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INTRODUCTION

ON THAT CRISP blue Tuesday morning I got the news, as most did, by phone. It was my sister-in-law calling from her office in midtown Manhattan. She and her husband lived a block from the World Trade Center. “We’re okay,” she said. “What are you talking about?” I asked. “Turn on the television,” she said.
Thus began a day unlike any other that Americans of post–Pearl Harbor generations had seen. In my shock, the only analogue I could summon was the assassination of President Kennedy, which happened on a similarly placid day, a Friday afternoon, when I was a junior high school student in Washington, D.C. Then, as on September 11, 2001, we knew we were experiencing some great yet, at some fundamental level, incomprehensible national trauma. Then, too, you could pick up the phone and not get a dial tone. Then, too, life in the foreground shifted into slow motion—if it was stirring at all—while the grave murmur of the network anchors continued without pause in the background. Then, too, we had to awaken to the reality that our country and our lives were in the hands of a Texas politician who up to that moment had not been counted among the more inspiring or impressive American leaders.
But there were some differences. We’d never before seen colossal towers with thousands of people in them—perhaps people we knew—collapse into dust in real time before our eyes. When my wife and I briefly turned away from the TV screen to look out of our window, we saw the chilling sight of military aircraft hovering over the Hudson River. That was something else we hadn’t seen before. We didn’t have to be told we were at war.
The enemy, though long hiding in plain sight, was one about which we knew scarcely more than we did about Lee Harvey Oswald. We knew just enough to be afraid.
Although 9/11 was not yet known by that linguistic shorthand, it was a new morning in America—a wake-up call, you’d think, for a country that had become habituated to peace and prosperity and had had the luxury of devoting several years to obsessing about a president’s seamy sex life. But whatever else 9/11 was, we can see now that it was the beginning of a new national narrative—a compelling and often persuasive story that was told by the president of the United States and his administration to mobilize a shell-shocked country desperate to be led. The story was often at variance with the facts that were known at the time, let alone with the facts that have come to light since. But it did have a slick patina of plausibility—the element that the satirical television talking head Stephen Colbert would later label “truthiness.” The story was effective enough to take America into a war against a nation that did not attack it on 9/11.
This book is not intended to be a harangue about George W. Bush or the war in Iraq, though my views will certainly be evident. What it is instead is a critical retracing of the sophisticated steps by which some clever people in the White House, handed an opportunity and a mandate by the shocking events of 9/11, unfurled a brilliantly produced scenario to accomplish a variety of ends, the most unambiguous of which was to amass power and hold on to it. While the controversial policy choices made by the Bush administration are well known, equally important is the way it dramatized its fable to the nation and made it credible to so many, even when it wasn’t remotely true. The chronicle of how a government told and sold its story is also, inevitably, a chronicle of an American culture that was an all-too-easy mark for the flimflam.
The synergistic intersection between that culture and the Bush administration’s narrative is a significant piece of the puzzle. Only an overheated 24/7 infotainment culture that had trivialized the very idea of reality (and with it, what once was known as “news”) could be so successfully manipulated by those in power. In an earlier America, it would have been far harder for a White House to get away with so many hollow spectacles and misleading public statements for as long as it did. When future Americans look back on this period and ask, “How did this happen?” the cultural context of the early twenty-first century may explain at least as much as the characters and official actions that played out against that backdrop.
The scenario unfolds in two acts. Part I, “Making the Sale,” retraces the elaborate propagandistic stagecraft with which the Bush administration rolled out and prosecuted the war in Iraq, and which reached its crescendo with the president’s triumphant declaration that “major combat operations” had ended on May 1, 2003. Though the events recounted are of recent vintage, looking back on them even at this early date sometimes resembles a stop-action replay of a train wreck. Yet that wreck might have been averted: it’s striking how many clues to the administration’s subterfuge were plainly visible in the months before the war. Part II, “Buyer’s Remorse,” tells how that story literally and figuratively sprang leaks, culminating in the catastrophe of Hurricane Katrina, which, four years after 9/11, wreaked havoc on what was left of the Bush administration’s credibility following the calamity of Iraq. It was then that Bush’s approval ratings fell into the 30s, never, as of this writing, to rise out of them for any sustained period of time. In the appendix, readers will find two time lines of the central dates in this tale: crucial events and public remarks leading up to and through the war in Iraq are presented in juxtaposition to relevant events that were taking place behind the scenes in Washington but would be illuminated only much later, by journalistic enterprise, official inquiries, and the special counsel Patrick Fitzgerald’s investigation into the leaked identity of the CIA officer Valerie Plame Wilson.
In what may have been the single most revealing paragraph anyone has reported about the Bush administration, the author Ron Suskind, writing in The New York Times Magazine two weeks before the 2004 election, recounted a conversation with a presidential aide who spoke sarcastically of journalists and their “reality-based community.” The aide, who sounded uncannily like Karl Rove, informed Suskind with great condescension that a “judicious study of discernible reality” is “not the way the world really works anymore.” The aide explained: “We’re an empire now, and when we act, we create our own reality. And while you’re studying that reality—judiciously, as you will—we’ll act again, creating other new realities, which you can study too, and that’s how things will sort out. We’re history’s actors…and you, all of you, will be left to just study what we do.”
What follows is one reality-based observer’s study—judicious, I hope—of how those fictional realities were created and how they came undone when actual reality, whether in Iraq or at home, became just too blatant to be ignored.


PART ONE
MAKING THE SALE



ONE
“HOME TO THE HEARTLAND”

THE SUMMER OF 2001 had been one of national torpor, with some cheap entertainment for spice. The still-novice president was vacationing in Crawford, Texas, but he was hardly the only American gone fishing. In New York, the tabloids whipped up a frenzy about the legal travails of a marginal but conspicuously wealthy thirty-year-old show-business publicist, Lizzie Grubman, who in an apparent fit of impatience had plowed her SUV into a crowd outside a nightclub in the Hamptons and then fled. The rest of the country, having quickly determined that the murder of the wife of the actor Robert Blake was too B-list to qualify as an O. J. Simpson rerun, feasted instead on Gary Condit.
A back-bencher congressman from Modesto, California, Condit could not explain the abrupt disappearance of a twenty-four-year-old Washington intern, Chandra Levy, with whom he may or may not have had an extramarital affair. In retrospect, the Condit affair (or nonaffair—we never did find out) was the last gasp of the fin-de-siècle Clinton culture and its bread and circuses of sex scandals. With Bill Clinton gone from center stage, the country had to settle for a dim-witted Price Club surrogate—and did. Desperate pundits worked overtime to turn a pale understudy into a star.
The Condit-Levy soap opera was a snapshot of a waning era. It quickly mushroomed into a classic 24/7 cable TV mediathon in the O.J.-pioneered format. A nugget of salacious news was rapidly inflated with acres of speculation, a large cast of supporting players, and teams of bloviating “experts”—the familiar set of ingredients that has become electronic journalism’s equivalent of Hamburger Helper. The circus provided continuous infotainment for a nation with time on its hands.
The moralists and publicity seekers (often one and the same) turned out in full force. “Condit makes our former president look like the model of monogamy,” observed Jonathan Turley, one of the many Monica-era talking heads who seized an opportunity for renewed television face time.1 But while Condit was a Democrat, he was a conservative Democrat who had once co-sponsored a bill calling for the display of the Ten Commandments in public places. In the end, about the only person in America to stand up for the guy was the virtue-crat William Bennett, who entered the fray to argue that Condit belonged on a higher moral plane than the philandering president whom Bennett had spent the past decade vilifying. “Hypocrisy is better than no standards at all,”2 Bennett explained, coining a maxim that would come in handy two years later, when he was exposed as a gambling addict with losses of at least eight million dollars.3
If there was a real moral to Condit’s tale, however, it had nothing to do with sex; it was that the culture valued a politician’s performance above all else. And Condit had steadfastly refused to perform. He didn’t apologize for anything. He didn’t express sorrow for the Levy family. He didn’t cry. Other politicians, pundits, and citizens faulted him for not being phony enough—for not being as good an actor as Bill Clinton. As the self-appointed voice of the masses, Bill O’Reilly of Fox News Channel’s O’Reilly Factor, elaborated after Condit gave a TV interview to ABC’s Connie Chung in August, “This guy doesn’t look like he’s broken up about this at all…. If I were Condit, I would have cried. He could have done the lip thing.” The conservative commentator William Kristol astutely observed that politicians of all stripes were most likely to “condemn Condit for terrible P.R. judgment—not for being a terrible human being.”
Though Americans were fond of saying that they valued authenticity in their politicians above all else, they didn’t really mean it. Condit’s sleaziness was authentic; what they wanted from him was fake contrition. In 1961, the year after John F. Kennedy won a crucial campaign debate with the charisma-challenged Richard Nixon because of his telegenic charm rather than the substance of what he said, the historian Daniel Boorstin canonized this sea change in American public life with his classic book The Image: A Guide to Pseudo-Events in America. Four decades later this cultural strain had metastasized. As Condit learned the hard way, the performance of a politician, the image, was sometimes the only thing that mattered.
Along with Condit, another heavily hyped product from California provided escapist entertainment for a bored country in a sleepy summer—Pearl Harbor, a Jerry Bruckheimer extravaganza from Disney. With a 95 percent awareness factor (according to Hollywood tracking polls), Pearl Harbor, the movie, was better known to most Americans than Pearl Harbor, the historical event. The peacetime navy had cooperated with the making of the film, and it donated the aircraft carrier John C. Stennis as a stage for revelers at the gala premiere in Hawaii. That night the movie’s star, Ben Affleck, told reporters that the film’s “message is not one about the United States or Japan or the Second World War, right or wrong” but just about how “terrible” war is in general.4 To have raised matters of right and wrong might have depressed ticket sales in Tokyo. Pearl Harbor is so scrupulously nonpartisan that it never explains Japan’s motives for its attack—or, for that matter, why anyone fought in Asia or Europe during World War II.
The vapid Pearl Harbor was an essential historical artifact anyway—not of its ostensible subject but of the tranquil American summer of 2001. The forty-minute bombing sequence looked like a state-of-the-art digital video game, with even the bloodshed sanitized to preserve the financially desirable PG-13 rating. The flyboy fashions, complete with product placements for Ray-Ban, were as pristine as those in the Abercrombie & Fitch catalogue. The war itself was transformed into a content-free but vaguely uplifting exercise in team gamesmanship whose main purpose was to put randy pilots in proximity to bodacious nurses. America is invincible; any and every battle can be won without working up a sweat. Even medical miracles are effortlessly within reach: in one scene of high drama, FDR, trying to rally his Cabinet, miraculously rises from his wheelchair to stand on his own two feet, polio be damned.
Pearl Harbor was at once the peak and the reductio ad absurdum of the World War II nostalgia boom that had preoccupied America for several years. That craze had produced so many movies, books, and TV series that the greatest generation was less an idea than a brand, useful for selling anything. (Amazon opened up a Pearl Harbor Store in tandem with Disney’s film.) What was it all about? Tom Brokaw, whose bestselling book had helped kick off the phenomenon, noted that only a decade earlier the fiftieth-anniversary ceremonies at Pearl Harbor received scant attention; he was the only TV anchor on hand. But that was in 1991, when a World War II vet was still president. Now the boomers had ascended to power. Just as Pearl Harbor was more about the present than the past, so the overall World War II obsession said more about the generation born after the war than the generation who fought the war. After all, it was mainly boomers—and others too young to remember Pearl Harbor firsthand—who created the idea of the greatest generation and its sundry product lines, not the reticent and dwindling ranks of World War II veterans.
The motivation, in part, was overcompensation for what was missing in our national life: some cause larger than ourselves, whatever it might be. So debased was the notion of sacrifice by the summer of 2001 that when the White House press secretary, Ari Fleischer, was asked if Americans should think about altering their lifestyles to conserve energy, he declared that the president believed that the current gas-guzzling lifestyle was “the American way of life” and that “it should be the goal of policy makers to protect the American way of life—the American way of life is a blessed one.” The Democrats’ idea of sacrifice was scarcely different. The opposition party’s leadership had unveiled a so-called alternative energy plan that also swore off “reductions in our standard of living” and featured on its cover a photo of a family polishing its SUV.5
For all the differences between the Clinton-Gore and Bush-Cheney administrations, together they formed a boomer continuum. Each was ruled by narcissists who wanted what they wanted when they wanted it and were convinced of their own righteousness. Clinton and Bush were masters at using the sweet-talking language of “compassion,” “feeling your pain,” and “faith” as a rhetorical substitute for, say, expending political capital to bring medical insurance to poor children. If the Republicans offered greater tax cuts instead of more New Deal–Great Society entitlement programs, neither political party wanted voters to give up anything for any common good larger than feathering their own immediate nests. “Both parties have reversed J.F.K. Their mantra is ‘Ask not what you can do for your country, but rather what your country can do for your stock portfolio/benefit package,’” said Marshall Wittmann, then of Washington’s conservative Hudson Institute.
And so the Clinton-Bush boomer generation turned a nominally selfless tribute to its fathers’ generation not only into a lucrative branch of show business but also into an implicit, cost-free celebration of its own worthiness. By exulting in our parents’ wartime service, we could practice what the writer John Gregory Dunne labeled a “virtual patriotism”6 that made us look noble by association. Seeing Pearl Harbor or giving The Greatest Generation as a Father’s Day present could become the cost-free moral equivalent of going to war. We never imagined that America might actually have to go fight another real one.
Our virtual patriotism also helped us repress more recent memories of the war our generation was asked to fight, Vietnam—a debacle that, not so incidentally, was cooked up by dogtag-wearing members of the greatest generation, including JFK, and that both boomer presidents had ducked. No matter how much Americans doted on World War II, it was still the Vietnam ghosts who lurked in the shadows. They leapt out again during the spring of 2001, when The New York Times published revelations about Bob Kerrey’s anguish over the women and children who died in a 1969 SEAL raid he led on a peasant village in Vietnam.7 But hardly did the Kerrey story emerge than boomer politicians and journalists rushed to lock it up again—by throwing up our hands and saying, “Who are we to judge?” and “War is war.”
We didn’t want to go there if we could help it. Newsweek, which had had the Kerrey scoop before the Times but dropped it, ran a twelve-page cover story promoting Pearl Harbor. At the movie’s five-million-dollar Hawaiian premiere, Kerrey’s old outfit, the Navy SEALs, parachuted down from the skies to entertain the celebrity guests—a cheerful, Disneyfied inversion of the Playboy Bunnies’ USO show in Apocalypse Now. The new president, whose political supporters had tried to smear John McCain as a crazed vet during the 2000 primaries, returned to his alma mater, Yale, to deliver a jokey commencement address to the class of 2001. Though Bush’s class was riven by Vietnam, and Yale lost a few men there, his reminiscences included no mention of that war or any other.
 
BY THEN, a half year into his term, George W. Bush was on his way to becoming a forgettable chief executive with no driving agenda beyond traditional Republican tax cuts and a Reagan-bequeathed defense-spending boondoggle (the “Star Wars” missile shield). Unlike his father, a bona fide greatest-generation hero, the forty-third president had ridden out his own war by obtaining a hard-to-secure slot in the Texas Air National Guard, aka the “champagne unit,” a well-known parking place for well-heeled and well-connected Texans who wanted to make certain their Vietnam War service was spent safely stateside. Bush was at best a profile in peacetime courage: as a politician, he was determined to say and do nothing that might disturb the country during one of its longest-running naps. He was so unexceptional that That’s My Bush!, a satirical series on the cable channel Comedy Central, created by the scabrous and highly popular team behind South Park, expired at the start of September after a brief run that incited neither laughter nor the expected controversy.
The standard rap on Bush from Democrats in the 2000 campaign deemed him an airhead—or, more commonly, an idiot, a moron, a monkey. Asked by a South Carolina elementary school kid at a campaign photo op to name his favorite book as a child, Bush responded, “I can’t remember any specific books.”8 When he seemed to stand up bravely to his party’s right flank with a speech referring damningly to the title of Robert Bork’s bestselling screed Slouching Towards Gomorrah, his spokesman said that the allusion was inadvertent. (“He may not even have realized he was referring to a book,” cracked Bork.) 9Slate magazine fastidiously collected the many Bushisms of the malaprop-prone Republican standard-bearer. In March 2000 David Letterman summed up the prevailing bottom line: “This guy, to me, looks like he could be a colossal boob.”
That indictment had only gained in vociferousness and decibel level after the bitter battle of Florida, during which James Baker’s legal shock troops outwitted their Al Gore counterparts, tossing the recount into its foregone conclusion before a partisan Supreme Court. But there was plenty of evidence to suggest that Bush was no dunce. His mediocre grades at Yale—which he tried to keep private—were indistinguishable from those of the showily wonky Gore at Harvard. The problem with Bush was not that he was stupid but that he thought everyone else was stupid.
He believed he could sell anything if he repeated the pitch often enough (and often verbatim). Like other entitled boomers utterly blind to their own faults, he narcissistically assumed things to be so (and his intentions pure) because he said they were. Thus he could refer to himself incessantly as a “uniter, not a divider” and a practitioner of “compassionate conservatism” even as he made a campaign stop at Bob Jones University, a school notorious for its antediluvian prohibition of interracial dating (a policy abandoned soon after the Bush visit cast it in a harsh national spotlight). How dare anyone question him?
His arrogance and certitude were less a reflection of hard-right ideology than of his soft character, which was in turn the product of a biography full of easy landings. A man who had never faced adversity—who had finessed Andover, Yale, Harvard Business School, Vietnam, and brief careers in business and politics with well-placed cronies and sweetheart deals—was not conversant with reality as most Americans had experienced it. FDR and Ronald Reagan entered the White House as wealthy men, too, but their hard knocks before their arrival gave them empathy for their fellow citizens. Bush was out of touch. He didn’t know how much he didn’t know about those not of his privileged background, and he was in no rush to find out. His attitude toward his fellow citizens was all too consistent with his attitude toward the world beyond his native shores. He must have been one of the very few Americans of his generation and social class who had never been tempted to bum around Europe on a Eurailpass some summer during his college years, if only to score dope and girls. That he flunked a Boston television interviewer’s pop quiz during the 2000 campaign, proving himself unable to identify foreign leaders (among them, Pervez Musharraf, whom he could identify only as “the new Pakistani general”),10 was revealing of his incuriosity and intellectual laziness, not of his lack of brain power. Some family retainer—Brent, Condi, Colin, whoever—could handle those niggling details.
His sense of entitlement was always visible. At one downturn in the 2000 race, he announced that he would start campaigning more with “real people,” in such real places as coffee shops and cafeterias.11 By “real people” he presumably meant those who hadn’t had his easeful career path and hadn’t been bailed out by family friends when they fell into financial or personal trouble. This sudden embrace of reality didn’t last long. To make the case that his tax cut did not benefit just the wealthy, Bush took to handing out dollar bills12 to the real people—unaware, apparently, of the gesture’s echo of John D. Rockefeller’s condescending stunt of handing out dimes to the destitute during the Great Depression. Similarly, Bush’s petulance about appearing in presidential debates wasn’t merely, as most of his critics felt, a function of his inability to do his homework and his fear of tripping into linguistic disaster. His absurd debate-negotiation demands—among them his brief insistence that one debate be held in the friendly confines of Larry King Live—seemed to be those of a spoiled brat who wanted to play by his own rules or else take his feather pillow and go home.
It was to counteract this image that his handlers labored hard to create a more dramatic biography. It wasn’t easy. Bush hadn’t risen from modest beginnings and a broken family in a town called Hope. He hadn’t been a World War II pilot or a PT boat commander. He hadn’t coped with polio. He hadn’t made his fortune the hard, old-fashioned way, by earning it. His name and family connections had always opened doors for him—not just to elite schools but also to backing in the oil business and to participation (with relatively piddling capital) in the sweetheart partnership that bought and then sold the Texas Rangers for an eye-popping profit. In his largely uneventful single term as governor of Texas, he had not faced even one, let alone six, Nixonian crises—unless you count the pleas for clemency that he routinely ignored in capital punishment cases. “He’ll come to the presidency with a lighter resume than anybody has in at least a hundred years,” Nicholas Lemann wrote in a New Yorker profile, observing that even twentieth-century presidents-come-lately such as Warren Harding and John Kennedy had previously served in public office twenty-one and thirteen years, respectively, next to Bush’s six.13
A dramatic biography imbuing him with the presidential-caliber hard knocks and tough challenges missing from his bland résumé had to be created by rubbing together what few usable sticks there were and praying they’d create sparks. The key event picked for this purpose was Bush’s decision to swear off alcohol after his wife, Laura, gave him an ultimatum at his fortieth-birthday celebration at the Broadmoor resort in Colorado. This tale was especially saleable in a culture where recovery-movement reminiscences were a craze on daytime television and the bestseller lists. It also paid two other political dividends: it inoculated Bush against rumors floating around about Clintonian behavior in his self-confessed “irresponsible” youth and it emphasized his faith; his tutor in finding both sobriety and Jesus was Billy Graham (another useful family connection). Slender as the anecdote was, it was elevated by Bush and his retinue into a George-Washington-and-the-cherry-tree parable, the moral equivalent of wartime derring-do. But like that cherry-tree legend, it didn’t necessarily stand up to close scrutiny. By both Bush’s own account and those of neutral witnesses, he was never a clinical alcoholic, never drank during the day (or every day), never needed to seek out A.A. or any other treatment. In other words, he was an occasionally out-of-control country-club drinker who quit cold turkey after a bad hangover—a far cry from those who face the far harsher challenge of conquering the crippling disease of alcoholism. All it took for him to bounce back was some can-do entrepreneurial spirit and trust in God—the old-time Dale Carnegie religion. The details of this tale seemed almost as potted as James Frey’s subsequently notorious bestselling memoir of substance abuse and rehab, A Million Little Pieces.
The one fearless political confrontation in Bush’s professional past was also embellished: he did not, as legend had it, undertake the Herculean management feat of slaying the formidable chief of staff in his father’s administration, John Sununu; in his capacity as First Son, he only gave Sununu a stiff reprimand in the days before the axe fell.14 It was enough to make you wonder if all those campaign rumors about Bush’s alleged cocaine use were floated by his allies rather than his enemies, just to give him an aura of true grit. That theoretical crime aside, the only really daring move in Bush’s entire adult life was to fire Bobby Valentine as manager of the Texas Rangers—though Valentine said that the dismissal took the form of an hour-long love tap rather than a boot administered by a decisive leader.15
Bush’s fans, both during the campaign and after 9/11, were fond of likening him to Reagan, though Reagan’s son would have none of it: well before he turned on Bush for good after his father’s death, Ron Reagan scoffed to Lloyd Grove of The Washington Post, “What is [Bush’s] accomplishment? That he’s no longer an obnoxious drunk?”16 Still, there were superficial similarities to spare: the self-deprecating humor, the delegation of details to subordinates, the return to serene Western colors in Oval Office décor. Bush also owned a Western White House not unlike Reagan’s rustic getaway in the hills above the posh California coastal redoubt of Santa Barbara. In Bush’s case, the spread in Crawford had been purchased just before he announced his presidential run. It was routinely labeled a “ranch” by the Eastern press. But the “ranch,” with its few head of cattle, was not a working ranch at all; it was more like a stage set. Bush had “reinvented himself as a retro-Texan, a throwback to a place that never existed beyond the Potemkin-village facade of Giant’s Reata,” wrote Michael Ennis in Texas Monthly. It was White House “spin and the media’s credulity about all things mythically Texan” that transformed the ranch into “George W. Bush’s ancestral domain, the wellspring of those sound bite values that inspire his supporters and inflame his foes.”17 Among the credulous was Bob Woodward, who interviewed Bush in Crawford and who apotheosized the setting as a poetic incarnation of the president’s straight-shooting image in the final pages of his post-9/11 hagiography Bush at War.
For all Bush’s tireless brush-clearing in Crawford, he was at best a digital facsimile of his presidential antecedent. Reagan’s steelier character reflected his own un-Bush background: the product of an alcoholic father and modest financial circumstances, he had to work his way through college, where he was elected student body president. (Bush was president of DEKE.) Reagan ran the Screen Actors Guild during tumultuous times and knew his share of career reversals. Though no less a friend to business than Bush, he had deep-seated convictions about a range of issues and thought them through in hundreds of self-written radio scripts during his years in the political wilderness. “Reagan had climbed the ladder of success from the lower rungs, demonstrating a combination of persistence and humility rare among either politicians or actors,” writes his biographer Lou Cannon.18
Persistence and humility were not words that came to mind when thinking of Bush. Nor was it possible to imagine him leaving behind a cache of handwritten policy musings. The passion that Reagan brought to his crusade against the evil empire surfaced in the pre-9/11 Bush only when Bush was championing baseball. In one manic fortnight early in his presidency, he found the time to throw out the traditional first pitch (albeit into the dirt) at the Milwaukee Brewers’ home opener and to preside over two White House baseball events: a tribute to Hall of Famers, to herald the introduction of T-ball to the South Lawn, and a screening of a new HBO movie about Mickey Mantle and Roger Maris.
These activities were in keeping with Bush’s greatest pre–White House successes—as a cheerleader. His cheerleading didn’t end with his official role in that capacity at Andover. Both in his oil and baseball careers, he served the same function: he was the glad-handing salesman, the schmoozer, the PR front man who hit up investors for money and roused the fans while other executives actually made the crucial business decisions and ran the companies. For that matter, the less-than-powerful job of Texas governor was primarily to serve as “the head cheerleader or the public relations person,” according to Paul Rea, a Texas oilman and Bush pal.19
In the untroubled time of pre-9/11 America, a professional cheerleader was not necessarily miscast as president. For every civic problem, Bush could offer cheery bromides such as “leadership” and “vision” and a laissez-faire, let-the-other-guy-do-it solution. Let “our friends” shoulder problems abroad or indulge in the costly folly of nation-building. Let a tax cut and “faith-based charities” lift up the poor. Let industry regulate its own pollution. Declare a “new era of personal responsibility” that requires no individual or national sacrifice. Bush didn’t resemble Reagan, who had a firm international worldview, as much as he did the Republicans who presided over the 1920s boom and were gone by the crash: Warren Harding, a likably lightweight senator drafted by his party’s powers-that-be as their genial front man, and Calvin Coolidge, Harding’s successor. Coolidge’s sole credo, like Bush’s, was the rock-ribbed Republicanism of huge tax cuts (the estate tax included) that largely benefited the wealthy, and minimalist government.
 
TO THIS UNEXCEPTIONAL Republicanism, Bush brought his particular zest for public relations. Though he wasn’t a practiced actor like Reagan, his cheerleading past had its uses. Bush was more than willing to act out scenarios that could help sell him or whatever product (or policy) he was pushing. In his longtime political guru, Karl Rove, he had a producer-director-screenwriter who had brought the photo-op techniques pioneered by Reagan’s image maven, Michael Deaver, to a whole new level of sophistication and expertise. Deaver knew that if Reagan cut any federal subsidy for the elderly, it was a cue for him to be televised surrounded by flags cutting the ribbon at a new nursing home. The pictures could be counted on to carry the day and to drown out any discouraging words from Reagan critics on the evening news. Bush and Rove took this playbook as a starting point and then upped the ante. Though Bush lacked Reagan’s experience in the Hollywood studio system, he was not as hostile to show-business make-believe as he let on. In the 1980s he had joined his Yale pal and classmate Roland Betts on the board of Silver Screen Management, a principal investor in the lucrative movies Disney produced under its Touchstone rubric.
Bush had first gotten the hang of doing his own playacting back when the Texas Rangers were struggling as a major-league franchise. To ensure favorable press coverage, he flattered reporters and sweetened the amenities in the press box. When catering to the rich by adding a profusion of luxury boxes to his new stadium, he hired an architect to camouflage the class distinctions from the hoi polloi. “I’m not so sure you can segue from baseball to a presidency,” Bush said modestly to The Washington Post in 2000, but he did take away “some lessons about management, about developing a strategy.” Baseball, he explained, “is a marketing business.”20
In his first presidential campaign, Bush had some photo-op missteps. The Bob Jones University appearance, besides being damaging in principle, was poisonous as imagery: TV constantly replayed the video of the candidate striding across a vast red carpet that reeked of creepy totalitarian kitsch and unreconstructed Dixie. To make up for it, Bush hastily arranged a visit to the Simon Wiesenthal Center, in Los Angeles, where he donned a yarmulke and paid homage to the Holocaust.21 The Bush cheerleaders at The Wall Street Journal proposed further remedies. Perhaps Colin Powell could be recruited as a running mate or Bush could show his affinity for Latinos by forsaking Hiltons and Four Seasons when in California to stay instead in “little hotels in the barrio.”22 Even for the Rove operation, these suggestions were a bit much.
The “inclusive” 2000 Republican National Convention in Philadelphia brought the most elaborate stunt of all. A nearly all-minority cast of gospel singers and break dancers played to a nearly all-white hall of delegates during the interludes separating the bouts of official business. The only black Republican in Congress, J. C. Watts (who would later retire from the House), was the emcee. Given that only 4 percent of the delegates were black, the convention was actually whiter than the notoriously right-wing Houston convention of 1992, where Pat Robertson and Pat Buchanan set the unreconstructed neo-Dixiecrat tone.23 The minstrel show in Philadelphia was, in Riefenstahl aesthetics, the Triumph of Compassionate Conservatism, the perfect payoff to the relentless primary-campaign photo ops in which Bush posed with smiling African American children to plug his No Child Left Behind education program.
Once in office, Bush turned the presidency into an ongoing festival of audiovisual cognitive dissonance. The succession of misleading propaganda ploys had an almost farcical quality. In a single week, the president appeared at two national parks, Sequoia and the Everglades, dressed in more earth tones than Gore at his most craven. The message was that Bush liked hugging trees almost as much as he did African American kids, but in reality his environmental record in the White House remained as un-green as ever. The National Parks Conservation Association had given him a D rating, observing that his modest increase in the parks budget was more for buildings and roads than for preserving nature. Bush also posed in front of a sea of police officers in Philadelphia just as the administration was submitting a budget calling for a 17 percent decrease in COPS, the federal program that provides money for police salaries.24 His repeated presidential visits to various Boys and Girls Clubs, touting them as an example of how the government can “facilitate programs” for children and promote “the universal concept of loving a neighbor,” occurred as his budget slashed the clubs’ federal appropriation.25 Even the First Lady enlisted in these bait-and-switch shenanigans, appearing at a Washington public library in April 2001 to kick off a “Campaign for America’s Libraries,” just one week before her husband’s budget cut the federal outlay for libraries by thirty-nine million dollars.26 While photo ops were nothing new in the modern American presidency, there had been a time when they were at least occasionally used to dramatize a president’s policies rather than almost exclusively to disguise them. Now a smiling Bush appearance to bless any cause, program, or habitat was tantamount to a visit from the angel of death.
Though he had accomplished little in his young presidency by the time he reached his first summer vacation, Bush did run into a sort-of crisis, a growing debate over the ethics of medical stem-cell research. He was caught between his conservative religious base, which makes no distinction between a discarded cluster of cells in a laboratory and infanticide, and a large national majority desperate for potential cures for diseases such as Alzheimer’s and diabetes. Bush’s polls were mediocre, and finding himself denigrated as something of a summer slacker, he seized on the stem-cell debate to transform his image into that of a hardworking philosopher king—grappling mightily with the science and ethics of an issue his handlers advertised as “one of the most profound of our time.” To this end, in the dog days of August, he gave a presidential address from Crawford announcing a “compromise” that allowed federal research to continue on only sixty-four already extant stem-cell lines (the majority of which would soon turn out not to be viable).27
This was the final presidential performance in an uneventful vacation of brush-clearing and siestas that the White House screenwriters had tried to dress up as a “Home to the Heartland” tour, in the alliterative style favored by the longtime Bush message molder Karen Hughes (“Reformer with Results,” “compassionate conservatism”). The gist of the scenario had it that the president was just another “real American,” hanging out in jeans, shopping at Target, and chopping wood, not some fancy-pants multimillionaire educated at elite universities and habituated to such fashionable vacation enclaves as, say, Kennebunkport.
All was tranquil in the heartland apparently as the real American who happened to be president made his unhurried way back to Washington in September 2001.


TWO
“DEAD OR ALIVE”

SHARK ATTACKS had been one of the more entertaining diversions of the summer of 2001. When cable news got bored with Gary and Chandra, there was always some sighting of teeth somewhere, replete with Jaws footage and the accompanying John Williams thump-thump-thump horror music, even though, in reality, the rate of shark attacks had been routine that year, and sharks were a statistically minuscule cause of mortality at any time. (There had been at most two U.S. shark deaths in any year since 1990.) But by the afternoon of 9/11, the great shark scare of 2001 was officially consigned to the dustbin of history when People scrapped its shark cover to make way for the thousands dead. Al Qaeda’s attack on America was a genuine apocalypse, not a soap opera that could be turned into a 24/7 cable news miniseries or tabloid fare. It was one tragedy that could not be safely guided to that satisfying denouement that had been in vogue ever since the 1999 shootings at Columbine High School in Colorado: “closure.”
Signs of a new realism abounded, at least at first. On television we were told hourly that we had lost the untroubled freedom of movement that Americans consider a birthright. It was self-evident that our illusion of impregnability had been smashed, too. Confronted with catastrophic news and the need for reliable information about it, TV viewers of 9/11 largely deserted the cable news networks for the Big Three, as embodied by the supposedly obsolescent Tom Brokaw, Peter Jennings, and Dan Rather. Americans wanted the authority of the anchors, and the anchors upheld their part of the bargain, sticking to pre–Drudge Report, pre-cable journalistic standards and offering reportage rather than blather and rumor. They didn’t make any of the errors that had pumped up the hysteria of the O.J. and Monica mediathons—and that on 9/11 could have spread wholesale panic across a jittery nation instead of the usual prurient fun. The anchors, however anachronistic their declining evening newscasts, knew they had to do their part to steady a country that still gathered at the tube, not the computer screen, during a crisis like this.
In 9/11’s immediate aftermath, it even seemed possible that words such as survivor and fear factor would be reunited with their original meanings. Of late they had been held captive by television’s so-called reality programs, which had turned Survivor and Fear Factor into brands standing for fantasy entertainment in which nothing really fearful ever happened and every imperiled contestant was certain to survive.
A decade of dreaming was coming to an end. The dream had been simple—that Americans could have it all without having to pay any price, and that national suffering of almost any kind could be domesticated into an experience of virtual terror akin to a theme park ride or a Hollywood blockbuster. Even before 9/11, the mass escapism that defined the 1990s had started to collapse with the puncturing of the stock bubble and the economic aftershocks. Now terrorists had achieved the literal annihilation of the most commanding twin edifices of American capitalism.
Overnight, World War II fetishism was almost ludicrously obsolete. The lavish promotion of HBO’s new series Band of Brothers during the days before 9/11 rang hollow in the days after. The HBO posters had to share Manhattan’s signage with the ubiquitous faces smiling out expectantly from the new quilt of mass death, the vast patchwork of fliers headlined MISSING. “There was a time when the world asked ordinary men to do extraordinary things,” went the Band of Brothers ad copy, which took pains to remind us that the miniseries was “based on the true story.” As of 9/11, the prospect that civilians might have to make an extraordinary effort for the national good was no longer an arcane fantasy as far-fetched as the knights of the round table.
Most important, 9/11 might just shock the don’t-worry-be-happy presidency of George W. Bush into growing up. Perhaps he might tell us that it was not possible to have big tax cuts (for some of us, anyway) along with spending increases for better schools and defense—all without having to dip into the Social Security stash. Maybe we would even be told that it was impossible to lick an energy crisis or navigate the politics of the Middle East while continuing to burn gas as if there were no tomorrow. Perhaps the president would ask for a new generation to sacrifice, as he, his vice president, and the boomer elite running both political parties by and large had not done during Vietnam.
Perhaps irony was dead. Perhaps there was a New Normal. Perhaps 9/11 was the day that changed everything.
Then again, perhaps not.
 
AT HEART Americans are eternal innocents, and 9/11 did not change that. The question ricocheting throughout the media past the point of absurdity—“Why do they hate us?”—was a sincere one. Few Americans had a clue about who “they” were, let alone why they hated us. Radical Islam was as mysterious to most as quantum physics. In the summer of 2001, there had been far more news coverage of domestic sharks, Condit included, than of the foreign threat of Al Qaeda. Now that the worst had happened, the country wanted desperately to rally around a leader—any leader. We needed someone to root for. We needed someone to take charge. We needed someone to protect us. We needed someone to strike back. The president, hardly visible in the first forty-eight hours after the attacks, left a vacuum in that role, and into the vacuum stepped the unlikely figure of Rudolph Giuliani. New York’s mayor was said to be of a type that doesn’t play nationally—ethnic, authoritarian, a liberal Republican way to the left of his party’s base on culture-war issues such as abortion and gay civil rights. But he was immediately embraced by one and all. His televised omnipresence amid the ruins of Lower Manhattan was seen as fearlessness.
Where was George Bush? The country saw the pictures of him that morning at Emma E. Booker Elementary School in Sarasota, where he was once again posing with schoolchildren to advertise his compassion. He visibly flinched when his chief of staff, Andrew Card, interrupted his reading of “The Pet Goat” to second-graders to whisper into his ear that a second plane had crashed into the South Tower. Some twenty minutes later, at 9:30, the president stood in front of a READ TO SUCCEED banner and appeared on television, declaring that “terrorism against our nation will not stand.” What exactly happened in the eleven hours that followed was destined to remain a mystery.
When the president next popped up, it was midday, in a taped appearance from an air force base in Louisiana; in some of the networks’ initial airings, the video and audio were disconcertingly subpar. Bush promised that America would “hunt down and punish those responsible for these cowardly acts,” but he was the one who seemed on the run, like a panicked fugitive trying to elude authorities. Once more disappearing from view, he skedaddled by a roundabout route to another military base, in Omaha, where, the nation was informed, he led a National Security Council meeting by videophone from a bunker. He didn’t resurface publicly again until 8:30 that night, when he materialized in the Oval Office to address the nation with pretty words composed by the same glib Hallmark-style poets who fashioned his alliterative campaign locutions. “These acts shattered steel, but they cannot dent the steel of American resolve,” he said, sounding every bit as fake as Rudy sounded real.
During the course of the speech, he said, “Immediately following the first attack, I implemented our government’s emergency response plans.” But Bush’s behavior that morning at the Florida school, in which he seemed in no rush to end his visit, belied his claim, which proved false.1 He remained at the school altogether nearly an hour after the bulletins of the first jet hitting the World Trade Center. Months after 9/11, Bush would directly contradict his assertion that he had instantly implemented emergency plans after the first attack, telling interviewers that he had initially thought, as many Americans did, that the crash into the first tower was “pilot error,” not an attack at all.2
September 11 was the first time since the British set fire to the White House in 1814 that a president abandoned the capital for security reasons. “Frankly, President Bush made an initial mistake,” Boston University historian Robert Dallek told USA Today. “The president’s place is back in Washington.”3 On the day the quote ran, September 12, Karl Rove took time out from his other pressing duties to call Dallek, whom he’d never met, to tell him that Bush did not return home right away because of threats to the White House and Air Force One.4 But the White House did not provide any information to substantiate this claim, and, as Eric Alterman would later ask in The Nation: “If you think Air Force One is to be attacked, why go up in Air Force One?”5
Still, the administration had its 9/11 story and was sticking to it—with Rove making the same unsubstantiated claim to The New Yorker and Dick Cheney doing likewise with Tim Russert on Meet the Press. CBS News and the Associated Press would soon report that there had been no such threat. No matter. History would record the White House’s account, whatever the facts. In Woodward’s Bush at War, a year later, the scenario of an Air Force One threat surfaced again, once more on the authority of Cheney. In 2003, the scenario became a full-fledged Hollywood screenplay, for the first docudrama about 9/11. Many of the subsequent 9/11 movies would focus on the heroism of the passengers on Flight 93, who revolted against the hijackers and precipitated the plane’s crash in Pennsylvania before it reached its Washington target. But not the first out of the box, Showtime’s DC 9/11: Time of Crisis. It concentrated on the heroism of George W. Bush on Air Force One. The star was Timothy Bottoms—the same actor who less than two years earlier had been playing a cartoon version of the president in the short-lived Comedy Central satire That’s My Bush! The new screen Bush was an unironic action-movie superhero.
There were no laughs in DC 9/11, or at least no intentional ones. Instead, the president could be found overruling his Secret Service detail and ordering his plane back to Washington on the fateful day when many Americans found him harder to find than Waldo. “If some tinhorn terrorist wants me, tell him to come and get me!” the on-screen Bush says. “I’ll be at home, waiting for the bastard!” Lest the audience miss the point, he is also given lines like “The American people want to know where their damn president is!” and “People can’t have an AWOL president!” Meanwhile, the rest of the White House team was portrayed as the very model of efficiency and derring-do, a tack also taken by Woodward’s Bush at War. Even a nonentity like the transportation secretary, Norman Mineta (played by the actor best known as Sulu on Star Trek), came across so decisively he might be mistaken for Patton.
Unsurprisingly, DC 9/11 was produced by Lionel Chetwynd, long known as the go-to conservative in B-list Hollywood. Somewhat more surprising was the ease with which official Washington and bona fide journalists were enlisted for this fictionalized effort. The Washington Post reported in a feature on the making of the film that Chetwynd had access to top White House officials, Bush included, and also to “a group of conservative Washington pundits, including Fred Barnes, Charles Krauthammer and Morton Kondracke,” who vetted the script.6 In their non-Hollywood day jobs, these same pundits covered the administration for Fox News, The Weekly Standard, and, in Krauthammer’s case, as a Post columnist. It was not disclosed if they were paid for their participation in what was unmistakably a propaganda effort on behalf of a sitting administration.
Three days after 9/11, Bush at last made his way to the smoking ruins of the Twin Towers. In the view of most, he found his voice the moment he picked up a bullhorn and promised the rescue workers at the site in blunt language that the terrorists would soon hear from America. The gesture seemed spontaneous in a way that Bush’s controlled public appearances rarely were. He started to resemble the leader the nation was yearning for.
What wasn’t clear was where he would lead the country. He wanted “evildoers” brought to justice. Invoking the parlance of a Steve McQueen TV Western of his adolescence, he wanted to hunt down and nab Osama bin Laden “dead or alive.” But while polls showed that Americans overwhelmingly supported the idea of going to war, they didn’t indicate whether Americans understood that idea. Who would fight and where? Would any kind of sacrifice be required?
On September 20, Bush addressed a joint session of Congress, in a speech that forsook his previous pulp-fiction bravado for substance. He started to make a case for what a war on terrorists might mean. He drew essential distinctions between “Islamic extremism” and Islam, between the Taliban and “Afghanistan’s people,” between a TV-ready war of “instant retaliation and isolated strikes” and “a lengthy campaign” whose clandestine operations might be “secret even in success.”
 
BUT ALREADY the audience was drifting away. In the country beyond the stunned attack sites of New York and Washington, the old normal was quickly reasserting itself. So was the old culture. By late September, CNN’s ratings had dropped 70 percent from their post-attack peak. The prohibition on humor was ceremonially lifted when Giuliani participated in a gag that opened the September 29 edition of Saturday Night Live. Flanked by police officers and firemen, the show’s producer, Lorne Michaels, asked the mayor, “Can we be funny?” With perfect timing and a Buster Keaton–esque poker face, Giuliani responded, “Why start now?” He brought down the house. The late-night talk shows, which had at first been shocked into playing host to pundits and Middle East experts, brought back their regular guests and opening monologues. It was safe for Jay Leno to deliver a joke linking Osama bin Laden to Anna Nicole Smith.
The time had come for the great commercial engine of the country to rev up again. Interspersed among television’s dire reports of Wall Street blood-letting and widespread layoffs in 9/11-affected industries were immaculately produced black-and-white commercials in which corporations asserted their solidarity with the American spirit. In soulless emulation of the countless Americans who had raised a flag after the attacks, TV news stars also started marketing their patriotism: they kept sprouting more and more elaborate lapel effusions, some of them large enough to dwarf that of the country’s commander in chief. At ABC News, where the thorny spirit of Peter Jennings prevailed, the lapel pins were soon forbidden. But when the news director at KOMU, an NBC affiliate run by faculty and students at the University of Missouri, announced a similar prohibition on journalistic grounds, a state legislator threatened to have lawmakers scrutinize the school’s future budget requests. (The Missouri House voted to cut the station’s budget by five hundred thousand dollars in April 2002.) 7 At the network level, NBC was particularly obsessive in its flag-waving. It outfitted its promotional peacock logo in stars and stripes and then affixed it with abandon to virtually every frame of its prime-time schedule, assuring that even a doomed sitcom starring the celebrity chef Emeril Lagasse would be patriotically correct during its brief unhappy life. Rarely had there been such a persuasive argument for a constitutional amendment banning flag desecration.
A vocal but powerless antiwar left notwithstanding, nearly all Americans, liberals included, wanted to go after those who had perpetrated the 9/11 attacks. And in keeping with the president’s September 20 speech warning against ill-planned “instant retaliation,” much of the country was patient while the administration got its act together. During the 1990s boom, the citizenry had become addicted to instant gratification—and to a post–Gulf War military policy predicated on the slam-dunk idea of a silver bullet fired safely (and often indiscriminately) from on high, as if in a video game. Now it was willing to let the president take his time and choose his means of battle. Bush’s poll numbers were in the stratosphere. Ryan Clark, a nineteen-year-old firefighter in Lewiston, Idaho, summed up the mood to a New York Times/CBS News pollster: “I would like to see quick justice, but if you jump the gun and attack the wrong person, it’s not going to accomplish anything.”8
If anyone was restless for action, it was Bush’s own right flank. National Review’s Web edition disseminated a call from the professional provocateur Ann Coulter to invade the hijackers’ countries, “kill their leaders and convert them to Christianity.”9 On the same day as the president’s measured speech before Congress, a saber-rattling “open letter” signed by William Bennett, Richard Perle, Gary Bauer, and editors of The New Republic and The Weekly Standard threatened to brand the president a wimp—guilty of “surrender in the war on international terrorism”—should he buck their demand to make “a determined effort” to oust Saddam Hussein “even if evidence does not link Iraq directly to the attack.”10 These signatories and others on the right were so busy accusing Colin Powell of appeasement, because of his known reluctance to wage a new war against Saddam, that they failed to acknowledge that the Democratic leaders, Tom Daschle and Richard Gephardt, as well as Gore, were proving fiercely loyal to the administration.
Other conservatives wanted to make domestic political hay out of 9/11 while the ashes at Ground Zero were still hot. On Pat Robertson’s daily television show, The 700 Club, Jerry Falwell said, “I really believe that the pagans, and the abortionists, and the feminists, and the gays and the lesbians who are actively trying to make that an alternative lifestyle, the ACLU, People for the American Way—all of them who have tried to secularize America—I point the finger in their face and say, ‘You helped this happen.’” Robertson concurred, adding that “the problem is we have adopted that agenda at the highest levels of our government.”11
These views, though disowned by some other conservative evangelical Christian leaders, were not out of step with the evangelicals’ reading of the Bible; it was their deeply held belief that God would withdraw protection from nations that didn’t honor His word. In its own pandering to this constituency, The Wall Street Journal’s editorial page suggested just eight days after 9/11 that the president use his high poll ratings to push conservative judicial nominees of the Robertson-Falwell stripe through the Senate.12
That America’s own homegrown admixture of fundamentalism and political paranoia could be Taliban-esque at its extremes was a point fundamentalist fellow travelers such as the Republican hierarchy, the Bush administration, and its press claque at Fox News and the Journal largely chose to ignore, if they noticed it at all. The philosophical similarities were not superficial. Sayyid Qutb, the Egyptian intellectual (1906–1966) whose writings were instrumental in formulating the radical, fundamentalist Islamism championed by Al Qaeda, had lived in the United States from 1948 to 1950, when he studied American education on a scholarship at what was then known as the Colorado State College of Education. His ruminations on his time in the town of Greeley were very much in the spirit of the Robertson-Falwell post-9/11 condemnation of American wantonness. Qutb condemned the open sexuality of “the American girl” and decried even a church-sponsored teenage dance for its atmosphere of “desire” as teenagers gyrated “to the tunes of the gramophone.”13
But as powerful as Bush’s own fundamentalist base could be, he put a distance between himself and the homegrown ayatollahs after 9/11 as he had not done in his Bob Jones excursion during the 2000 campaign. Almost immediately, the White House released a statement rejecting the Robertson-Falwell take on 9/11. Falwell had no choice but to beat a hasty and humiliating retreat, trying to eradicate evidence seen by the world on videotape by lamely accusing “news reports” of taking his words “out of their context.” Similarly, Bush quickly disowned his early and inflammatory call for a “crusade” against terrorists and was almost slavishly PC in paying public respect to American Muslims. He ignored the Journal’s demand that he force right-wing judicial nominations through the Senate.
The White House jumped on its very few liberal critics at least as hard as it did on Falwell and Robertson. Dissent, it made plain, was a synonym for disloyalty. The first administration target was, of all people, a stand-up comic, Bill Maher, the host of the ABC late-night show Politically Incorrect. Maher had not directly criticized the government but had made the politically incorrect observation that the hijackers, who committed suicide while committing mass murder, were not cowardly compared with an America that thought it could strike back by launching cruise missiles at targets thousands of miles away. Ari Fleischer, the White House press secretary, denounced Maher, issuing a general warning that in times like these “people need to watch what they say, watch what they do.” An uproar ensued, and perhaps more intriguing than Fleischer’s statement itself was the revelation that his veiled threat was mysteriously missing from the official transcript the White House later posted of his briefing. A Fleischer deputy explained that this strange elision had been an innocent mistake—“a transcription error.” But it remained uncorrected for days.14Politically Incorrect was soon canceled by ABC.
The White House expected obedience not merely from entertainers but from the press—and mostly it got it. The post-9/11 presidential address to Congress was all it took for Washington to uncork a Hollywood fairy tale, or perhaps a Shakespearean one, in which the immature leader of September 10 was transformed overnight into a giant by a single scripted speech. (Cheney played Falstaff to Bush’s Prince Hal.) The awestruck tone was set by David Broder of The Washington Post, the so-called dean of the capital press corps and the pacesetter for the city’s conventional wisdom. His column was titled “Echoes of Lincoln.”15
Press adulation was not all the White House wanted; it also wanted control. When the United States made its first strikes in Afghanistan in October, there were no pictures available—except from Aljazeera, the Arab network based in Qatar, whose live shots of nighttime antiaircraft fire around Kabul were conveyed on the American cable-news networks. It was also Aljazeera that, on the very first day of U.S. military action, broadcast a video in which Osama bin Laden threatened further terrorism. Bin Laden was preceded on-screen by his deputy, Ayman al-Zawahiri, who asked, “American people, can you ask yourselves why there is so much hate against America?”
To counteract this propaganda, America fashioned some of its own, even as it experimented with restricting information by canceling a routine daily Pentagon press briefing. The Defense Department’s footage to networks included a hokey shot of the launch of a Tomahawk missile set against the backdrop of the American flag. Pilots from the first Afghanistan missions were made available to a pool of reporters. All their news from the front was good news. There were few means for verifying it. Once the bombing of Afghanistan began, press access to U.S. troops was restricted for months, so that Americans learned about even the war’s red-letter events, like the fall of Mazar-i-Sharif, only secondhand. At first no American reporter or anchor questioned the spoon-fed government handouts, though a Canadian Broadcasting Corporation reporter, speaking on his own network, was allowed a skeptical observation: “We’ve heard the Americans describe their missions before as a well-oiled machine and it turned out not to be the case.”16
Having yet to bring bin Laden to justice either dead or alive, the White House tried another countermove: the president and other administration officials simply stopped mentioning the chief evildoer by name in all public statements. This lasted for all of three days in October, after which the White House slapped bin Laden with that most American form of capital punishment—kicking him off network television. Condoleezza Rice, the national security adviser, held a conference call with the top American network and cable news executives to ask that they no longer broadcast unedited bin Laden rants. She was worried that coded messages would reach Qaeda cells in the United States and incite Muslims to attack Americans in countries where the international incarnations of CNN and NBC were available. But what Rice mainly accomplished was inadvertently to send three not too successfully coded messages of her own: (1) that the administration entertained at least a passing fantasy that Al Qaeda, despite its access both to the Internet and to the Arabic super-station Aljazeera (then with 35 million viewers worldwide, 150,000 by dish and cable in the United States), could be disrupted by having its video kept off the likes of Fox; (2) that the administration’s ambitions to manage the news knew no bounds; and (3) that the White House, like the rest of America, had been spooked by bin Laden and Zawahiri’s almost instant rebuttal to President Bush as the war in Afghanistan began. Undaunted, the White House asked the same self-censorship of newspapers, requesting that they not publish transcripts of bin Laden’s proclamations, for fear they might, in Ari Fleischer’s words, find their way “into the hands of people who can read it and see something in it.”
The same strictures applied abroad: Richard Boucher, a State Department spokesman, publicly chastised Voice of America for defying the department’s request that it not broadcast a rare interview it had obtained with the Taliban leader, mullah Mohammad Omar. Though the mission of Voice of America is in part to demonstrate the value of a free press to societies that don’t have one, State was more interested in dumbed-down propaganda with minimal journalistic content. To serve as undersecretary for public diplomacy, it recruited Charlotte Beers, a former chairwoman of the Madison Avenue giants Ogilvy & Mather and J. Walter Thompson, whose career triumphs included campaigns for Uncle Ben’s rice and Head & Shoulders shampoo. In her government job, Beers eventually created a “Shared Values” campaign—slick videos featuring American Muslims talking about how wonderful their life in the United States was. The warm multicultural tableaux were reminiscent of testimonial commercials for new household cleaning products—or of the Bush presidential campaign’s spots for No Child Left Behind. Many Arab nations refused to show the spots, complaining that they didn’t address the most serious problem for America among Muslims—its policies in the Middle East.
Behind the scenes, even more ambitious efforts to manipulate public opinion both at home and abroad were quietly being set in motion. At the
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