, Democrats and interest groups have ruthlessly employed PR tactics in the past, such as the successful effort by the Clinton White House and Congressional Democrats to demonize former House Speaker Newt Gingrich. They have continued to do so sporadically and relatively ineffectively during Bush’s time in office. Until recently, however, the liberal establishment lagged behind conservatives in its efforts to build an institutional communications apparatus to churn out party-line deception, attacks on opponents, and bumper sticker slogans.
The Center for American Progress represents a new effort by liberals to build that institutional capacity. The largest and most important liberal organization to be founded in the last decade, CAP is at the leading edge of Democratic efforts to seize the initiative in the media wars. The organization lists four major objectives on its website, two of which specifically focus on communication: “responding effectively and rapidly to conservative proposals and rhetoric with a thoughtful critique and clear alternatives” and “communicating progressive messages to the American public.”3 With a budget of more than $10 million per year and an experienced team of political operatives, CAP has the muscle to accomplish its mission, putting out a daily stream of heavily spun attacks on conservatives that are picked up and repeated by a growing cadre of liberal pundits.4
In the most prominent example from its short history, CAP distorted the evidence about the administration’s public statements before the war in Iraq, claiming the Bush White House said Iraq was an “imminent threat.” To back up its claim, CAP wrote in its Progress Report online newsletter on January 29, 2004, that “almost exactly a year ago, it was [White House Press Secretary Scott] McClellan who said the reason NATO should go along with the administration’s Iraq war plan was because ‘this is about imminent threat.’ ” The clear implication was that McClellan had made this statement in the context of a discussion of the threat Iraq posed to the United States.
However, a transcript of McClellan’s comments, which were made during a February 10, 2003 White House press briefing, shows that he was saying that if a war started, Iraq would pose an imminent threat to its neighbor Turkey. McClellan argued that, if that were the case, other NATO members should therefore defend Turkey against this threat under their NATO charter obligations.5 CAP linked to the press briefing transcript in its newsletter, but the organization somehow failed to mention that McClellan was talking about a hypothetical imminent threat against Turkey, not the U.S. The way CAP twisted a technically true fact into a substantively misleading claim mirrors some of the worst spin from the Bush White House.
The deception was quite successful. The out-of-context quote suckered NBC Meet the Press host Tim Russert, New Republic writer Noam Scheiber, and WashingtonPost.com columnist Dan Froomkin, all of whom were later forced to correct the record.6
In another case, CAP claimed in its March 9, 2004 newsletter that the Bush administration cut counterterrorism funding before September 11 “while giving gifts to the Taliban” government of Afghanistan. Though it quoted one article stating that the package consisted of “$43 million in drought aid,” CAP also approvingly quoted a New York Newsday editorial calling the May 2001 aid an “outright gift” without providing further details, implying the aid was provided in cash or given directly to the Taliban.7 In fact, the package of food aid and food security programs for starving Afghans was administered by the United Nations and nongovernmental organizations, not the Taliban.8
With its frequently updated website, top-notch communications staff, and slippery style of analysis, CAP has quickly fulfilled Podesta’s goal of getting a liberal message into the press. They have also shown that in the modern world of politics, media savviness seems to have become a synonym for a willingness to deceive.
The Frameworks and Rockridge Institutes
In late 2003, two groups looking to improve liberals’ ability to win the communications war stepped onto the national scene. The FrameWorks Institute and the Rockridge Institute both argued that liberals were losing the battle of ideas because they were ineffective at framing debates to their advantage.
Rockridge, for instance, states that it is working to “Reframe the terms of political debate to make a progressive moral vision more persuasive and influential.”9 U.C. Berkeley linguistics professor George Lakoff, one of the founders of Rockridge, said his organization was launched because “conservatives, especially conservative think tanks, have framed virtually every issue from their perspective. They have put a huge amount of money into creating the language for their worldview and getting it out there. Progressives have done virtually nothing.” The organization is intended to change that equation, Lakoff explained: “Rockridge’s job is to reframe public debate, to create balance from a progressive perspective,” he said. “It’s one thing to analyze language and thought, it’s another thing to create it. That’s what we’re about.”10 In this way, Lakoff carefully justified Rockridge’s tactics as necessary to “create balance.”
A similar organization called the FrameWorks Institute seeks to help nonprofit groups communicate their messages about social problems. It does not specifically promote liberal policy positions, but the FrameWorks approach mirrors Rockridge. Explaining its philosophy, the group states, “Strategic frame analysis is an approach to communications research and practice that pays attention to the public’s deeply held worldviews and widely held assumptions…strategic frame analysis taps into decades of research on how people think and communicate.”11 This approach harkens back to the early days of PR, when practitioners hoped to use the emerging social sciences to manipulate public perceptions.
Both groups were founded recently (FrameWorks in 1999 and Rockridge in 2000) and are just beginning to have an impact on politics and the media.12 Their existence and guiding principles speak to goals of contemporary political groups and the incentives to which they respond. Neither one seeks to improve the substance of liberal ideas or better refute the arguments of conservatives. Instead, their mission is to help liberals win the debate by manipulating it.
Changes to Cheer
Despite these ominous developments, there are a number of promising trends that can help counter deception from our leaders. Because much of this dishonesty is being driven by perverse incentives in the political system, change seems unlikely to come from within. Instead, we must look to the press, the one institution that can effectively hold politicians accountable for deception, to shake things up.
There are a number of standard fixes that have been proposed by media critics over the years, ranging from devoting greater attention to policy to moving away from such a heavy reliance on narrative storylines.13 Some of these ideas are worthwhile, but they seem unlikely to take hold anytime soon. Instead of simply scolding journalists, we should look to the most positive trends in recent press coverage of dishonesty to see whether they can help reform the system.
Objectivity Reconsidered
Some of the most troubling and least appreciated problems with the media stem from the artificial constraints imposed by the standard of objectivity. The ideal can help to lift the news above rank partisanship and ideology, but it has created serious problems with the way the press deals with political dishonesty, which the Bush administration has used to its advantage.
Most important, news reporters often fail to sort out competing factual claims. This has contributed to the rise of pundits, who provide the context that “objective” reporters cannot, interpreting the news from broader or more ideological perspectives. This group, which consists in large part of ex-political operatives, often contributes little besides partisan spin to our national dialogue. The result is the worst of all possible worlds: Reporters who are trained in gathering and interpreting facts hesitate to take sides in factual disputes, while pundits trained in political warfare dissemble and twist the truth with abandon.
Though there will always be a role for both journalists and pundits in our national political debate, America lacks a middle ground of reporters who uphold professional standards of accuracy but call politicians to account for misleading statements. Rather than transcribing deceptive assertions for fear of appearing unfair or nonobjective, we need a press corps that is willing to clarify complex issues for readers, weigh in on the merits of factual claims, and hold politicians accountable.
The major media institution that comes closest to this in its coverage of the Bush administration is the Washington Post, whose reporting we have drawn on heavily in this book. The Post has frequently offered fair but skeptical coverage of the White House that measures administration statements against the facts. At times, it has fallen prey to the pathologies of the media, hyping minor scandals, playing into preexisting narratives about politicians, or taking cheap shots at the President. But its coverage of Bush’s dishonesty stands as the best example of a publication that remains fair without being bound by artificial notions of balance and objectivity.
It’s perhaps not surprising that one of the Washington Post’s White House reporters, Dana Milbank, came to the paper from the New Republic, a center-left magazine of political opinion. TNR has been particularly critical of President Bush and has engaged in its fair share of partisan sniping. Unlike most liberal outlets, however, it has published a significant number of intensively researched critiques of the President’s deceptions, particularly on economic matters. As an opinion magazine that is immune to charges of bias, TNR can criticize Bush administration dishonesty much more forcefully than news reporters. Its work stands as proof that journalists operating outside of norms of objectivity can still be effective critics of political deceit.
The same can be said for what is perhaps the nation’s leading conservative media outlet, Fox News Channel. Despite Fox’s claim to be “fair and balanced,” it’s obvious even to many conservatives that the channel approaches the news from a right-leaning perspective. And although pundit-driven shows like The O’Reilly Factor and Fox & Friends illustrate some of the worst pathologies of modern political commentary, the channel’s news reporting is often better at critiquing liberal deception than its competitors. It was Fox, for instance, that demonstrated that the Bush administration did not make the direct claim that Iraq was an “imminent threat.” Fox Special Report with Brit Hume and Fox News Sunday highlighted the fact that many liberal politicians and media outlets were mischaracterizing the administration’s words.14
The possibilities offered by a less objective approach to the news are exemplified by one of the world’s oldest and most respected publications, the Economist. Widely praised as the world’s best weekly newsmagazine, the Economist approaches the news from a largely pro-business, libertarian point of view, regularly presenting news stories from a clear perspective (even gently mocking its subjects in photo captions) while operating within the standards of professional journalism. As a result, the magazine is more provocative—and more analytical—than American competitors like Newsweek and Time.
The Benefits of “Infotainment”
Another style of journalism that some commentators believe is worrisome could actually help broaden the range of perspectives available in the media: shows that blend entertainment and politics. At their worst, these programs cheapen political debate by focusing on trivia and gossip at the expense of serious issues. However, they can also be a welcome corrective to stale, formulaic news media that often seem incapable of escaping their own pathologies and breaking down the spin that permeates our political culture.
Comedy Central’s The Daily Show is the leading example of this type of show. It is one of the few programs on television that regularly skewers the press for its focus on process rather than substance. The Daily Show also frequently highlights deceptive claims from politicians and their adherence to PR-driven talking points, as when it showed clips of Bush administration officials’ repetition of the same phrases and claims in response to former counterterrorism official Richard Clarke.
In addition, the entertainment format frees The Daily Show from the “gotcha” questions and overheated rhetoric that mar political talk shows. As a result, host Jon Stewart’s interviews with leading political figures are some of the best on TV. Stewart generally sticks to substantive issues; allows politicians to speak without regular interruption; asks challenging questions about the prevalence of deception in our political system; and refuses to let misleading assertions go by without comment. (Similarly, CBS Late Show host David Letterman’s interview with Bush was one of the most challenging and unusual of the 2000 campaign season.)15
Much to the chagrin of some critics, the influence of such shows is increasing. A February 2004 study by the Pew Research Center found that 21 percent of Americans under thirty regularly get campaign news from comedy programs such as Saturday Night Live and The Daily Show. Pew lamented that this segment of the electorate is particularly poorly informed about the candidates and issues, especially compared with those who get information from the Internet.16
Certainly, “infotainment” cannot provide all of the information that citizens need or replace a professional media. However, rather than decrying the rise of entertainment values in the news, journalists and media critics would be well advised to think about why The Daily Show is so popular with young people, a group that has grown up in an age of toothless journalism and sophisticated professional spin.
The Power of “Blogs”
Weblogs represent another way to help change incentives for politicians and the media. These perspective-driven websites (also known simply as “blogs”) offer short posts and essays, usually from a clearly articulated personal viewpoint. The low cost of producing a blog (usually little more than the author’s time and a few dollars for a domain name and server space) means that the medium is accessible to nearly anyone with a computer.
Over time, a community of bloggers has developed that avoids some of the worst excesses and failures of traditional political debate and media coverage. The online medium allows authors to link to the articles they write about so readers can check their assertions directly against their sources and make independent judgments about the facts in question. In addition, the top political bloggers tend to be better than the traditional media at admitting error, correcting factual mistakes, and engaging the substance of their opponent’s arguments.
Together, political blogs have helped to create a culture of fact-checking that has served as a check on inaccuracy in the mainstream media. With bloggers sounding the alarm and spreading the word, deceptions have been exposed, myths explained, and falsehoods debunked in near-real time, helping prevent journalists and politicians from misleading the public. Blogs now regularly wring corrections from major media outlets. The format is also starting to have an effect on the mainstream press. Such outlets including the Washington Post and ABC News have begun to experiment with blogs as an alternative means to deliver news to the public.
This process can also help to bring citizens into public debate. With politicians incessantly repeating talking points, pushing misleading factual claims, and bombarding the airwaves with emotional catchphrases, it is not surprising that citizens are disengaged. The Internet can help to create a culture of participation in which members of the public make their voices heard and debate the merits of their positions with others. This process can promote democratic citizenship and channel the wisdom of the public, bringing a diversity of ideas and perspectives to bear on the issues and widening the bounds of political conversation.
Certainly, the Internet is no panacea. Myths can spread rapidly online; debate can degenerate into vitriol and ignorance; and many citizens cannot or will not participate. Nor will blogs ever replace the reporting performed by professional journalists. They can help to hold media organizations and politicians accountable, however, and improve the prevailing political culture.
The Karen Ryan Incident
An incident from early 2004 demonstrates the current state of affairs and how the media can help pull America back from the brink.
After Bush signed controversial legislation in December 2003 adding a prescription drug benefit to Medicare, the Department of Health and Human Services launched a multimillion-dollar government-funded campaign to promote the new law. The department sent a ten minute “video news release” to local news stations that included footage of Bush signing the law, a statement by HHS Secretary Tommy Thompson, and two 90-second segments designed to look like news reports. These segments were aired fifty-three times on forty television stations across the country without disclosure that they came from the government. (Local news stations routinely air such packages from corporations or nonprofits unaltered.)17
The English language segment in the package was clearly intended to appear as though it had been prepared by a journalist. (The government also included a similar segment in Spanish.)18 The administration provided suggested scripts for news anchors, which told them to say “Reporter Karen Ryan helps sort through the details” about the new Medicare law. Then, during the phony news segment itself, the unseen narrator, speaking as though she were a reporter, appeared to knock down questions about the legislation: “The new law, say officials, will simply offer people with Medicare more ways to make their health coverage more affordable.” The segment concluded with the signoff, “In Washington, I’m Karen Ryan reporting,” omitting any disclosure that would alert viewers that it was funded or distributed by the U.S. government. In fact, though HHS identified Ryan as a “freelance journalist,” she was a PR professional subcontracted by an ad agency to create the spot, not a member of the news media.19
When the media began raising questions about the use of a fake news segment, a spokesman for HHS betrayed no doubt that the administration sees such practices as acceptable. “The use of video news releases is a common, routine practice in government and the private sector,” Kevin W. Keane said, adding, “Anyone who has questions about this practice needs to do some research on modern public information tools.”20 Another HHS spokesman, Bill Pierce, later claimed, “There is no way this can be deceptive,” saying, “If [local newscasts] run the whole package, that’s their choice.”21 In a different interview, Pierce cited the Clinton administration’s use of the same style of video news release (including at least one case where the narrator claimed to be “reporting”) and suggested “All we have done is promote our point of view. Everything that’s in the video is true; none of the facts are incorrect.”22 With these statements, Keane and Pierce threw down the gauntlet to those who question the use of misleading corporate-style PR tactics in politics.
Luckily, the chutzpah of the administration’s tactics sparked widespread outrage after the New York Times exposed the video’s existence.23 Columbia Journalism Review’s Campaign Desk blog (where one of us works) played a crucial role in investigating the story, compiling a list of newscasts that aired the video, locating Ryan for an interview, and revealing CNN’s role in distributing the segment to local newscasts.24 The combined effect of attention from Campaign Desk and other bloggers helped to keep the mainstream media focused on the story, which led to even more coverage.
In the end, though HHS refused to back down, the results were largely positive. A number of local newscasts were publicly shamed for their use of video news releases; Ryan eventually admitted that she was “reading a script” and stated that she would no longer use the term “reporting” in her video news release work; and CNN, which had distributed the video to local stations, changed its policies so that video news releases would be distributed to local news stations separately from actual news footage.25 The Public Relations Society of America, an influential industry group, also issued new guidelines to its members, telling them not to use the word “reporting” in video news releases if the person speaking is not a journalist.26 And in May, the General Accounting Office, the investigative arm of Congress, issued a report finding that the phony news segments violated restrictions against “using appropriated funds for publicity or propaganda purposes.”27
The Future of Democracy
The harm George W. Bush has done to our political system is profound and will almost certainly last far beyond his time in office. Bush has tamed the media and spun the public with unprecedented sophistication. His success in doing so is strengthening the perception that politicians cannot disarm in the spin war without conceding defeat. At this point, we must consider the possibility that future presidents, whether Democrat or Republican, will use Bush’s tactics as their starting point and apply the vast power and influence of the White House to mislead the American people still further.
This would be a disaster for our democracy. If policy dishonesty becomes the norm for future presidents and other politicians, we lose any hope of having a reasonable, fact-based political discourse. When citizens cannot understand the issues or the positions of their leaders, real democratic accountability is impossible.
We must therefore create new incentives that make political success dependent upon fair and open debate. Given the problems of the mainstream professional media, our best chance is to encourage news outlets that offer responsible coverage of dishonesty outside the framework of “objectivity”; political blogs that fact-check the media, politicians, and each other; and entertainment programs that satirize mainstream political debate. This is where we will find the energetic culture, engaged analysis, and sharply critical points of view that our political press so desperately needs to expose the Karen Ryans of the future and stop presidents who would conduct themselves like George W. Bush.
There are no easy answers, but for citizens concerned with the future of American political debate, the only long-term solution is to be skeptical, oppose dishonesty in all its forms, and support those who hold political figures accountable. Spin will never disappear, but an informed and active citizenry can still prevent the worst excesses of PR-driven deception from corrupting our democracy.



Appendix A
O’Neill Unveils the Budget

After leaving office, Treasury Secretary Paul O’Neill provided 19,000 documents that crossed his desk while serving in the Bush administration to author Ron Suskind, who drew on them for his book The Price of Loyalty. Suskind has since released a number of these documents into the public domain on his website (www.ronsuskind.com). Two of them illustrate the message discipline the administration tries to enforce. In the first, which is reprinted below, Assistant Secretary of the Treasury for Public Affairs Michele Davis advises O’Neill on a February 28, 2001 press conference unveiling the President’s first budget.
MEMO
To: Secretary O’Neill
From: Michele
Date: Tuesday 2/27/01
Re: Tomorrow’s Press Conference Unveiling the Budget
You and Mitch Daniels are scheduled to unveil the President’s budget at a press conference in the OEOB at 10:15 tomorrow morning. This event, more than anything you’ve participated in to date, requires that you be monotonously on-message. In addition to the media attending, this event is simulcast to the White House press corp that is traveling with the President in Pennsylvania.
Daniels will speak first, and he will present the overall themes of controlling the growth in spending and paying off all the debt available for retirement. He will leave most of the tax cut discussion to you.
Your role is to 1) repeat the message that we will pay off all the debt available to pay off and 2) state clearly that we must cut taxes because we take more from people than we need to fund these new priorities, and if we don’t give it back to the people who paid it, we’ll end up wasting it in Washington.
Key background information: The public prefers spending on things like health care and education over cutting taxes. It’s crucial that your remarks make clear that there is no trade off here—that we will boost education spending and set aside Social Security and Medicare surpluses to address the future of those programs, and still we will have an enormous surplus. This isn’t an “either/or” question.
Roll-out events like this are the clearest examples of when staying on message is absolutely crucial. Any deviation during the unveiling of the budget will change the way coverage plays out from tomorrow forward. For example, you do not want to discuss potential Social Security reform ideas. Your remarks should be very focussed and your answers during the Q and A should only repeat your remarks.
	We have funded America’s priorities of education and national defense.
	We have walled off Social Security and Medicare funds where they can only be used to modernize those programs.
	We will pay off all the debt available to be retired.
	That still leaves an enormous surplus. We need structural tax reform, because the tax system is taking more from working people than Washington needs to pay for America’s priorities.
	If we don’t let taxpayers keep more of what they earn, those tax surpluses will be spent expanding government beyond our needs. Spending grew 8% last year—that’s a recipe for waste.
	We all know government is full of duplication—there are places we need to consolidate programs and spend the taxpayers’ money more wisely. But we won’t do that as long as we are awash in tax surpluses.
	Today’s federal tax burden is higher than it’s been at any time in our nation’s history. It’s time to give tax relief to taxpayers, and lay the groundwork for a consumer-led expansion in the economy.
	It’s time to cut income taxes, so people keep more of what they earn, and decide for themselves how best to spend it.


Likely Questions:
	1) If some agency budgets are growing faster than 4%, some other programs must be growing below that rate. You are cutting some programs, are you not? Which ones?
	There is plenty of duplication throughout the federal budget. We have dozens of programs in various departments all targeting the same problem. We need to figure out which ones are working, and target our resources accordingly.



	2) Are you cutting Customs funding and letting up on the war on drugs?
	We are beefing up the war on drugs. The President’s budget spends $35 million on the Western Hemisphere Drug Elimination Act to improve interdiction.



	3) You say the “non-retireable” debt is $1.2 trillion, while CBO puts it at only $800 billion. Why the difference?
	OMB and CBO have different assumptions about buybacks over the next 5 years. OMB continues the previous Administration’s insistence that we not project buybacks beyond the current year. We haven’t adjusted that position because I do not have all my debt management officials in place yet at Treasury to conduct a full review. In either case, a substantial amount of debt remains in 2011. More importantly, even the CBO’s estimate of a higher amount of potential debt reduction does not alter the allocation of the $5.6 trillion surplus. We have committed to locking away the $2.6 trillion Social Security surplus is locked away where it can only be used to pay down the debt. That $2.6 trillion in Social Security surplus would cover all possible debt retirement even if the CBO estimates turn out to be accurate.



	4) But if CBO is right, that means there is less money for individual Social Security accounts.
	That’s a question for another day. I’m looking forward to Social Security reform as much as you are, but first things first. Let’s retire as much of the debt as we can and eliminate the structural overtaxation that puts today’s federal tax burden at an all time high. That’s enough to keep us busy for a while—then we can turn our attention to Social Security reform.



	5) Why are we just now finding out about this so-called ‘unretireable’ debt?
	This is a new policy area for all of us—we’ve never had the huge surpluses we have today.



	6) If you are worried about the economy, why not include business tax cuts?
	First of all, small businesses are the engine of growth in our economy, and a majority of small businesses are taxed under the individual income tax. Cutting rates at the high end will mean small businesses will keep more of what they earn, and plow it back into their firms to hire more workers or to increase productivity, which in turn increases wages. Second, allowing people to keep more of what they earn will help to lay the groundwork for another consumer-led expansion.



	7) What do you think of the House plan to break up the tax bill into several pieces?
	We’ll work with the Congress on legislative strategy. I’m glad the House is eager to get to work on this right away, and I’m looking forward to working with them to achieve the President’s goals of cutting income tax rates across the board and making our tax code more pro-family.



	8) If you are worried about the economy, why not make the tax cut bigger?
	It may turn out that the surplus will be much larger over the next 10 years than it is projected to be. When that becomes clear, I’ll be more than happy to cut taxes again. In fact, I hope that we will turn our attention in the future to overall tax reform, and create a system that is simpler and fairer than what we have today. For now, let’s enact the President’s tax relief plan. We know there’s plenty of tax surplus to make this plan possible. If more materializes, we can always do more tax cuts later.







Appendix B
O’Neill Goes on Meet the Press

In another communications memo from January 4, 2002, released by Suskind, which is reproduced here, Davis coaches O’Neill on how to handle host Tim Russert during an upcoming appearance on NBC’s Meet the Press, which is considered one of Washington’s most challenging Sunday interview shows.
SUNDAY TV—MEET THE PRESS
8:30 AM
10 minute segment
Other guests: McCain and Lieberman from Uzbekistan Karzai
MESSAGE
FIRST ANSWER, no matter the question:
We must act to ensure our economy recovers and people get back to work.
KEY LINES TO DELIVER:
An economic security package to make the recession shorter and put people back to work faster.
Creating jobs is the key to success.
a growing economy creates a budget surplus, not the other way around
If the Senate Majority Leader is serious about helping put people back to work, then we should have TPA and the economic security package on the President’s desk by March 1.
WORD CHOICES:
“Economic Security” not “stimulus”
talk about people, and their jobs, not “growth” and “surplus”
TONE:
The economy is showing some signs of recovery, but they haven’t yet solidified and we need to act to speed the recovery, because there’s no reason people should be out of work for any longer than is necessary.
On questions about the state of the economy, we can’t just cite good stats, we need to talk about both the good and bad signs:

	Unemployment went up, but not as much as it could be
	WSJ poll, average expect 0.9% growth in Q1
	Car and truck sales had the second strongest year to date, but they slowed in December

Likely Questions:
	State of the Economy
	The first several questions are likely to be about the state of the economy—without Russert mentioning the President’s agenda or anything else related to Washington. You need to interject the President’s message, even if the question has nothing to do with that.
	EXAMPLE: “What is the state of the economy today?”
	A. We’re seeing hopeful signs of a recovery, but they aren’t as strong as we’d like them to be. Too many people are without a job right now. But confidence is up, which is a good sign. I saw in the WSJ that a consensus estimate on growth is something like 0.9% for the first quarter. That’s growth, but it’s just not good enough. The President doesn’t want us to sit on my hands and hope this recovery takes root. We need to act, to get people back to work more quickly and get the economy growing again.






	Daschle’s accusations.
	Russert will ask about Daschle’s accusations that the tax cut created the deficit. You need to say in a very succinct sentence that the terrorist attacks and the recession caused the deficit. You can give the numbers (attached), but don’t only give the numbers. First, give a clear succinct sentence. Russert likely will ask a series of questions about the deficit. You shouldn’t make any projections—budget numbers are still weeks away.
	Q. Are you willing to increase the deficit to pay for a stimulus package we may not need, since the economy is already showing signs of recovery.
	A. (You need to respond very strongly that our primary concern is putting people back to work.) Millions of people don’t have jobs right now, because our economy isn’t growing. That has to be our primary concern. When people go back to work, the economy grows and the deficits disappear.
	Q. Let me follow up to that: does the deficit not matter at all? Should we repeal the cut in the top tax rate to fill that hole?
	A. Even Senator Daschle didn’t suggest that. Because everyone knows, raising taxes slows the economy—exactly the medicine we don’t need right now.
	Q. Is this the old, failed 1980s rhetoric about growing our way out of a deficit?
	A. In the 1980s, the economy grew and revenues to the Treasury grew a lot. The problem was that government spending grew even faster. What we learned from the mid 1990s is that economic growth, combined with spending discipline, is the path to budget surpluses.
	Q. Your asking for an increase in the debt ceiling, too. Isn’t that an admission that the tax cut was too big?
	A. We need an increase in the debt ceiling because of the recession and the war. We are going to defeat terrorism abroad and we are going to create jobs here at home. That requires the government to borrow more money this year, an obvious price we are willing to pay to ensure our safety and prosperity here at home.
	Q. In 1997, the Republican Congress refused to raise the debt ceiling when Rubin asked them to do so. Will you get the same reaction?
	A. It’s inconceivable that they won’t raise the debt ceiling. Our economy was wracked by a terrorist attack and a recession. We need the tools to defeat terrorists abroad and reignite growth at home.






	Daschle’s proposals
	Expect a series of questions about any of the particulars of Daschle’s proposals. But don’t answer only by critiquing that proposal. Instead, flip the question to talk about why the President’s proposal is the right way to ensure a stronger recovery.
	Q. Would you consider a new-worker tax credit, to encouraging hiring?
	A. Do you think NBC might just fire everyone and rehire them to get a tax credit? Wouldn’t that be nuts? The President has proposed the right tax incentives to create jobs—reducing income taxes on millions of small businesses, accelerating expensing of new investments, and fixing the corporate AMT so it doesn’t raise taxes on companies when they are doing their best to avoid laying off workers.






	Likelihood of enacting anything.
	Senator Daschle said “We should move quickly to pass a bill that boosts demand, encourages investments, and creates jobs.” Those are words the President has said many times. So you should welcome Senator Daschle’s new willingness to enact an economic security package. You should also bring up dislocated workers as a reason you think we will get something done. And then give your deadline.
	Q. Isn’t this just posturing? You guys want to show the unemployed that you care. Will anything actually get done?
	A. There’s only one way to find out, Tim. Senator Daschle showed new willingness to enact an economic security package. He called for action to help strengthen our recovery. He’s in charge in the Senate. So if he’s serious, he will have Trade Promotion Authority and the economic stimulus package through the Senate by March 1.
	Q. Would you be willing to drop the tax rate cuts to get the rest of the package done?
	A. Millions of small businesses pay individual income taxes—not corporate income taxes. And those small businesses are the engines of job creation in our economy. We need to give them relief so they can invest and hire.
	Q. Since you all can’t agree on tax cuts, why not just do the package for dislocated workers?
	A. People don’t just want help while they are out of work, they want jobs. And even on the dislocated worker packages, in December Senator Daschle objected to our proposal to give unemployed Americans a tax credit to pay for 60% of their health insurance costs. Insurance is enormously expensive for so many of these families—that’s got to be part of the help we give.










Appendix C
The “Trifecta”

As we document in this book, President Bush repeatedly made false claims that he had listed three exceptions that would justify budget deficits at an appearance in Chicago during the 2000 campaign. We reproduce the months-long sequence of statements here for readers—and history—to judge.
President Bush’s Repetitions of

the Chicago Story:
	1) Remarks by the President in Photo Opportunity with Business Leaders, New York, New York, October 3, 2001:
	“Well, as I said in Chicago during the campaign, when asked about should the government ever deficit spend, I said only under these circumstances should government deficit spend: if there is a national emergency, if there is a recession, or if there’s a war.”



	2) Remarks by the President to Robin Hayes for Congress and Elizabeth Dole for Senate, North Carolina Republican Party Luncheon, Charlotte, North Carolina, February 27, 2002:
	“You know, I was campaigning in Chicago and somebody asked me, is there ever any time where the budget might have to go into deficit? I said only if we were at war or had a national emergency or were in recession. Little did I realize we’d get the trifecta.”



	3) Remarks by the President to Iowa Republican Party Victory 2002 and Latham for Congress Luncheon, Des Moines, Iowa, March 1, 2002:
	“You know, I remember campaigning in Chicago and somebody said, would you ever spend a deficit? And I said, only if we’re at war or we had a recession or there was a national emergency. Little did I realize we’d get the trifecta.”



	4) Remarks by the President at the Graham for Senate Luncheon, Greenville, South Carolina, March 27, 2002:
	“I was campaigning in Chicago one time and a fellow said, would you ever allow for deficit spending, would that ever enter your vocabulary? I said, well, under certain circumstances: only if we’re at war or there was a national emergency or there was a recession. Little did I realize we’d draw the trifecta.”



	5) Remarks by the President at Saxby Chambliss for Senate Dinner, Atlanta, Georgia, March 27, 2002:
	“I’ll never forget one time in Chicago when a reporter said, would you ever deficit spend? And I said, well, only—only if we were at war, only if there were a national emergency, or only if there is a recession. Never did I believe we’d get the trifecta. But we’re dealing with it.”



	6) Remarks by the President to the Republican Party of Texas-Victory 2002 and Cornyn for Senate Luncheon, Dallas, Texas, March 28, 2002:
	“You know, when I was campaigning in Chicago, in the general election, somebody said, would you ever deficit spend? I said, well, only if we were at war, or there was a national emergency, or we were in a recession. Little did I realize we’d get the trifecta.”



	7) Remarks by the President at Fisher for Governor Reception, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, April 3, 2002:
	“I remember campaigning in Chicago one time, and the guy said, would you ever deficit spend? I said, well, only if we were at war, or the country was in recession, or there was a national emergency. I didn’t realize we were going to get the trifecta.”



	8) Remarks by the President at Heather Wilson for Congress Luncheon, Albuquerque, New Mexico, April 29, 2002:
	“You know, when I was campaigning in Chicago one time, they said, would you ever have a deficit? I said, I hope not. I said, I think it’s important for us to make—to work hard to have a balanced budget. But I said, yes, I’d have a deficit if I were the President only if we were at war, or in a recession, or in times of emergency. I didn’t think I was going to draw the trifecta.”



	9) Remarks by the President at Simon for Governor Luncheon, Santa Clara, California, April 30, 2002:
	“I remember in Chicago they said to me, would you ever have deficit spending? I said, only if there was a war, or a national emergency, or a recession. Never did I realize we’d get the trifecta.”



	10) Remarks by the President at Taft for Governor Luncheon, Columbus, Ohio, May 10, 2002:
	“You know, 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.”



	11) Remarks by the President in Ryan for Governor Luncheon, Chicago, Illinois, May 13, 2002:
	“By the way, right here in Chicago, I was asked when I was campaigning here, they said, hey, Mr. President, would you ever have a deficit? I said, only if there was a war, or a recession, or a national emergency. Yeah, we’ve got one right now.”



	12) Remarks by the President at 2002 Republican National Committee Presidential Gala, Washington, D.C., May 14, 2002:
	“I was in Chicago in 2002 [sic]; some guy said—a reporter, excuse me, said—a male reporter said—would you ever allow a deficit? I said, only if we’re at war, or only if the nation were in recession, or only if we had a national emergency would I allow a deficit. Well, this administration got all three.”



	13) Remarks by the President to the 14th Annual World Pork Expo, Des Moines, Iowa, June 7, 2002:
	“I remember—I remember campaigning in Chicago, and one of the reporters said, would you ever deficit spend? I said only—only in times of war, in times of economic insecurity as a result of a recession, or in times of national emergency. Never did I dream we’d have a trifecta.”



	14) Remarks by the President in Texans for Rick Perry Reception, Houston, Texas, June 14, 2002:
	“You know, when I was one time campaigning in Chicago, a reporter said, would you ever have a deficit? And I said, I can’t imagine it, but there would be one if we had a war, or a national emergency, or a recession. Never did I dream we’d get the trifecta.”




Similar Statements by Bush

That Don’t Mention Chicago Specifically:
	1) Remarks by the President in Photo Opportunity with His Economic Advisors and Fed Chairman Alan Greenspan, January 7, 2002:
	“I said to the American people that this nation might have to run deficits in time of war, in times of national emergency, or in times of a recession.”



	2) Remarks by the President at Meeting of the Leaders of the Fiscal Responsibility Coalition, April 16, 2002:
	“The recession—no question, I remember when I was campaigning, I said, would you ever deficit spend? And I said, yes, only if there were a time of war, or recession, or a national emergency. Never thought we’d get—and so we have a temporary deficit in our budget, because we are at war, we’re recovering, our economy is recovering, and we’ve had a national emergency. Never did I dream we’d have the trifecta.”



	3) President Comments on New Economic Numbers and Middle East, Crawford, Texas, April 26, 2002:
	“I remind—I want to remind you what I told the American people, that if I’m the President—when I was campaigning, if I were to become the President, we would have deficits only in the case of war, a recession or a national emergency. In this case, we got all three.”



	4) Remarks by the President at the 21st Century High Tech Forum, June 13, 2002:
	“You know, we—these are extraordinary times. I remember campaigning and somebody said, would you ever deficit spend? I said, only if there was a war, or a recession, or a national emergency. I didn’t think we were going to get the trifecta.”



	5) Remarks by the President at Ferguson for Congress Luncheon, Newark, New Jersey, June 24, 2002:
	“You know, when I was running, I said—they asked me, would you ever deficit spend? I said, well, only if we had a recession, or a national emergency, or a war.”







Sources and Methods

We have sought to document all of our factual claims and sources in this book as completely as possible. We do not provide citations for statements or articles explicitly referenced in the text itself (for example, a White House press briefing on a specific date), but all other sources are cited and documented in the Notes section so that readers can verify our claims for themselves.
To maximize readability, we have consolidated our footnotes whenever possible, particularly when drawing on the same source in more than one sentence. In these cases, a single footnote is often included at the end of a paragraph. Some material in the book also draws broadly on past work published on our website, but we do not cite our own articles here.
We have relied on primary sources as much as possible in our research. Citations of statements by President Bush, Vice President Cheney, administration spokesmen, and other White House officials are generally taken from official White House transcripts, with the title that is used on the whitehouse.gov website, the location (if it is outside Washington, D.C.), and the date. When White House transcripts are not available, we have cited specific transcripts when necessary, but otherwise we simply cite the testimony and the date it took place. Finally, it is worth noting that Bryan Keefer is the assistant managing editor of Columbia Journalism Review’s Campaign Desk weblog, which we cite in several instances.
When possible, we have drawn on professional news outlets and relatively neutral commentators in our research. However, we have made limited use of quotations or factual criticisms drawn from other sources. In particular, we have cited a number of analyses of President Bush’s tax and budget proposals from the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, Citizens for Tax Justice, and the Urban-Brookings Tax Policy Center. These groups are all left-of-center, but their technical analysis is highly respected and they provide some of the most detailed distributional and budget analyses available in Washington. We have noted the data used in their analyses wherever possible. We also use so-called “static” scoring estimates of the cost of tax cuts, which remain the standard for Congressional budgeting in the absence of more reliable “dynamic” estimates that incorporate feedback effects.
We have fact-checked this book. However, we take full responsibility for any mistakes that may have been made and will post any necessary corrections or clarifications at http://www.spinsanity.com/book/corrections.html. To notify us of an error, please e-mail corrections@spinsanity.com. We are tough critics of inaccuracy, and will hold ourselves to the same standard we apply to others.
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