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Introduction
               
Weapons of Mass Distortion

IN AN APRIL 10, 2002, appearance on CNN’s Larry King Live, ABC News anchor Peter Jennings gave a remarkable answer when he was asked about media bias.

“Historically in the media, it has been more of a liberal persuasion for many years,” Jennings said. “It has taken us a long time, too long in my view, to have vigorous conservative voices heard as widely in the media as they now are. And so I think, yes, on occasion there is a liberal instinct in the media which we need to keep our eye on, if you will.”

It was an astonishing statement. For years, media analysts had been pointing out the pervasive liberal bias found in mainstream news coverage. In fact, in 1987 I founded an organization called the Media Research Center specifically to bring balance and responsibility to the news media, and for some fifteen years the center had been carefully and systematically documenting the extent of media bias. But despite all those efforts, news leaders had vigorously denied any charge of bias, no matter how thoroughly documented. Actually, for the most part the Jenningses, Brokaws, and Rathers refused even to acknowledge the charges, which they could get away with at a time when the American public was less attuned to the leftward slant in the press.

But that time had passed. Now, here was Peter Jennings, one of the most important journalists in the country, acknowledging on national television that, yes, the charge of liberal bias was true.

Then again, was the statement really all that astonishing? Well, yes, simply because no one of his stature had ever come close to admitting that liberal bias existed. (Though Walter Cronkite had acknowledged the leftist bias permeating the airwaves, he did so long after he had retired from CBS News.) But if one looks closely at Jennings’s answer, it becomes clear that, to the distinguished anchor of ABC News, media bias really isn’t much of a problem at all. It’s just an “instinct” that is evidenced only “on occasion.” Like a slow leak in a tire, it’s not something that demands an immediate repair. It’s just something “we need to keep our eye on.”

Jennings also betrayed a fundamental misunderstanding of why media bias is a problem. For “too long,” he said, “conservative voices” were not “heard as widely in the media as they now are.” Quite true, but that statement is slippery on two counts. First, who does Jennings mean by “conservative voices”—journalists or their guests? There is no empirical evidence I’ve seen that there has been any marked increase of conservatives in the newsrooms—note that we’re talking about newsrooms, not the pundits’ roundtables—of ABC, CBS, NBC, CNN, MSNBC, CNBC, and PBS. Second, if by “conservative voices” Jennings is referencing the opinions of conservatives within news stories, even if journalists are giving more airtime to conservatives, it doesn’t follow that the coverage of those “conservative voices” is any more positive. The implication of his statement is that conservatives now are getting a fair shot in the media, which, as we’ll see in this book, is patently untrue. Even more important, having more conservative voices heard in the mainstream media is just one small step toward balanced news coverage. Liberal bias affects much more than simply how certain political figures are covered and how certain news stories are reported. The media’s pervasive bias determines precisely which stories are (and are not) covered, and in how much detail. Indeed, the media elite deliberately attempt to set the national agenda through their coverage of the news.

I have learned this firsthand in a career spent closely analyzing the news media, but the point was driven home to me several years ago at a meeting with a Los Angeles newspaper. The Media Research Center had just released an exhaustive study regarding liberal bias in the news media, and I was scheduled to meet with the editorial board of the (now-defunct) Los Angeles Herald-Examiner to discuss the report’s findings. When I arrived, however, I was ushered into the conference room and met by a solitary figure, a member of the editorial board obviously pegged with the unsavory assignment of listening to this pesky conservative. The ponytailed hair and the cold body language—he silently pointed me to a chair—hinted that this would be anything but a productive meeting. I made an opening statement, then passed him the voluminous report we were to discuss. Without bothering to open it, the editor shoved it back at me and unleashed a vitriolic harangue against conservatives. Niceties flew out the window as he snarled, “All you conservatives care about is making money!” Clearly we weren’t going to discuss the report, so I asked him what liberals like him cared about. Without bothering to deny my description of his ideological persuasion, he quickly shot back, “You just don’t get it: We are the social conscience of this country and we have an obligation to use the media.”

At least this editor had the decency to admit what so many others steadfastly deny. Yes, the mainstream news media’s view of conservatives is less than flattering—the liberal media see conservatives as “the great unwashed,” as Republican congressman Henry Hyde aptly put it—and that is a big problem. But just as important, and too often overlooked, is the problem of how the media view themselves. The media elites feel they must be the “social conscience of this country”; they seem to have a higher calling beyond objectively reporting what happens on a day-to-day basis. Reporters, editors, and producers routinely display an arrogance driven by an inflated sense of self-worth. They are the enlightened, the elite. This attitude cannot help but distort the way the news is covered.

Media bias is more than just something “we need to keep our eye on.” It is an endemic problem, and even now, when the media have actually come under some scrutiny, the problem is not being seriously addressed. Although media bias has become the subject of debate in this country, the terms of that debate are far too narrow. Usually it is focused on a small subtopic, like the number of conservative commentators on television, when news commentary isn’t even the issue—it is in news reporting that the journalist must strive for objectivity. Or it is focused on a particular statement that galls—say, CNN boss Ted Turner’s insulting Christians—but examining such a statement, while instructive, doesn’t begin to plumb the depths of the problem of liberal media bias.

Peter Jennings might think that the problem of media bias is pretty much solved, but as this book will show, liberal media bias is alive and well. The evidence of such bias is simply staggering.

The Liberal Counterattack

Although overwhelming evidence indicates that liberal bias in the mainstream news media continues unchecked, something important has changed in recent years. It is not just that news leaders like Peter Jennings have been forced for the first time to answer questions about media bias. No, the Left has come to believe that a battle is on and has begun to attack those dreaded conservatives who dare to challenge the authority and legitimacy of the “mainstream” news media. But the liberal counterattack has been bizarre. Some on the Left, refusing to admit to the longtime liberal dominance over the mainstream news media, go so far as to claim that there is actually a conservative media bias. According to a series of books released in 2002 and 2003, the vast right-wing conspiracy has somehow managed to conquer the news media as well. It is important, and won’t take long, to demolish this mythology.

First out of the gate was The Nation’s Eric Alterman with the book What Liberal Media?: The Truth About Bias and the News, a response to the number one bestseller from former CBS newsman Bernard Goldberg, Bias: A CBS Insider Exposes How the Media Distort the News. (In his book Alterman condemns me for praising the media’s powerful, if short-lived, patriotism in the days following the September 11 horror.) The New York Observer’s Joe Conason followed with Big Lies: The Right-Wing Propaganda Machine and How It Distorts the Truth, in which he tries to “debunk conservative mythology,” devoting a whole chapter to the “palpably ridiculous argument” that “liberals control the media.” (It’s instructive that Conason says of this writer that the “belligerent, red-bearded Bozell, a nephew of William F. Buckley Jr., scarcely pretends to be anything more than an instrument of the Republican Party’s conservative leadership,” an extraordinary accomplishment given that I’m not even a Republican.) Finally we got comedian Al Franken’s Lies and the Lying Liars Who Tell Them: A Fair and Balanced Look at the Right. A quick review of Franken’s book begs the question: Is this man serious? And a related question: Just how serious is a movement that relies on this man as its spokesman? We will spend more time with Mr. Franken later in the book.

The Conason/Alterman/Franken argument that the media are conservative revolves around four major points, all of them fallacious:

1. Liberal bias? Just look at all those conservatives in the media! By far the most common trick of the Left is to focus on the “media,” not the “news media.” How many times do we hear liberals cite Rush Limbaugh, William F. Buckley, Robert Novak, Cal Thomas, Sean Hannity, and so on, as evidence of the conservative “dominance” of the media? What these liberals know full well is that all of these conservatives are commentators, not reporters; their work appears in opinion columns and on TV or radio talk shows—not in news stories in our newspapers or on radio or television news programs. None reports news, but rather they all react to it analytically and, by necessity, with prejudice. More: No conservative on talk radio denies his conservative stance, which puts every one of them in almost perfect juxtaposition with the liberals in the news media, almost all of whom deny their own bias. It is impossible to contend that conservatives dominate the news media—which is why liberals play with the terminology.

2. Who cares about liberal reporters? It’s all about those dastardly conservative media owners. Alterman has a chapter titled “You’re Only As Liberal As the Man Who Owns You.” This is the stuff of Berkeley coffee klatches. Contrary to the Marxist stick-figure caricature, corporate CEOs cannot be automatically stereotyped as supply-side right-wingers dressed in three-piece Armani suits smoking oversized stogies and swigging martinis at the Knickerbocker Club. And if you don’t believe me, ask Michael Eisner or Ted Turner.

Even if we suspend our disbelief for a moment and go along with Alterman that the owners of media corporations are all right-wingers, what does that really tell us? Nothing, as CNN’s Tucker Carlson rightly pointed out when Alterman tried to claim that right-wing media owners control “what gets on the news.” On the February 5, 2003, edition of Crossfire, Carlson swiftly rebutted Alterman’s argument: “Actually, having worked in media corporations . . . all my adult life, I can tell you, as I think you already know, most reporters don’t take orders from the owners of their companies. Most reporters don’t know who the owners of their companies are and have zero contact with them. So that’s not a plausible claim.”

The corporate ownership argument is closely linked to point #1. Liberals like to point out that a majority of newspaper editorial pages normally endorse Republicans in presidential campaigns, as if somehow this validates their theory that the owners are calling the shots. But these are editorial writers—not owners, and not reporters—making this call. Moreover, theirs is a one-day story in the editorial page; this tells us nothing about a paper’s slant 365 days per year in the news section, which is all that matters.

3. Don’t believe us liberals; just listen to what some conservatives say about this silly “liberal media” accusation. Conason quotes former Christian Coalition head Ralph Reed mouthing this analysis of the press: “My sense is that it’s probably never as good as you think and it’s never as bad as you think.” But what does that mean? It is not content analysis; it’s conjecture. And yet Conason believes that in saying this, Reed “acknowledged” that “the media have turned to the right.”

Alterman misuses Weekly Standard editor Bill Kristol in the same way. Kristol once told The New Yorker that “the liberal media were never that powerful, and the whole thing was often used as an excuse by conservatives for conservative failures,” a point with which most conservatives would disagree, but also a point focusing on the impact of liberal media bias, not its existence, which Alterman seems not to realize is a given for Kristol. Alterman also quotes Pat Buchanan suggesting that the media had been fair to him on the presidential campaign trail, but in no way was Buchanan denying the existence of a liberal media bias. In fact, over the years Buchanan has denounced the liberal media probably hundreds of times, but Alterman has somehow missed all of these quotes. I wonder if he also missed Buchanan’s dismissal of What Liberal Media? In a column in June 2003, Buchanan called Alterman a poor judge of bias and averred that there is indeed a “liberal press,” which includes “all three major networks, PBS, NPR and virtually all major U.S. papers—Boston Globe, New York Times, Philadelphia Inquirer, Baltimore Sun, Washington Post, Atlanta Constitution, Miami Herald, Chicago Tribune, Denver Post, Los Angeles Times. . . . Not only are the editorial pages of most major papers liberal, the news staffs are overwhelmingly so.” Buchanan concluded that “Big Media remains a fortress of liberalism,” which is not exactly a ringing endorsement of Alterman’s thesis.

Franken, meanwhile, relies on an ex-conservative to guide him through the world of conspiratorial conservative media politics. But the ex-conservative in question, David Brock, is a highly suspect source, to say the least, for he is an accomplished liar. (Incidentally, Franken, he who condemns “liars” in his book, was forced to confess that he lied in writing the book. In July 2003 he wrote a letter of apology to Attorney General John Ashcroft, admitting that he had not been truthful when he had earlier asked for Ashcroft’s views on abstinence for what he had claimed, falsely, was a book on the subject.)

4. Gore had the election stolen from him and this proves the media’s conservative bias. Conason finds a conspiracy here: “For eight years, the nation’s largest mainstream news organizations devoted substantial resources to bringing down a Democratic administration. Investigative units at ABC News and NBC News chased scandal stories so zealously that they became virtual adjuncts of the prosecutors and conservative groups attacking the White House. . . . That same enmity infected the coverage of Democratic nominee Al Gore during the 2000 presidential election. False stories designed to ruin Gore’s reputation, including phony and distorted quotes, found their way from the Republican National Committee to the conservative media and seeped into the mainstream press.”

That accusation packs quite a wallop—except Conason doesn’t offer a single example to support his case.

Franken devotes an entire chapter to the 2000 presidential election, claiming that it “disproved” the argument that the media display a liberal bias. This thirteen-page study in incoherent ramblings offers no serious content analysis and beats to death one or two utterly irrelevant anecdotes (the media’s handling of Al Gore and the Love Canal issue—stop the presses!).

Alterman devotes a chapter to the 2000 election and another entire chapter to the postelection standoff in Florida. Most of it is a rather hysterical tirade against George W. Bush’s camp for being evil and Al Gore’s camp for not being as clever as the evil Bush camp. Here and there, however, he slips in a quote or factoid as “evidence” of this conservative, anti-Gore bias. For example, he cites The Press Effect, a study by Kathleen Hall Jamieson and Paul Waldman which found that “in the five Sunday shows aired by the three networks [on December 3], the word ‘concede’ appeared in twenty-three questions.” In twenty of them, Alterman points out, “the hypothetical conceder was Al Gore.” Somehow he finds this to be rather damning evidence, but he does not consider that perhaps this was so because recount after recount continued to validate Bush’s victory while Gore’s attempts to overturn the election results were rebuffed time and again.

Since all three of these authors seize on the 2000 presidential election as “evidence” of their wacky claims, this book will address the topic in depth, in Chapter 11.

Strangely, even when denying a liberal bias in the media, these writers don’t deny that most reporters are liberal. Alterman admits, “I concur that the overall flavor of the elite media reporting favors gun control, campaign finance reform, gay rights, and the environmental movement”—and he could have easily added abortion, tax hikes, big government, and a host of other liberal policies—though he does feebly submit, “I do not find this bias as overwhelming as some conservatives do.” Franken spends a chapter ridiculing Bernard Goldberg and Bias but also writes, “I think Goldberg’s most valid point is that reporters tend to have more liberal views than the public on social issues.” His argument is reduced to this: Okay, so the media are liberal on social issues, but they’re conservative on economic issues, which are what really matter. But even that is not true. To prove his point that “journalists are economically conservative,” Franken cites a 1998 survey of Washington-area reporters by Virginia Commonwealth University professor David Croteau, who often performs studies for the Far Left (and misnamed) group Fairness and Accuracy in Reporting (FAIR). Yet Franken omits the most important numbers from Croteau’s survey—because these numbers contradict his conclusion: When asked to characterize their political orientation on social issues, only 9 percent of the journalists said “right” while 87 percent said “left” or “center”; on economic issues, only 19 percent said “right” while 75 percent said “left” or “center.” Despite what Al Franken would have us believe, few reporters are conservative on either social or economic issues. Interestingly, Joe Conason cites the same Croteau survey, but even he does not try to make the bogus Franken claim that it reveals journalists to be economically conservative.

The Coming Meltdown

The liberal argument about a conservative media bias is so flimsy as to be amusing. But the Left’s counterattack is serious, and calculated.

Several times during the Clinton years, when some in the media threatened to depart from liberal orthodoxy by focusing on Clinton scandals—Gennifer Flowers, Troopergate, and Monica Lewinsky come to mind—Team Clinton lashed out at the media for being mouthpieces of the vast right-wing conspiracy. The charge was always preposterous, and deliberately so: It was a preemptive strike designed to intimidate the press into compliance. And it worked every time, as the mainstream media responded by either turning their guns on Republicans (the Lewinsky scandal) or dropping the story altogether (Flowers, Troopergate) to prove their liberal bona fides.

No serious liberal believes that a conservative bias dominates the news media. Liberals know what this book will prove: Like the old Outer Limits television series, the Left still controls the transmission, still controls “all that you see and hear.” Television is not the only domain of the liberal news media: The Left still dominates with the printing presses, and yes, still dominates the “news” programming on radio.

So why the hysterical claims of conservative domination of the media? Because liberals fear that their monopoly on news coverage is in jeopardy. For decades, the liberal hegemony over the news media has provided the political Left with the ability not only to slant news coverage portside but actually to control the public conversation, both political and cultural, in America. Being the “social conscience” of the nation—having the ability to direct the national agenda—is quite a power. Liberals don’t want to lose that.

In fact, they are right to be scared. As this book will demonstrate, the liberal news media are headed for a meltdown. To be sure, even today the vast power of the liberal media cannot be underestimated. But the days of liberal spin always prevailing are coming to an end. This has nothing to do with some sinister right-wing conspiracy. Rather, the problem lies with those in the liberal news media themselves. So  dismissive are they of any claim of liberal bias, no matter how well documented, that they regularly allow this bias to seep into news stories. Even when poll after poll reveals that Americans have lost confidence in the news media, the liberal media elites do not deign to cleanse their industry of the bias that plagues it.

Something else is changing that will speed the collapse of the liberal media’s monopoly on news coverage in this country. Conservatives have traditionally accepted liberal bias in the mainstream news media as a fact of life; it has been a given that the Left controls the news industry just as it holds sway over academia and the arts. But this has bred a certain complacency toward the press that has spelled disaster for one conservative initiative after another. Remember the Contract with America?

Even though I firmly believe that liberal bias does not have to be a fact of life, and indeed have devoted my professional life to bringing balance to news coverage, I have at times had to throw up my hands and simply accept the liberal agenda of the news media. 

One day in 1986 I received a call from public relations guru Craig Shirley, who told me that the Wall Street Journal’s Ellen Hume wanted to interview me about John T. (“Terry”) Dolan, a friend of mine who had passed away a few days before. Dolan had founded the National Conservative Political Action Committee (NCPAC), where I went to work in 1980, the year NCPAC scored some of the most amazing political feats in recent history, credited with defeating four of the most powerful liberal Democratic senators in America, George McGovern, Frank Church, Birch Bayh, and John Culver. Dolan was just twenty-seven at the time, a relative unknown, but that success had made him one of the most sought-after politicos in the country. Now, less than six years later, Dolan was dead, one of the first public casualties of the AIDS epidemic. The media fascination was feverish and understandable, even if in some quarters the sense of triumph could barely be disguised. So when Shirley called me about the interview, I immediately declined. Hume persisted, insisting that she did not want to talk about the AIDS issue but rather wanted to explore what she thought was a fascinating contradiction: the media perception of Dolan as the fierce, angry, mean-spirited political genius versus the reality of Dolan, the fun-loving, gentle jokester. Stressing her pledge not to explore the AIDS issue, she asked Shirley if I would reconsider. Again I declined, but again she wouldn’t accept my decision, this time asking Shirley to approach me with another suggestion: Could she meet me privately for breakfast, off the record, to give her an opportunity to convince me of her honest intentions? That seemed fair to both Shirley and me, and the following Saturday morning Hume and I met at the Jefferson Hotel. We were off the record, but I was guarded nonetheless. What, exactly, did Hume want?

The stories, she answered. Was it true what she’d heard about Dolan’s sense of humor? (Well, depends.) About the water gun battles in the office hallways? (Well, yeah.) And the NCPAC staff squirt gun attacks against other organizations? (Uh-huh.) And the hamster colonies at the office? (Yup.) And the solemn funerals for deceased hamsters outside the NCPAC offices, complete with twenty-one-bottle-rocket salutes? (Yes indeed.) Soon our conversation was loose; ultimately we were both dissolving in laughter as I recounted story after hilarious story about this lovable prankster, the protocols of an off-the-record conversation long forgotten and replaced by permission to record. When it was over, Hume had her piece, and I had the satisfaction of knowing that my friend Terry’s heart and soul would be the subject of this story.

Or so I thought. Several weeks later Hume’s story came out, not in the Wall Street Journal but as the cover story for Regardie’s, Washington, D.C.’s would-be upscale, glossy gossip magazine. It had nothing to do with Dolan’s engaging sense of humor; it dealt with the alleged gay conservative conspiracy (the “Lavender Bund,” as Hume called it) that had hijacked the conservative movement. The headline told the story: “Fear and Self-Loathing on the Far Right.” I read, horrified—quote after quote had been twisted out of context to support her hit piece. I’d been had. From start to finish, Shirley and I had been set up. I called Hume and furiously demanded an explanation. Her answer was cold, short, almost uninterested. “I changed my mind,” was all she would say before hanging up. So Shirley and I jointly wrote her boss, the Wall Street Journal’s proud liberal Al Hunt, explaining how Hume had openly deceived us, even hiding from us the publication behind the hit piece. Hunt’s response was as dismissive as Hume’s, a one-sentence back-of-the-hand answer making a simple point: We conservatives should have known better.

Well, conservatives now do know better. No longer do we merely have to accept the liberal agenda of the so-called objective news media. Nothing made this point more clearly than a startling statement by President George W. Bush in October 2003. Fed up with the way the national media were covering the rebuilding efforts in Iraq, Bush stated in a Hearst-Argyle interview that he was going to bypass them. “I’m mindful of the filter through which some news travels,” the president said, “and sometimes you just have to go over the heads of the filter and speak directly to the people and that’s what we will continue to do.” The liberal press, predictably, fainted in disbelief. As John Roberts of CBS News put it, “It was the public relations equivalent of a declaration of war aimed at the national media.” Many who read this book will have an altogether different perspective. They’ll wonder why it took the Bush administration so long.

Part One
THE 
               

REAL SOURCE 
               

OF BIAS
               
How the Media View Conservatives and Liberals—

and Their Own Role in Society



1
               
“Always Professional, Never Personal”

“THEY HATE YOU!” 
A cheerful Robert Novak was shouting at me across the room, shaking up an otherwise dull Washington, D.C., cocktail reception. The CNN commentator and syndicated columnist had just entered the crowded party, and as soon as he saw me he broke into a broad smile and boomed those words to me. As I made my way over to Bob, he again shouted, “They hate you! They really hate you!”

It wasn’t hard to guess who “they” were. But I was surprised that this was coming from the Prince of Darkness himself, a man who was confronting the leftist press long before I ever came into the picture, and I told him so. “That’s what I mean!” he said, laughing heartily. “They’re calling me to say how much they hate you!”

As much as we laughed about it, Novak was making an important point. Sure, it was an exaggeration: One would be hard-pressed to find members of the media who, simply because of politics, truly hate me—or Novak, or any other conservative, for that matter. But the mainstream media went unchallenged for so long that they were thoroughly unaccustomed to criticism from anyone, and many media figures are less than pleased with the mounting assaults on their credibility and trustworthiness. As head of the largest organization in America confronting and exposing the liberal proclivities of the press, I could understandably be their Enemy Number One.

My critiques of the media are not part of some personal vendetta, however. Indeed, I have great admiration for many members of the media whose political philosophies are diametrically opposed to mine. Take Sam Donaldson of ABC News, a journalist whom many conservatives love to hate. He is not just liberal in his thinking; on the air he is often bombastic and infuriatingly obnoxious. One shudders to think how many books, shoes, and baseball bats have been hurled at television sets over the years because of his pontificating.

But that is the public persona; the real Sam Donaldson is nothing like that. He is affable and courteous—and mischievous as well, as I learned years ago when we were pitted against each other on CNN’s Crossfire. Just as the program’s announcer was introducing me and  the camera’s red light clicked on to indicate I was on-screen, I felt Donaldson’s knee slam into my own under the table, conveniently out of the camera shot. The jolt had its desired effect: CNN viewers’ first glimpse of me was of a man with a contorted, perplexed, thoroughly goofy expression on his face. And when his camera turned on, there was Sam, calm and demure, with a polite, utterly professional—and extremely satisfied—smile on his face.

That was only one of many skirmishes Donaldson and I have had on television. Often the topic of our debate is liberal media bias. Where most liberals in the press refuse even to acknowledge this subject as suitable for discussion, Donaldson, to his credit, is willing to discuss media bias openly and candidly. For many years, in fact, he has come to the annual Conservative Political Action Conference (CPAC) to debate Bob Novak on the issue of media bias, and I have had the pleasure of moderating those debates. It’s a testament to Donaldson that even if his comments are met with hisses and howls of derision from a thousand conservative activists, his performance—perhaps just the mere fact that he has the guts to enter the lion’s den and defend his industry—inevitably triggers a standing ovation from the audience, and rightfully so. Liberals could learn a lesson from this man.

I certainly learned an important lesson from him. Back in 1996, as we were chatting in the CNN greenroom after another Crossfire debate, I asked why he had skipped that year’s GOP national convention, which had been held just a few weeks earlier. He had been conspicuous in his absence; after all, this was the man who had been the scourge of Republicans because of his coverage of their conventions, and he obviously relished that role. His answer surprised me. Perhaps if we’d been in a public setting the response would have been different; certainly it would have been less impassioned. But we were alone, the setting was relaxed, and he let his guard down, recounting sorrowfully how, while he was in Sarajevo working on a story shortly before the convention, his producer had been shot and killed, a sniper’s bullet penetrating the window of their vehicle. It would be impossible ever to know the truth, he said, but it stood to reason that the assassin had hit the wrong target. He acknowledged that his journalistic duty called for him to carry out his next assignment, especially one as important as a national convention, but he felt it was inappropriate, and he wanted to mourn the loss of his friend. It was a powerful story, to be sure, but I was mostly impressed by Donaldson’s humility. In a note I wrote him afterward I told him of my heightened personal regard for him. His simple answer came back a few days later, direct and blazingly accurate: “Remember: Always professional, never personal.”

“Always professional, never personal”: It’s a creed I’ve tried to follow ever since. For someone in Sam Donaldson’s profession, it’s particularly important. After all, journalists are charged with the responsibility of reporting the news objectively, of keeping their personal prejudices from influencing how they chronicle events and profile individuals and groups. The problem, of course, is that so much of what we see coming from the mainstream media is personal.

Nowhere has this been more of a problem than in the media’s coverage of conservatives. Many attacks on conservatives, intentional or not, are personal because the animus against conservatives from many in the news media is all too real. Even today, at a time when the mainstream media have (finally) come under intense scrutiny for the way their liberalism affects their news reporting, attacks on conservatives are all too common.

Conservatives: “Poor, Uneducated and Easy to Command”

I’ve often been asked what it’s like to deal personally with the institution we castigate professionally, and I can answer emphatically that most members of the media are courteous, respectful, and professional. Many are downright pleasant. But some are not. Walk into the studios of National Public Radio for an interview and the looks you receive from the aged hippies betray their desire to fumigate their offices the moment you leave. And sometimes you don’t even have to analyze body language and facial expressions to gauge how the liberal media really feel about conservatives.

I got a rare glimpse behind the curtain during an appearance on CNN. I had been invited on the program Reliable Sources to discuss a brand-new Media Research Center study of the networks’ coverage (both quantitative and qualitative) of religion. The study showed how, year after year, the news media devote paltry attention to stories dealing with religion. Somewhat to my surprise, and certainly to my delight, the media covered the report fairly, even positively. My fellow panelists at CNN that day also agreed that the media were not giving the issue of faith nearly the respect it deserved; it was the rare cable television appearance where the discussion did not devolve into a fight.

But those in the CNN control room were not so respectful. I know, because when we went on the air, in my earpiece I could still hear everything being said in the control room. CNN had forgotten to shut off the transmission. Oops. So while my fellow panelists and I had a serious discussion about the media, I listened to the producers and other staffers in the control room offer their commentary. Actually, they screamed their commentary. Every time I made a statement it was met with derisive insults—“Goddamn Nazi!” “Fucking fascist!” “What an asshole you are!”—and hysterical laughter. Each CNN staffer tried to one-up the last in the “Let’s Abuse That Conservative Jerk Bozell” sweepstakes.

When the program ended, I unhooked my microphone but held on to the earpiece. As I walked down the hallway toward the exit, I encountered one of the producers standing outside the control room. “Great show!” the producer oh-so-sweetly commented. I couldn’t resist. I reached past him and swung open the control room door. There, crunched in the tight quarters, were a good half-dozen CNN employees chattering away. One look at me and they froze. Smiling, I tossed them the earpiece. “Next time, don’t forget to turn it off during the show” was all I needed to say: The picture of this motley crew, bug-eyed, their mouths hanging open, will be with me forever.

Sure, the incident might have been an aberration. But a career spent studying the news business has shown me that members of the media do have, if not pure hatred, a real distaste for conservatives—not just the political positions they hold, but the people themselves. Most reporters, editors, and producers would never admit this, of course. But at the networks, the major newspapers, and the national magazines, journalists too often look across the country and instead of seeing hardworking, taxpaying conservatives from all walks of life—polls have told us for years that a strong plurality of Americans call themselves conservatives—they see the unsophisticated, the provincial, people whose dark passions can be easily stirred. They are the “poor, uneducated and easy to command,” as former Washington Post reporter Michael Weisskopf, now a senior correspondent at Time magazine, famously called them in a 1993 article.

But a special vitriol is reserved for Republican or conservative leaders.

The liberal media often couch their disdain for conservative leaders in their slanted reporting on their policies, as we’ll see in Part II of this book. But sometimes journalists just can’t bottle up their hatred any longer. In September 2003, Jonathan Chait of the New Republic let loose on the Republican president, opening his column with this frank statement: “I hate President George W. Bush.” Immediately he added, “There, I said it,” clearly relieved to have rid himself of any pretense of objectivity and clearly speaking for legions of disgruntled liberal journalists who hadn’t “said it” so explicitly, at least in print or on the air. Chait went on: “I think his policies rank him among the worst presidents in U.S. history. And, while I’m tempted to leave it at that, the truth is that I hate him for less substantive reasons, too. I hate the inequitable way he has come to his economic and political achievements and his utter lack of humility (disguised behind transparently false modesty) at having done so. . . . I hate the way he walks—shoulders flexed, elbows splayed out from his sides like a teenage boy feigning machismo. I hate the way he talks—blustery self-assurance masked by a pseudo-populist twang. I even hate the things that everybody seems to like about him. I hate his lame nickname-bestowing—a way to establish one’s social superiority beneath a veneer of chumminess (does anybody give their boss a nickname without his consent?). And, while most people who meet Bush claim to like him, I suspect that, if I got to know him personally, I would hate him even more.”

Liberal journalists spewing such venom was a sure sign that they were revving up for another presidential election.

In fact, many liberals in the media had been revving up ever since the Democrats lost the 2002 midterm elections. Just after those elections, Bill Moyers used his taxpayer-funded platform on PBS’s NOW to launch this diatribe: “The entire federal government—the Congress, the executive, the courts—is united behind a right-wing agenda for which George W. Bush believes he now has a mandate. That agenda includes the power of the state to force pregnant women to surrender control over their own lives. It includes using the taxing power to transfer wealth from working people to the rich. It includes giving corporations a free hand to eviscerate the environment and control the regulatory agencies meant to hold them accountable. And it includes secrecy on a scale you cannot imagine. Above all, it means judges with a political agenda appointed for life. If you liked the Supreme Court that put George W. Bush in the White House, you will swoon over what’s coming. And if you like God in government, get ready for the Rapture. . . . Republicans outraised Democrats by $184 million [in the 2002 elections] and they came up with the big prize: monopoly control of the American government and the power of the state to turn their radical ideology into the law of the land.”

The Republican administration isn’t always the target. In a New York Times opinion column in November 2002, Bill Keller called Senator James Inhofe, Republican of Oklahoma, “a dimmer version of Jesse Helms—an intolerant, xenophobic, might-makes-right ultrapatriot, but not as quick on his feet as Mr. Helms was in his prime.” Keller thereby managed to slam two Republican leaders at once. Just eight months later, this same Keller was named as the paper’s executive editor—as if we needed any further evidence of the liberal worldview that dominates the New York Times newsroom.

Helms was a familiar target for the media when he was in office. But in August 2001, David Broder of the Washington Post was aghast at the media’s coverage of Helms’s announcement that he would not run for another Senate term. Wrote Broder, “The squeamishness of much of the press in characterizing Helms for what he is suggests an unwillingness to confront the reality of race in our national life. . . . What is unique about Helms—and from my viewpoint, unforgivable—is his willingness to pick at the scab of the great wound of American history, the legacy of slavery and segregation, and to inflame racial resentment against African Americans.” Broder is considered the dean of the Washington political press corps, so his words carry weight.

Sometimes the “objective” news media let slip their true feelings in their descriptions of conservatives. In September 2001, Newsweek used its website to promote a new book by the magazine’s David Kaplan, The Accidental President (that “accidental president” being George W. Bush, of course). Next to an excerpt from Kaplan’s book, a “Newsweek Interactive” feature offered capsule summaries of the nine Supreme Court justices. Perhaps not surprisingly, the liberal members of the court came off much better than did the conservative justices. Ruth Bader Ginsburg, for example, was correctly described as “one of the Court’s most consistent liberals” but was lauded for having “established herself as a champion of women’s rights and minority rights.” Meanwhile, Justice Clarence Thomas was described as being “at the Rehnquist Court’s conservative extreme, consistently taking a page from the far right’s playbook on abortion, school prayer, gay rights and other issues.” So a liberal is a “champion” of people’s rights while a conservative is on the “extreme” and takes his marching orders from the “Far Right”? Sure, that seems like balanced reporting.

The aftermath of the 1995 Oklahoma City bombing illustrated the spiteful anticonservative strain that lies just beneath the surface for liberal journalists. In reporting the event, some networks and other major media—and, to be sure, President Bill Clinton—placed the guilt squarely on the shoulders of conservatives who, if not murderers themselves, had inspired terrorism with their hate-filled messages.

Up until the World Trade Center and Pentagon attacks in 2001, the Oklahoma bombing ranked as the greatest act of domestic terrorism in American history, and liberals used the horrific event to chain all of American conservatism to the ankle of Timothy McVeigh. While crews were still clearing rubble from the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building, the Left was blaming every Republican politician who had ever cast doubt on the omnicompetence of Washington, every talk radio host who protested the punishment of tax increases, every speechwriter who suggested that government was the problem, not the solution. All would be implicated in the killing of those men, women, and children in Oklahoma City.

On April 23, 1995, a sad Sunday morning just four days after the disaster, Sam Donaldson proposed that conservative rhetoric had contributed to a climate that encouraged violence. Bob Schieffer seconded that on CBS. By that evening, President Bill Clinton had made the political calculations and was blaming the “purveyors of hate and division” for the massacre. Bryant Gumbel, then of NBC, named names two days later on national television: Rush Limbaugh, G. Gordon Liddy, Michael Reagan, Bob Grant, and Oliver North—those talk radio hosts “who cater to angry white men,” Gumbel said. The Los Angeles Times endorsed these claims in a front-page news analysis: “The Oklahoma City attack on federal workers and their children also alters the once-easy dynamic between charismatic talk show host and adoring audience. Hosts who routinely espouse the same anti-government themes as the militia movement must now walk a fine line between inspiring their audience—and inciting the most radical among them.”

Apparently the Republican Party leadership was to blame as well. Time magazine’s Michael Kramer moved quickly to connect the dots between Oklahoma City and the GOP: “The burden of fostering [the bombers’] delusion is borne out not just by the nut cases that preach conspiracy but also to some extent by those who erode faith in our governance in the pursuit of their own ambitions.” Columnist Carl Rowan stated, “Unless [Speaker of the House Newt] Gingrich and [Senate Majority Leader Bob] Dole and the Republicans say, ‘Am I inflaming a bunch of nuts?,’ you know we’re going to have some more events [like the Oklahoma City bombing]. I am absolutely certain the harsher rhetoric of the Gingriches and the Doles . . . creates a climate of violence in America.”

Then there was the Matthew Shepard story, one of the biggest news stories of 1998. Shepard, a gay student at the University of Wyoming in Laramie, was attacked and brutally beaten by two men on October 7 outside a bar. Tied to a fence, he was discovered and rescued by two passing cyclists, but he would die from his injuries in a hospital five days later. The crime unleashed a media firestorm.

Shepard’s murder met all the liberal standards for a Big Story. As a gay man, he was a member of a self-identified minority, and therefore his murder qualified as a “hate” crime. That, in turn, gave the press the opportunity to raise the banner for one of its favorite causes while simultaneously tying opponents of gay rights to the murderers themselves.

Had Shepard been heterosexual, the murder would never have risen to the level of national news. It might have run in a few Rocky Mountain newspapers, only to fade quickly from sight. But this was the murder of a gay man in the wide-open spaces of the conservative American West, thus reinforcing the national media’s prejudices about the Great Unwashed, as Congressman Henry Hyde once so deliciously described grassroots conservatives. Moreover, it provided the media with enough material for weeks of lecturing about the murdering bigots of the high plains.

A strong argument can be made that location was the driving angle of the story. Numerous “hate” crimes had been committed in large cities prior to Shepard’s death. In New York City, for instance, there were nine “anti-gay” murders in 1994 and twelve more in 1995, according to the New York Times. Yet not one of those murders became a network story, never mind a cause. But Shepard’s murder took place out there, far from the Manhattan skyline and the Washington Beltway, and illustrated the murderous, hateful tendencies of those people. Combine the elite media’s contempt for “fly-over country” with a heavily publicized, conservative Christian effort then under way to help homosexuals break the gay lifestyle, and all the pieces were in place to accuse conservatives—personally—of creating a “climate of hate.”

NBC’s Today show set a new low for itself on October 13, 1998. NBC’s David Gregory openly promoted the vicious argument of gay-left extremists blaming Christian conservative commercial campaigns and Republican leaders like Trent Lott for Shepard’s heinous beating: “Even as friends of Matthew Shepard held a candlelight vigil in his honor, gay rights groups rushed to condemn the killing, portraying Shepard as a casualty of a new cultural war against gays and lesbians, a war declared this summer, declared by a coalition of religious-right groups, including the Christian Coalition, which funded advertisements in major newspapers and commercials on TV promoting a campaign to convert homosexuals to heterosexuality.

“The ads were controversial for portraying gays and lesbians as sinners who had made poor choices, despite the growing belief that homosexuality may be genetic,” Gregory continued. “And the campaign followed the divisive comments of Senate Majority Leader Trent Lott, who said in an interview that homosexuals should be helped like alcoholics, sex addicts, and kleptomaniacs. Have the ads fostered a climate of anti-gay hate that leads to incidents like the killing of Matthew Shepard? Gay rights activists say the ads convey a message that gay people are defective.”

Gregory’s supposed reporting might as well have been a paid advertisement for the mudslinging extremists on the Left.

Today coanchor Katie Couric did her part when she interviewed wild-eyed Elizabeth Birch of the Human Rights Campaign Fund and Janet Folger, an architect of the gays-can-change ad campaign. Couric fed the perfect softball to Birch: “Do you believe this ad campaign launched by some conservative groups really contributed somehow to Matthew Shepard’s death?” Birch quickly replied, “I do, Katie. These kinds of violent acts . . . happen because people’s minds have been twisted with cruel stereotypes about gay and lesbian people. And this ad campaign has been pumped out all summer presenting gay and lesbian people as defective, as less than, as not fully human.”

But isn’t it a cruel, twisted stereotype to suggest that conservatives condone hatred and violence? Not according to Gannett’s Deborah Mathis, apparently. Commenting on the case on the television talk show Inside Washington, Mathis said, “The Christian Right per se and some particular members on Capitol Hill have helped inflame the air so that the air that [the murderers] breathed that night was filled, filled with the idea that somehow gays are different, and not only are they different in that difference, they’re bad, and not only are they bad, they are evil and therefore evil can be destroyed. . . . I mentioned Trent Lott, Jesse Helms, and Dick Armey particularly. The Christian Coalition, the Family Research Council, and the Concerned Women for America.”

Too often, the media do nothing to challenge such extreme statements, and liberals are allowed to proceed making outrageous claims without admonition, even without comment. As a result, Democrats have picked up on this strategy, using the same level of poison rhetoric against their Republican counterparts. They do it simply because they have no fear of exposure from the Fourth Estate. On the contrary, they can expect the media to support their attacks.

Double Standards

It is a fact of life for Republicans that the slightest show of allegiance to the conservative philosophy will trigger outrage from the supposedly impartial press corps. The 1998 congressional elections illustrate just how little they need to do to upset the media.

In mid-October, in the last weeks of that campaign, the Republicans launched an advertising campaign urging voters not to “reward” Bill Clinton’s behavior by voting for Democrats. The media were quick to denounce this Republican effort as negative “attack advertising.” Peter Jennings used his lofty perch at ABC to warn viewers that it was “a $10 million advertising attack,” and Keith Olbermann of MSNBC wondered why Republicans wanted to “coarsen” political discourse. CNN followed Speaker Gingrich
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The Coming Meltdown






