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Preface 

Americans wander between extremes: public interest versus private prerogative; equal 

opportunity and justice for all versus the amassing of individual wealth and power; appeals of 

hope versus appeals of fear.  If as a people we subscribe to the ancient Greek principle of 

moderation in all things, that differs from our wanderings--and recalls Act I, Scene III of 

William Shakespeare’s Macbeth.   Hearing the three witches, the “weird sisters,” foretell his 

ascent as thane and king, Macbeth uttered: “Nothing is, But what is not.” Under the spell of 

political communication today, the words of Macbeth apply equally to Americans’ politics, 

journalism, and reality.  All three, since the 1970s, have wandered to the political Right.  This 

book seeks to trace how and why, beginning by reviewing my experience teaching with political 

strategist Karl Rove. 

Politics is the art of war in the United States; the news, the symbolic battlefront on which 

issues are fought and often quickly decided.   Those facts crystallized during World War I when 

the U.S. government for the first time deployed political communication on a global scale in a 

propaganda campaign that transformed politics and news. Through that campaign, American 

journalism subjected itself voluntarily to government restraint, and produced its own Macbeth 

moment: the news, too, became not what it seemed (chapter 5).   A half-century later, the 

political sociologist Philip Schlesinger observed: the news has become "the exercise of power 

over the interpretation of reality."
i
  

 In the sixties and early seventies, about the time Schlesinger wrote, the American 

political Right experienced its own Macbeth moment. What appeared to be the demise of Senator 

Barry Goldwater and the death of conservatism in the presidential election of 1964 turned out to 

be the instant of conservatism’s rebirth.  The proof came to me one summer two years later when 

as a high school reporter I covered a Young Republicans national convention in Omaha, 
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Nebraska.   There, young, groomed conservatives in suits and dresses crammed the convention 

hall, their spirits soaring above a half-acre field of red, white, and blue flags that carpeted a path 

to a huge aerial banner: “Young Americans for Freedom.”  YAF, the most radical of young 

conservatives, formed in backlash in September 1960 after the Republican National Convention, 

where Vice President Richard Nixon chose the moderately liberal Senator Henry Cabot Lodge as 

his running mate.  Six years later in Omaha, Republican moderates and liberals were running for 

cover.
ii
   The YAFers and their banner commanded the floor, almost daring others to show 

themselves.  The four Republican friends who’d persuaded me to report the convention grew 

nearly rabid with thirteen hundred other delegates who jumped to their feet as keynoter Ronald 

Reagan claimed them in the name of individualism, free enterprise, and anticommunism. 

Conservatism, it seemed clear in Omaha, not only wasn’t dead; it was driving the bus two years 

after the conventional wisdom declared that Goldwater had run the bus into the ditch. 

Heady stuff for a sixteen-year-old reporter like me!  Though I considered my four friends 

and their Omaha colleagues a bit extreme, I nevertheless empathized with them, as I strived for 

objectivity in the tradition of Walter Lippmann, who inspired generations of journalists to live as 

detached observers.  Only many years later did I recognize in that same summer my own 

Macbeth moment.  In writing about the Young Republicans, I prided myself on my objectivity; 

yet within a month, and from the same typewriter at home in Sioux City, Iowa, I wrote President 

Lyndon Johnson about the War in Vietnam, urging him to “bomb the hell out of Red China.”  

Objectivity?  In urging an attack on China, my reportorial objectivity went out the 

window.  Engulfed in the conventional wisdom of a culture as Reagan advanced it, I failed even 

to see a contradiction.  I claimed to be an objective reporter as I wrote about the Young 

Republicans, but in urging Johnson to bomb, I acted on the values of my culture—Cold War 
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anticommunism, first among them—to urge an attack on another country, with no sense of 

consequences.   Even in my own life, it seemed, nothing was, but what was not. 

These personal contradictions resurfaced in a larger way thirty years later as I attended 

graduate school and taught, by happenstance, with Karl Rove.  At the time, I didn’t recognize 

that teaching with Karl would re-connect me to Omaha, let alone to the broader rise of the 

political Right and its impact on journalism.  But it became clear to me that Karl as political 

operative posed a threat to Democrats comparable only to that of his friend, the late Lee Atwater.  

In fact, Karl’s work and the broader rise of the Right have utterly changed the country, in my 

view, partly through less visible means.  This book is an effort to focus them for students of 

politics and journalism.  

The book is organized into four parts.  Part one (chapters 1-4) addresses the question: 

how could Karl Rove be so effective?  It answers by telling the story of Karl’s preparations and 

lessons for our class, much of it in his own words, and in those of the political ad men, advance 

men, image shapers, and journalists who guest-lectured. (Many of them are well-known; none 

was as compelling as Karl.)  However, Karl’s success also roots deeply in the long development 

of propaganda.  Part two, therefore, traces that development (chapter 5), situates in it the rise of 

the American political Right, and its impact on the news (chapter 6).  Part two then situates 

Karl’s emergence as a chief beneficiary in the rise of the Right and a chief coordinator, and 

illustrates part of why political communication as Karl practices it is so potent (chapter 7).  

Part three details how this new force shapes our news, politics, and everyday reality 

(chapter 8) – and propelled the United States to war in Iraq (chapter 9).   Part three then itemizes, 

through the voices of 32 American journalists, why mainstream journalism can’t seem to shake 

this potent force (chapters 10-11).   
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Chapter 12 summarizes how Karl and the political Right have changed American politics 

and journalism, and itemizes why they may prevail for another generation.   

Fundamentally, the book outlines how the Right, with Karl as exemplar, has refined 

political communication not only to win elections but to steal reality, to shift the United States to 

the political Right.  By mastering political communication, Karl and the Right, like 

Shakespeare’s witches, have conjured up not a Macbeth moment, but an entire era.  They have 

done so partly by dispelling free political debate through new systems of propaganda.  And once 

free debate is reduced to propaganda, the tools to advance it—public relations and message 

mastery, advertising, polling, marketing, branding, information technology, and even journalism 

itself—become instruments of political control.   

By tracing these developments, I hope to account for the rise of the Right, the fracture of 

news, and Karl’s success–and to foresee our destiny as people in the grip of this reality-stealing 

power.  That power slowed publication of this book. 
iii
 

 

  For insights that made this work possible, I wish to acknowledge, first, Karl Rove, whose 

genius became evident in Austin during our work together, who became my friend, and for 

whose abilities I have the greatest respect, even as we disagree as to principles, goals, and 

methods.   

I owe a substantial debt to Stuart Ewen of New York University, whose book PR!  A 

Social History of Spin (New York: Basic Books, 1996) inspired my thinking and frames part of 

my argument; and to David Brock, whose Republican Noise Machine (New York: Crown 

Publishers, 2004) filled in important pieces.    

Thirty-two journalist-respondents – among them Pulitzer, MacArthur, and other award 

winners – gave generously of their time and insights and helped to document journalism’s drift 
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to the right.  I thank, in alphabetical order: Peter Bhatia, David Broder, Scott Brodeur, Chris 

Daly, E.J. Dionne, Jon Donley, Tom Edsall, Ed Fouhy, Steve Fox, Dan Froomkin, Frank Green, 

Brant Houston, Ellen Hume, Jeff Jarvis, Jackie Judd, Anne Kornblut, Ed Lenert, Charles Lewis, 

Barbara Matusow, Doyle McManus, Phil Meyer, Jack Nelson, Walter Pincus, Vikki Porter, Bill 

Press, Tom Rosenstiel, Barry Sussman, Helen Thomas,  Karen Tumulty, Richard Viguerie, Amy 

Walter, and Linda Wertheimer.  

Jim Moore and Wayne Slater, the great Rove biographers, now friends, provided ongoing 

insight, encouragement, and help. 

I particularly thank political columnist Dave McNeely, through whom I met and came to 

work with Karl.  Dave’s frank review caught errors and improved the manuscript.   

At the University of Texas at Austin, I thank Professor Rusty Todd, who asked me to 

work with Dave and Karl; and, especially, Professors Chuck Whitney (now of the University of 

California Riverside), Maxwell McCombs, Gene Burd, the late James Tankard, and Lester Kurtz 

(now of George Mason University); and the Honorable William P. Hobby Jr.   

At the University of Massachusetts Amherst, Professors John Nelson and John Lombardi 

(now president of the Louisiana State University system) gave steady, supportive advice.  Dr. 

Mary Deane Sorcinelli and the staff of the Center for Teaching; and the librarians at UMass 

Amherst, especially Dr. James Kelly, encouraged and supported this work and made me 

welcome – as did librarians at Amherst, Smith, Hampshire, and Mt. Holyoke Colleges.  UMass 

Journalism faculty read drafts and proposals, offered suggestions, noted I was due a sabbatical (I 

thank Provost Charlena Seymour for supporting it), supported bringing Rove biographer Jim 

Moore to campus, and connected me with a fine editor. Vice Provost for Research Paul Kostecki 

encouraged and connected me to Paul C. Johnson and Cindy Ryan at Arizona State University, 

who facilitated research privileges there.  
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At St. Mary’s University, San Antonio, I thank President Charles Cotrell, Interim Vice 

President André Hampton, and Dean Janet Dizinno; and Professors Rose Cutting, Richard 

Pressman, Peggy Curet, Ann Semel, Kevin Welch, Dennis Bautista, and Bob O’Connor for their 

encouragement and support.  

Editor Nancy Doherty over the course of months breathed insight and precision into this 

project.  Her abilities, care, and interest greatly improved the manuscript. Thank you, Nancy! 

I thank colleagues and Professors Jarice Hanson (Temple University and UMass 

Amherst), Michael Bugeja (Iowa State University), and Col. Charles Breslin Jr. (retired, U.S. 

Army War College) for inviting me to present as this work developed.  I thank Frank Green, Sue 

Ellen Bisgaard and Professor Soren Bisgaard (UMass Amherst); Professor Emeritus Anne 

Woodtli (University of Arizona) and Professor James Mueller (University of North Texas); 

Professors Nicholas McBride, Nancy Folbré, and Tom O’Brien (UMass Amherst); and Ronald 

Chrisman of the University of North Texas Press – for helpful readings, suggestions, and moral 

support. 

I thank Ilo Howard for transcription support; Steve Baker, Brett Ingram, Richard Beck, 

and Claudia Israel for continuous bibliographic and editorial support; Robert Campagna, 

Candace Windel, Gay Simpson, Margaret Thomas, Katherine and Bernie Cleveland, Peter Bittel 

and Erin Edwards, Gloria Feldt and Alex Barbanell, Lisa Stark and Bruce Dan; and many other 

friends and colleagues who patiently made suggestions or put up with my absence while I wrote.  

At the UMass Information Technology program, I thank, in particular, Professors Charlie 

Schweik, Rick Adrion, Glenn Caffery, Craig Nicolson, and Copper Giloth.  

I thank former editors Brenda Hadenfeldt and Bess Van Renen for their encouragement 

for this project and their support.   
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I reserve particular thanks for my publisher, professor and scholar David Demers, who 

saw the promise of the book, seemed undeterred by the possibility of litigation, and encouraged 

me forward.  As since the days of John Peter Zenger, there remains promise for this society as 

long as journalists, publishers, and social scientists seek out and tell the truth.  

It’s to my family – the extended families of Wini Israel and Theresa Breslin – that I owe 

special thanks for supporting me during this project, despite my missing family events, outings, 

and time together – thank you, everyone!  

I want to recognize those who kindled my interest in politics and journalism: great 

teachers Helen Schwarz, Edith Pollock, and Royce Barnum; and, journalists and important others 

at the Sioux City (Iowa) Journal: Clyde Van Dyke, Alex Stoddard, Louise Zerschling, Robert 

Dodsley, Kenneth Sanders, Erwin Sias, Elizabeth Sammons, and Louise Sammons Freese.  I also 

thank the four friends who persuaded me to go with them to Omaha: Doug Dashner, Doug 

Haney, Rick Rhebb, and Grover Sardeson. 

This book is dedicated, in part, to the memory of U.S. Senator Harold E. Hughes of Iowa 

and Park Rinard, Hughes’ remarkable administrative assistant, who brought me to Washington, 

D.C., to work as press secretary during the Watergate years. 

Finally, for suggesting an evaluation research model; for serving as second reader of the 

journalists’ data; for steadfast encouragement throughout the long road to publication; and for 

supporting me with time, talent, treasure, and love, I thank my wife, Eileen Breslin. 

 

San Antonio, Texas 

July 2009 
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i
 Philip Schlesinger, “The Sociology of Knowledge.”  Paper presented at a meeting of the British 
Sociological Association, March 24, 1972. 
ii
 Four years later, my friend, former classmate, and political columnist David Yepsen of the Des 

Moines Register, observed: “The function of liberal Republicans is to bury their dead.” 
iii
 The power about which I write is measurable not only in political terms, but in law, in a way 

that shaped this study.  Mirroring the shift to the right outlined in the book, American copyright 
law over the last thirty years has increasingly privileged private property over the public interest.  
As a result, scholars, except under the limits of the fair use doctrine, apparently may not quote e-
mail, even that directly addressed to them, without the express consent of the sender.   

Four years before learning this stricture, yet in the name of fairness and out of respect for 
our friendship (and knowing how busy he was in the Bush administration), I sought Karl’s 
consent by seeking to engage him in producing this book.  I first wrote him about it in July 2003, 
then checked in with him a couple times a year, often with an update on my progress.   To avoid 
the suggestion of unethical use of material, I delayed finishing this work until after Karl 
completed the fourth Bush administration election in 2006; continued exchanging notes with 
him; sought to see him to talk about the book; and, finally, after dropping him a note to 
encourage his comment, shipped him the manuscript in mid-June 2007, to seek his review.  
Regrettably, for the first time, Karl didn’t answer.  Instead, he told a mutual friend – not that the 
manuscript was either inaccurate or unfair – but that his confidence had been breached.   

In the absence of Karl’s direction (and as I remembered the record of Karl’s work 
outlined in chapter 7), I sought legal advice. While opinions varied, a majority consensus 
appeared to be that while I might quote Karl freely from our work together, quoting his  e-mails 
might open legal liability.  As a result, the e-mails Karl sent me are not quoted here, but revised  
(and are so identified in the text by single quotation marks). Unfortunately, my efforts did not 
satisfy my publisher of the time, Jonathan Sisk of Rowman and Littlefield.   We had contracted 
in October 2006 to produce and publish the book; they requested, set, and advertised a January 
2008 publication date.  But more than a year after I submitted the manuscript, Sisk withdrew 
from our contract.  He indicated he feared Karl might sue.  

Looking back, it became apparent that the road to publishing this work itself became the 
play within the play.  The forces I outline in Stealing Reality as having utterly changed American 
life have equally, through contemporary copyright law, prevented telling this story as completely 
as I’d intended, by fully quoting the e-mails Karl sent me.  They also scared off not just Sisk 
from publishing the book; after I disclosed that experience, three more publishers dropped out. 

For help in grappling with this reality, I thank attorneys Michael Albert, David Anderson, 
Steve Bickerstaff, Joseph W. Cotchett, Shirley Z. Johnson, Irving Picard, Candace Windel, and 
others not named; and the Honorable William P. Hobby Jr. 


