> CHAPTER FOUR <«

CONSERVATIVES AND THE
MASS MEDIA

Crucial to the conservative goal of swaying voters and policymakers is the
manipulation of the mass media. Right-wing perspectives today dominate
much of both the print and the electronic media (see appendix B). Michael
Parenti, one of America’s leading progressive thinkers, observes:

Media bias usually does not occur in random fashion; rather, it moves
in the same overall direction again and again, favoring management
over labor, corporations over corporate critics, affluent whites over
inner-city poor, officialdom over protestors, the two-party monopoly
over leftist third parties, privatization and free-market “reforms” over
public-sector development, U.S. dominance of the Third World over
revolutionary or populist social change, investor globalization over na-
tion-state democracy, national security policy over critics of that policy,
and conservative commentators and columnists . .. over progressive or
populist ones.'

Media critic Michael Massing makes many of the same points: The
media are timid, fearful of appearing liberal, especially prone to give
government the benefit of the doubt, and sensitive not to paint business
in a bad light. “Of all the internal problems confronting the press,” he
concludes, “the reluctance to venture into politically sensitive matters,
to report disturbing truths that might unsettle and provoke, remains by
far the most troubling.”?

Who Owns the News?

Ideological direction comes from the very top. In 2002, according to
Forbes magazine, more than one-third of the fifty wealthiest citizens
in the United States gained the preponderance of their fortunes in
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>+ CHAPTER SIX <

CONSERVATISM AND THE
POLITICS OF FEAR

The dawn of the twenty-first century found conservatives firmly in control
of the major instruments of power, at both the state and the federal levels.
Given the current fragmentation of the Democratic Party and the failure of
liberals to offer a credible alternative—Joe Lieberman, Evan Bayh, and other
party leaders are practically indistinguishable from their counterparts on the
other side of the aisle—all indications are that rightwing dominance will only
intensify in the immediate future.! How has this state of affairs come to pass?
How has such a markedly antidemocratic agenda that benefits business elites
at the expense of everyone else achieved such resounding success? It is not as
if the right-wing agenda has been imposed by a dictatorship. In fact, election
after election has been won by conservative Republicans; the elites could not
have prevailed without the active collaboration of the masses. How this can
be so, according to journalist Thomas Frank, is “the preeminent question of
our times.” “In any other democracy, the majority would have coalesced by
now in a populist rebellion,” marvels another critic.?

A Typical Operation

Part of the answer is that the Republican Party has both articulated a set
of coherent, integrated, and well-thought-out strategies and disseminated
its views widely and effectively. As we saw previously, its dense network
of think tanks and policy institutes has played an indispensable role, as
has dominance of the national media. Right-wing policies were generally
conceived, refined, and ultimately drafted in think tanks by well-paid
merchants masquerading as scholars. Godfrey Hodgson cogently explains
the process by which these pro-establishment ideas are marketed:

A typical ... operation would begin with an article by a reputable social
scientist in a journal such as The Public Interest. ... These “new” ideas
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98 <« Chapter 6

more critical than social psychologist Erich Fromm, who described the
“social character” of the German lower middle class in this way:

As a matter of fact, certain features were characteristic for this part of
the middle class throughout its history: their love of the strong, hatred
of the weak, their pettiness, hostility, thriftiness with feelings as well
as with money, and essentially their asceticism. Their outlook on life
was narrow, they suspected and hated the stranger, and they were
curious and envious of their acquaintances, rationalizing their envy
as moral indignation; their whole life was based on the principle of
scarcity-—economically as well as psychologically.'®®

While scarcity is hardly a distinguishing characteristic of the American
lower middle class, Fromm sees the defining characteristic of this group, in
any capitalistic society, as insecurity. They work hard to achieve upward
mobility, but their economic situation is always precarious, hence their
frustration. As Ehrenreich argues in her provocative 1989 book Fear of
Falling, even those elements of the middle class who are relatively secure
financially, the professional-managerial elites, are beset by the fear of
losing it all, an anxiety that has distanced them from the social sectors
beneath them and encouraged the abandonment of a liberal political
perspective.'4

When threatened, the bourgeoisie are quick to look for scapegoats. In
Europe, they find them in the Jew (the roots of the Holocaust are to be
found in the Middle Ages, and even beyond). In the United States, the
counterpart of anti-Semitism is racism. During their Great Migration from
the South to the northern industrial centers from the twenties to the six-
ties, the largest internal migration in U.S. history, it was blacks who rep-
resented the main threat to the well-being of white ethnics. Subsequently,
the influx of Latino immigrants into this country has only added to their
anxiety, one that the New Right has deliberately fomented.!¥’

The manipulation of a large part of the working and middle class to vote
against their own interests by stoking their fears of people different from
themselves is 2 major accomplishment of the conservative propaganda
machine that Weyrich and other New Right strategists developed in the
sixties and seventies. Fervent believers in the Machiavellian dictum that
the end justifies the means, these youthful radicals were prepared to do
whatever it took to defeat their ideological opponents. Their win-at-any-
cost attitude permeates every aspect of modern-day conservatism and is
undoubtedly one of their most enduring legacies. In their zeal to propagate
the conservative gospel by creating a mass movement, as we have seen,
they felt few scruples about mobilizing resentment and fanning fear as
organizing principles.'#®
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1. See Paul Krugman, “Design for Confusion,” New York Times, August
5, 2005, who disparages “supply-side economics, a doctrine whose central
claim—that tax cuts have such miraculous effects on the economy that they pay
for themselves—has never been backed by evidence.”
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