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			Book Presentation: Taking Heat by Ari Fleischer

			Book Abstract

			The president’s press secretary is an eyewitness to history and Ari Fleischer, as President George W. Bush’s spokesperson from 2001-2003, played an important role in the Bush Administration during some of the most significant moments in American history. Except for National Security and CIA briefings, Fleischer attended cabinet meetings, traveled aboard Air Force One and met with president and his top advisors in the Oval Office throughout most of Bush’s first term.

			In Taking Heat, Fleischer offers an insider’s perspective on the 2000 Election recounts, the horrific terror attacks of September 11th 2001, the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq and how the White Houses press corps works.

			About the Author

			From 2001 to 2003, Ari Fleischer was President George W. Bush’s press secretary. Prior to serving as the White House’s liaison to the press, Fleischer served as press secretary for three members of Congress and was the communications director for Elizabeth Dole during her presidential campaign. Taking Heat is Fleischer’s first book. He lives in New York State with his wife and daughter.

		


		
			Summary of Taking Heat (Ari Fleischer)

			The Winds of War

			The press serves an enormously useful function in our democracy, informing citizens about important news and the working of our government, while also serving as an important check on government behavior. However, members of the press are fiercely competitive and the desire to lead with a dramatic story often encourages reporters to look for ways to generate conflict, stir up trouble or rush a story out before all the facts can be checked.

			All this puts the president’s press secretary in a difficult position; he or she is paid to be the president’s spokesperson, but he or she also has an obligation to the American people to cooperate with the press so that the public can stay informed. Working for the president and with the press is a delicate balance and it is critical that the press secretary reports the news rather than make it.

			The office of the president’s press secretary is just thirty feet from the Oval Office. Such close proximity is an indication of just how vital the role of press secretary has become to both the president and the nation. As a result, the president’s chief spokesperson travels with the president and attends important cabinet meetings and other high level discussions with the president and his advisors. Only National Security and CIA briefings are routinely off limits.

			When President Bush made the decision to visit the rubble of the Twin Towers at Ground Zero, Ari Fleisher was among the president’s aides by his side. It was moments like these that the president’s press secretary would get a glimpse of the steady, determined and purpose-driven president who would lead the nation during difficult times.

			It All Begins in Austin

			Fleischer had met Texas governor George W. Bush in Austin, Texas and agreed to work on his campaign for president. A short time later, Bush asked Fleischer to be his White House Press Secretary. That was on Election Day 2000, and as everyone knows, the outcome was not to be decided for more than a month. With a narrow edge in the pivotal state of Florida, Bush was confident he had won the necessary electoral votes and was the president elect, as long as Al Gore wasn’t allowed to steal the election.

			The disputed presidential election of 2000 highlighted much of what is so wrong about the press today. “When news breaks, reporters are under tremendous pressure from their editors to get the facts first, fast, and on the air.” But the drive to be first with the facts often conflicts with getting things right. A good example is the way the networks botched calling the 2000 presidential contest – first calling Florida for Gore, then for Bush and then reporting Florida was too close to call. It just shows what can happen when the press rushes to judgment before all the facts are in.

			In calling the election for Gore before all of Florida’s polls had closed, the press was not just inaccurate, but they were acting irresponsibly by discouraging many of Florida’s late voters from going to the polls.

			While most of the network press honestly believes they are trying to be objective, the mainstream press has far more liberals than conservatives in their ranks. Inevitably, this results in the news getting spun in subtle ways. Mistakenly calling Florida prematurely for Gore is just one example of a liberal press trying to shape the news rather than report it.

			This may not happen consciously, but informal polls Fleischer conducted of journalism students indicate that nearly ninety percent of them describe themselves as political liberals, with just ten percent describing themselves as conservative. Fleischer wonders how much different the news would be if the reverse were true.

			White House Life

			President Bush runs a very disciplined administration. “He is one of the most uplifting, personnel-oriented, tough, demanding, humorous bosses you’ll ever find.”

			Contrary to the public’s perception, the president enjoys hearing competing sides of a good argument, engages in patient deliberation and carefully considers the ramifications of any potential decision. The president may be blunt and plainspoken, but he is anything but inconsiderate or rash in his thinking. He is, however, decisive, and not terribly sympathetic to “hand wringers,” that is, people who cannot make up their mind or who constantly fret about past decisions.

			The president expects those who work for him to be as disciplined and organized as he is. Arguments between advisors are inevitable and healthy, but they should be kept private; the administration should speak with one voice, the president’s.

			It is the press secretary’s job to articulate the president’s point of view to the press, but the emphasis on running a tight ship that avoids leaks means that the press secretary is forced to say far less than the press would like. The press has a perfect right to go after the news and ask any question they like – that’s the nature of the free society we live in – but the press secretary has a duty to speak on behalf of the president. That means a presidential press secretary is bound to be a virtual lightning rod for criticism by the press.

			Most of the White House press corps is made up of tough-minded professionals. They are smart, fiercely competitive and, generally, they strive to report the news as honestly as they can. But competitive, market and editorial pressures encourage normally good reporters to seek conflict in order to generate the kind of news that makes headlines.

			For instance, the press likes nothing better than to ask questions that might stir up a rift between the president’s aides. During the early days of the Bush Administration, the press seemed determined to try and bait the administration, through the president’s press secretary, into making comments that might appear to disparage President Bush’s predecessor, former President Clinton. As a result, the president’s press secretary quickly learns to parse his words very carefully, giving the press the impression that the press secretary is a tight-lipped adversary.

			The president’s press secretary briefs the press in two main formats:

			
					an informal, on-the-record, but off-the-air session known as “the gaggle”;

					the more formal televised daily briefing.

			

			The gaggle is in many ways the more satisfying of the two format because, without the pressure of television cameras, reporters tend to be less confrontational (many reporters, it seems, feel a need to ask particularly tough questions or grandstand when the cameras are rolling). Though the cameras are not rolling, the sessions are on-the-record and are every bit as serious and important to reporters as the televised briefings. However, the televised briefings are a format that allows reporters to not only ask their questions, but also make their point of view known.

			For example, some of the more eccentric correspondents, such as Lester Kingsolving and Helen Thomas, missed few opportunities to ask off-beat questions that sometimes seemed to turn the White House briefing room into a three-ring circus. But despite the on-air sparks and some fairly contentious moments, Fleischer managed to have a warm relationship with the vast majority of individuals that made up the White House press corps. You wouldn’t know it, for instance, watching Helen Thomas’ acerbic exchanges with Fleischer, but the two got along quite well on a personal level once the cameras stopped rolling.

			Bush’s Tax Cuts

			One of the administration’s earliest initiatives – the Bush tax cuts – provides a clear example of a liberal bias in the ways issues are covered by the press. Bush campaigned on the pledge of reducing taxes on all Americans. He did so based on the assumption that ordinary citizens spending their own money will make better choices and help the economy and society more than if Washington spent the money. After the attacks of 9/11, an economic slowdown which began before Bush took office and the bursting of the dot.com bubble, the economy needed the kind of stimulus the Bush tax cuts provided. Still, in general, the press tended to portray Bush’s tax cuts as unfairly tilted towards the wealthiest with little benefits for ordinary Americans. In effect, press coverage of the president’s tax cuts seemed to parrot the democratic line – indeed, press headlines and sound bites frequently used the word ‘scheme’ to describe the Bush’s tax cuts, adopting a word former vice-president Al Gore himself used on the campaign trail to tarnish Bush’s tax cut plan.

			The truth about the Bush tax cuts is that everyone who paid income tax received relief. It is true that the wealthiest taxpayers received the most back, but lower and middle income tax payers received the biggest rate cut in percentage terms. For instance, a single family making a $100,000 dollars made five times as much as a family making $20,000, but they paid eight times as much in taxes before the Bush tax cuts. Naturally, such families received the most back under Bush’s plan because they were paying more than their fair share to begin with. A family making $20,000, however, saw their federal tax rate drop in percentage terms
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