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right now. We should invade their countries, kill their leaders and convert them to
Christianity.””'

While Bush was declaring a “crusade” against terrorism and the Pentagon was
organizing Operation Infinite Justice, Bush administration Deputy Defense Secretary
Paul Wolfowitz (U.S. Department of State 2001) said the administration’s retaliation
would be “sustained and broad and effective” and that the United States “will use all our
resources. It’s not just simply a matter of capturing people and holding them account-
able, but removing the sanctuaries, removing the support systems, ending states who
sponsor terrorism.”

There is no question concerning the depth of emotion and horror with which the
United States experienced the first serious assault on the continent by its enemies. The
constant invocation of analogies to Pearl Harbor inevitably elicited a need to strike back
and prepare for war. The strikes on the World Trade Center evoked images of assault on
the very body of the country, while the attack on the Pentagon represented a strike on
the country’s defense system, showing the vulnerability, previously unperceived, of the
United States to deadly acts of violence and terrorism.

The lack of debate in the U.S. corporate broadcasting media points to an intensi-
fying crisis of democracy in the United States.”” While the media are supposed to discuss
issues of public importance and present a wide range of views, during the epoch of Terror
War they have largely privileged Bush administration and Pentagon positions. Part of the
problem is that the Democratic party did not vigorously contest Bush’s positions on
terrorism and voted overwhelmingly for his authority to take whatever steps necessary to
attack terrorists, as well as supporting the so-called USA Patriot Act, which greatly
curtailed civil liberties, and his 2003 war against Iraq. Most of the rest of the world, and
significant sectors within U.S. society, invisible on television, however, opposed Bush
administration policy and called for more multilateral approaches to problems such as
terrorism.

“America’s New War,” the “Axis of Evil,” and the Road to Iraq

From September 11 to the beginning of the U.S. bombing acts on Afghanistan in
October, the U.S. corporate media intensified war fever and circulated highly militarist
rhetoric that legitimated the Bush-Cheney administration’s largely unilateralist military
action. Media frames shifted from “America under Attack” to “America Strikes Back” and
“America’s New War"—even before any military action was undertaken, as though the
media frames were to conjure the military response that eventually followed. From
September 11 and through the Afghan Terror War, the networks generated escalating fear

21. Shortly after this and other outbursts, Coulter was fired from the National Review when she reacted
hostilely to efforts to tone down her thetoric by the editors, helping to provide her with martyr status for the
U.S. right. Later, Coulter stated in a speech that American Taliban John Walker Lindh should be executed
5o that liberals and the left can get the message that they can be killed if they get out of line. For a systematic
critique of Coulter and other extreme right media pundits, see Franken (2003) and Alterman (2000, 2003).

22. For my previous accounts of the media and the crisis of democracy, see Kellner (1990, 1992, 2001,
2003b, 2005).
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and hysteria demanding military response, while the mouthpieces of the military-
industrial complex demanded military action with little serious reflection on its conse-
quences visible on the television networks. There was, by contrast, much intelligent
discussion on the Internet and print media sources showing the dangers of the takeover
of broadcasting by corporations which would profit by war and upheaval . ?

The brief war against the Taliban and Al Qaeda in Afghanistan from early October
through December 2001 appeared to be a military victory for the United States. After a
month of stalemate following ruthless U.S. bombing, the Taliban collapsed in the north
of the country, abandoned the capital Kabul, and surrendered in its southern strongholds
(Kellner 2003b). Yet the Afghanistan Terror War was ambiguous in its outcome.
Although the Taliban regime that hosted Osama bin Laden and Al Qaeda collapsed under
U.S. military pressure, the top leaders and many militants of Al Qaeda and the Taliban
escaped and the country remains perilous and chaotic to this day (the fall of 2007).%
Violent warlords that the United States used to fight Al Qaeda still exert oppressive
power and keep the countty in a state of disarray, while sympathizers for Al Qaeda and
the Taliban continue to wield power and destabilize the country. Because the United
States did not use ground troops or multilateral military forces, the top leaders of the
Taliban and Al Qaeda escaped, Pakistan was allowed to send in planes to take out
hundreds of Pakistanis and numerous top Al Qaeda militants, and Afghanistan remains
a dangerous and unruly territory (Kellner 2003b; Hersh 2004).?

Whereas the 1991 Gulf War produced spectacles of precision bombs and missiles
destroying Iraqi targets and the brief spectacle of the flight of the Iraqis from Kuwait and
the liberation of Kuwait City (Kellner 1992), the Afghanistan War was more hidden in
its unfolding and effects. Many of the images of Afghanistan that circulated through the
global media were of civilian casualties caused by U.S. bombing. Daily pictures of
thousands of refugees from war and the suffering of the Afghan people raised questions
concerning the U.S. strategy and intervention. Moreover, just as the survival of Saddam
Hussein ultimately coded Gulf War I as problematic, so did the continued existence of

23. This situation calls artention once again to the major contradiction of the present age in regard to
information and knowledge. On one hand, the United States has available the most striking array of
information, opinions, debate, and sources of knowledge of any society in history with its profusion of print
journalism, books, articles, and Internet sources in contrast to the poverty of information and opinion on
television. This is truly a scandal and a contradiction in the construction of contemporary consciousness and
political culture. Thus, although television functioned largely as propaganda, spectacle, and the producer of
mass hysteria, close to brainwashing during the post-9/11 era and into the Iraq War, fortunately, there is a
wealth of informed analysis and interpretation available in print media and on the Internet, as well as a
respectable archive of books and articles on the complexity of U.S. foreign policy and Middle East history (see
Kellner 2005).

24, Suskind (2006, 75) summarized the Afghanistan action as largely a failure: “Three months after
9/11, 250 Al Qaeda soldiers had been killed or captured, while another 800 had escaped and largely
disbanded, including almost all of Al Qaeda’s senior management and Mullah Mohammed Omar, the
one-eyed leader of the Taliban regime.”

25. For an in-depth analysis of the Afghanistan War, see my book From 9/11 to Terror War (2003b); for
a look behind the scenes at certain events of the Afghanistan War, see Hersh (2004). On the dangers of Bush
administration unilateralist militarism and the need for global solutions to global problems, see Kellner
(2003b), Barber (2003), and Clark (2003). Clark warns that the Bush administration has planned a series of
wars against the “axis of evil” to promote US hegemony and to use U.S. military power to further a
neoconservative agenda of control of the Middle East.
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Osama bin Laden and his top Al Qaeda leadership point to limitations of the younger
Bush’s leadership and policies.

By early 2002, George W. Bush faced a situation similar to that of his father after
the Gulf War. Despite victory against the Taliban, the limited success of the war and a
failing economy provided a situation that threatened the junior Bush’s reelection. Thus,
the Bush-Cheney regime needed a dramatic media spectacle that would guarantee its
reelection, and once again Saddam Hussein provided a viable candidate, enabling “the
war on terrorism” to morph into an era of perpetual war against terrorism and the
countries that support terror, a situation in which media spectacle was used to promote
policies of unilateral aggression.

In his televised State of the Union address on January 29, 2002, George W. Bush
promised an epoch of Terror War, expanding the Bush Doctrine to not only go after
terrorists and those who harbor terrorist groups but to include those countries making
“weapons of mass destruction.”? State of the Union speeches are typically rituals of unity
in which the parties pull together to celebrate the country, and although presidents often
use the occasion to promote their agendas, Bush’s speech signaled a major rupture with
previous policy, providing the basis for what would emerge as the Bush Doctrine of
preemptive war.

Claiming that Iraq, Iran, and North Korea constituted “an axis of evil, arming to
threaten the peace of the world,” Bush put the “world’s most dangerous regimes” on
notice that he was planning to escalate the war on terror. Rattling the saber, Bush put
“rogue states” and terrorists everywhere on notice that he was prepared to go to war
indefinitely against an array of targets in an epoch of enduring Terror War. Likewise,
Bush’s rhetoric of “evil” was going over the top. He used the term “evil” at least five times
in his State of the Union address and included countries such as Iran in this litany, which
was itself undergoing complex domestic changes.

Looked at more closely, Bush’s State of the Union address could be read as a cunning
use of Terror War to push through his indefensible domestic programs such as the Star
Wars missile program, a $48 billion increase for the U.S. military, a tax break and
give-away for the rich, and a Social Security program that would advance a right-wing
agenda (i.e., investment firms and charities would solve social problems and not govern-
ment). The evil axis countries could be used to justify producing the Star Wars missile
defense system that critics had claimed had not been proven workable, legitimating a
missile defense system that would allegedly protect the United States against nuclear
missile actack.

In the “axis of evil” speech, Bush would evoke the fear of nuclear missile attack on
the United States to justify preemptive strikes, a strategy that would soon be deployed on

26. The term “weapons of mass destruction” (WMD) is highly misleading and deceptive in that the
United States overwhelmingly possesses the arsenal of nuclear weapons, which are indeed genocidal weapons
to destroy masses of people, whereas the chemical and biological weapons allegedly being developed by the
Iraqi regime had not really been WMD. There is immense hypoctisy in Bush administration attacks on Iraq’s
alleged, albeit nonexistent weapons programs, in that the United States has done more to develop and spread
WMD than any other country and the Bush administration has systematically blocked all global efforts to
limit, restrict, and cut back on existing weapons of all sorts (see Kellner 2005).
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Iraq. Exploiting fear thus was a major tactic to push through his radical shift in foreign
policy, as well as his right-wing domestic agenda.

The emphasis on care, compassion, sacrifice, national service, and community
voluntarism in the State of the Union gave Bush credence as a compassionate conserva-
tive, as opposed to a hard-right ideologue and selfish manipulator of crisis and tragedy for
extreme right-wing and militarisc political ends. However, the emphasis on patriotism,
national unity, and moral community functioned to identify both his party and policies
with patriotism, but also to identify anyone who criticized his foreign or domestic
policies as “unpatriotic.” Lynne Cheney, wife of U.S. Vice President Dick Cheney and a
long-time cultural warrior against the left, had been circulating texts documenting
unpatriotic statements by university professors. Since September 11, Ms. Cheney had
been leading an assault against dissidents to Bush administration policy on the grounds
that they are not patriotic and not supporting the president in a time of war and danger.”
Stressing national unity and patriotism provided rhetorical cover for suppressing dissent,
and thus threatened U.S. democracy, revealing the dangerous anti-democracy sentiments
of the Bush-Cheney regime.

Moreover, appropriating the language of “moral community” for a conservative
“homeland defense” against terrorism and “an axis of evil” redefines community as those
who identify with U.S. government policy. It also subordinates discourses of social
justice, civil rights, and democracy to pulling together in the name of national unity, a
move that can easily be used to suppress dissent and progressive agendas. Moreover, the
discourse of “the homeland,” taken up in the construction of a Homeland Security
bureaucracy, has echoes of the German fascist discourse of Das Heimat, used to unify the
country against its internal and external enemies.

Thus the Bush-Cheney regime used the 9/11 terrorist attacks and national security
to push through a right-wing agenda. While Congress wildly applauded Bush’s jingo-
istic and aggressive speech, the rest of the world was stunned by the irresponsibility of
Bush's simplistic “axis of evil” doctrine. The Guardian cited Bush’s “Hate of the Union”
and escalation of militarist rhetoric, and an editorial in the paper chided “George Bush’s
delusion” that the September 11 tragedy gave Bush a free hand to lead the world into
infinite war.”® The Russians complained that their allies were being included in the axis
and that the improving relations with Washington would be subverted if Bush expanded
the field of war. Close allies Germany and Japan were put off that Bush used the loaded

27. Defense of Civilization Fund, “Defending Civilization: How Our Universities Are Failing
America and What Can Be Done about It” (November 2001; retrieved December 18, 2001, from heep://
www.goacta.org). Lynne Cheney and her right-wing allies had long dreamed of silencing radical voices of
dissent in the university and had long waged a cultural war against their academic enemies. The conservative
jihad was launched during the Reagan era when Ms. Cheney was head of the National Endowment for the
Humanities which she governed like a Taliban, rooting out all politically incorrect policies and personnel and
going after progressives in the academic world. There were some speculations that the U.S. left/right culture
wars would be suspended in favor of national unity against terrorism, but obviously Cheney and her Taliban
were not going to miss a chance to go after their longtime adversaries. Ms. Cheney was joined by Senator
Joseph Lieberman in an effort to purge universities of professors who refused to go along with Bush-Cheney
policies. The American Council of Trustees and Alumni issued a reported labeling U.S. faculty members who
criticized the Afghanistan intervention as “unpatriotic,” claiming that “when a nation’s intellectuals are
unwilling to defend its civilization, they give comfort to its adversaries.” See Gonzalez (2001).

28. The Guardian, Editorial, January 31, 2002.
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word “axis,” which evoked World War II and the crimes of the Third Reich and the
Japanese, events that their countries had tried to overcome. And, of course, Iran, Iraq, and
North Korea were shocked that Bush had collapsed them into “an axis of evil,” which
inadvertently strengthened the hands of hard-liners within these regimes to resist accom-
modation with the West and especially a U.S. government that was threatening them
with extinction.

Bush’s term “axis of evil” is indeed highly misleading and semantically inaccurate.
An “axis” implies a coalition and connection between countries, embarking on a common
project of domination. Iraq and Iran have long been bitter enemies, fighting a vicious war
between 1980 and 1988 (in which the United States cynically supported both sides
covertly, leading to the Iran-Contra affair and helping to produce the Iraqi military
machine that invaded Kuwait and prompted the Gulf War; see Kellner 1992). North
Korea, of course, is a whole other question. Its neighbors South Korea, Japan, and
bordering countries were extremely distressed by Bush’s rhetoric, which reportedly
undermined the faction in South Korea trying to moderate North Korea's behavior while
helping the conservative factor wishing to promote a hard line against North Korea.

Some critics suggested that Bush’s “axis of evil” speech was intended to draw away
focus from his failure to apprehend major Taliban and Al Qaeda leadership, or domesti-
cally to make progress in the war against tetror. In retrospect, however, it was part of the
road to war in Iraq.

Hidden Iraq Agendas and the Politics of Lying

As 2002 unfolded, the Bush administration intensified its ideological war against
Iraq, advanced its doctrine of preemptive strikes, and provided military buildup for what
now looks like inevitable war against Iraq. While the explicit war aims were to shut down
Iraq’s WMD and thus enforce UN resolutions which mandated that Iraq eliminate its
offensive weapons, there were many hidden agendas in the Bush administration offensive
against Iraq. To be reelected, Bush needed a major victory and symbolic triumph over
terrorism in order to deflect attention from the failings of his regime both domestically
and in the realm of foreign policy.

Alchough it is still not clear exactly why the Bush administration undertook to
invade and occupy Iraq, there is a set of reasons quite different from the official ones. As
suggested above, there were domestic political reasons why a threatened and then
executed war against Iraq could benefit the Republicans. When asked in summer 2002
why the Bush administration was not more vigorously promoting the need for a war
against Iraq, Bush'’s Chief of Staff Andrew Card proclaimed, “You do not roll out a new
product in August.” During fall 2002, by contrast, the Bush administration began
hyping the dangers of Irag—just before the November 2002 midterm elections where
the Republicans asserted that they were the firm national security party, ready to protect
the country, while the Democrats, who were opposing an Iraq invasion, were said to be
weak on defense.
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Moreover, ideologues within the Bush administration wanted to legitimate a policy
of preemptive strikes and the so-called Bush Doctrine, and a successful attack on Iraq
could inaugurate and normalize this policy that critics would later cite as an illicit
“preventive war.””® Some of the same unilateralists in the Bush administration envisage
U.S. world hegemony, the elder Bush’s “New World Order,” with the United States as
the reigning military power and world police (Kellner 2003b, 2005). Increased control
of the world’s oil supplies provided a tempting prize for the former oil executives who
maintain key roles in the Bush administration. Contracts for corporations such as Hal-
liburton and sectors of the military-industrial complex would be an even more highly
profitable source of revenue for groups that support the Bush-Cheney regime, and oil
companies have benefited from the chaos in the region through higher prices and profits.

Furthermore, key members of the neoconservative clique in the Bush administra-
tion were linked to Israel’s reactionary Likud party, which wanted to destroy Saddam
Hussein’s regime because it was seen as a threat to Israel. In addition, one might speculate
on the Oedipus Tex drama, where George W. Bush’s desite to conclude his father’s
unfinished business and simultaneously prove himself to his father and defeat evil to
constitute himself as good, might have provided a psychological dimension to the thrust
toward war and helped drive the junior Bush to war against Iraq with the fervor of a
religious crusade.

Complex events in history often have multiple causes, and there were no doubt
different agendas at work moving the Bush administration to invade and occupy Iraq.
But to sell the policy to the public, the Bush-Cheney regime had to provide reasons that
would resonate and generate support. After 9/11, the Bush administration used fear to
mobilize consent for its hard right-wing domestic and foreign policies, and to gain
support for Iraq they utilized a discourse of fear, evoking images of nuclear mushroom
attacks, chemical and biological weapons attacks, and purported connections between the
Hussein regime and Al Qaeda to attack the United States. Intelligence was “cherry-
picked” and “stove-piped” (Hersh 2004).

With all these agendas in play, a war on Iraq appears to have been inevitable. Bush'’s
March 6, 2003, press conference made it evident that he was ready to go to war against
Iraq, as he constantly threatened Iraq and evoked the rhetoric of good and evil chat he
used to justify his crusade against bin Laden and Al Qaeda. Bush repeated the words
“Saddam Hussein” and “terrorism” incessantly, mentioning Iraq as a “threat” at least
sixteen times, which he attempted to link with the September 11 attacks and terrorism.
He used the word “I” as in “I believe” countless times and talked of “my government” as
if he owned it, depicting a man lost in words and self-importance, positioning himself
against the “evil” that he was preparing to wage war against. Unable to make an
intelligent and objective case for a war against Iraq, Bush could only invoke fear and a
moralistic rhetoric, attempting to present himself as a strong nationalist leader.

29. As critics of the Bush-Cheney administration Iraq policy have indicated, the Iraq invasion was
really a “preventive wat” in that there was no imminent threat or clear and present danger to the United
States. Whereas “preemptive war” is grounded in international law, “preventive war” would be a sharp
departure from previous U.S. military doctrine and is akin to the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. On
“preventive war,” see Keller and Mitchell (2006) and Suskind (2006).
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Bush'’s rhetoric, like that of fascism, deploys a mistrust of language, reducing it to
manipulative speechifying, speaking in codes, repeating the same phrases over and over.
This is grounded in anti-intellectualism and contempt for democracy and rational
argument. It is clearly evident in Bush’s press conferences and brusque responses to
questions and general contempt for the whole procedure. It plays to anti-intellectual
proclivities and tendencies in the extreme conservative and fundamentalist Christian
constituencies who support him. It appears that Bush’s press conference was orchestrated
to shore up his base and prepare his supporters for a major political struggle rather than
to marshal arguments to convince those opposed to going to war with Iraq that it was a
good idea. He displayed, against his will, the complete poverty of his case to go to war
against Iraq: he had no convincing arguments, nothing new to communicate, and just
repeated the same tired clichés over and over.

Bush’s discourse displayed Orwellian features of Doublespeak, where war against
Iraq is for peace, the occupation of Iraq is its liberation, destroying its food and water
supplies enables “humanitarian” action, and the killing of countless Iraqis and destruc-
tion of the country will produce “freedom” and “democracy.” In a prewar summit with
Tony Blair in the Azores and in his first talk after the bombing began, Bush went on and
on about the “coalition of the willing” and how many countries were supporting and
participating in the “allied” effort. In fact, however, it was a Coalition of Two, with the
United States and United Kingdom doing most of the fighting and with many of the
countries that Bush claimed supported his war quickly backeracking and expressing
reservations about the highly unpopular assault that was strongly opposed by most
people and countries in the world and, when things started to go bad, pulling out their
troops and material support as quickly as possible.

On the whole, U.S. broadcasting networks tended to present a sanitized view of the
Iraq War while Canadian, British and other European, and Arab broadcasting networks
presented copious images of civilian casualties and the horrors of war. U.S. television
coverage tended toward pro-military patriotism, propaganda, and technological fetish-
ism, celebrating the weapons of war and military humanism, highlighting the achieve-
ments and heroism of the U.S. military. Other global broadcasting networks, however,
were highly critical of the U.S. and UK military and often presented highly negative
spectacles of the assault on Iraq and the shock and awe of high-tech massacre (Kellner
2005).

In a sense, the U.S. and UK war on Iraq found itself in a double bind. The more
thoroughly they annihilated Iraqi troops and conquered the country, the more aggressive,
bullying, and imperialist they would appear to the rest of the world. Yet the dramatic
pictures of civilian casualties and harrowing images of U.S. bombing and destruction of
Iraq made it imperative to end the war as soon as possible. An apparently failed attempt
to kill Saddam Hussein and the Iraqi leadetship on April 7 destroyed a civilian area and
killed a number of people, followed by the killing of journalists in two separate episodes
by the U.S. military on April 8, both of which produced an extremely negative media
spectacle of the war on Iraq. But the apparent collapse of the Iraqgi regime on Aptil 9,
where for the first time there were significant images of Iraqis celebrating the demise of
Hussein, provided the material for a spectacle of victory.
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Indeed, the destruction of a statue of Saddam Hussein on live global television
provided precisely the images desired by the Pentagon and Bush administration. Closer
analysis of this spectacle revealed, however, that rather than displaying a mass uprising of
Iraqis against the Baath regime, there were relatively few people assaulting the Hussein
statue. Analysis of the pictures in the square revealed that there was only a relatively
small crowd around the statue of Saddam Hussein while most of the square was empty.
Those attacking the statue were largely members of the U.S.-supported Iraqi National
Congress, whose infamous leader Ahmed Chalabi had fed the Bush-Cheney regime and
the U.S. media misinformation about Iraq’s weapons programs (Hersh 2004). Moreover,
the few Iraqis attacking the statue were unable to destroy it, until some U.S. soldiers
on the scene used their tank and cable to pull it down. In a semiotic slip, one soldier
briefly put a U.S. flag on top of Hussein’s head, providing an iconic image for Arab
networks and others of a U.S. occupation and takeover of Iraq.

Subsequent images of looting, anarchy, and chaos throughout Iraq, however,
including the looting of the National Museum, the National Archive that contained rare
books and historical documents, and the Ministry for Religious Affairs, which contained
valuable religious material, created extremely negative impressions.”® Likewise, growing
Iraqi demonstrations over the U.S. occupation and continued violence throughout the
country put on view a highly uncertain situation in which the spectacle of victory and the
triumph of Bush administration and Pentagon policy might be put into question,
domestically as well as globally.

For weeks after the fall of the Iraqi regime, negative images continued to circulate
of clashes between Iraqis and the U.S. forces, gigantic Shia demonstrations and celebra-
tions that produced the specter of the growing of radical Islamic power in the region, and
the continued failure to produce security and stability. The spectacle of Shia on the march
and taking over power in many regions of the country created worries that “democracy”
in Iraqi could produce religious fundamentalist regimes. This negative spectacle suggests
the limitations of a politics of the spectacle that can backfire, spiral out of control, and
generate unintended consequences.

Attempting to counter the negative spectacle, the Bush administration tried on
May 1 to organize a positive spectacle of Bush piloting a naval aircraft onto the USS
Abrabam Lincoln. In this carefully orchestrated media event, Bush emerged in full Top Gun
regalia from a jet plane with “Navy One” and “George W. Bush, Commander-in-Chief”
logos. Structing out of the aircraft helmet in hand, Bush crossed the flight deck accom-
panied by a cheering crowd and with full TV coverage that had been anticipating the big
event for hours. Delivering a canned speech from a podium with a giant banner pro-
claiming “Mission Accomplished” behind him, Bush declared that the “major combat
operations in Iraq have ended. In the battle of Iraq, the United States and our allies have
prevailed.”!

30. Evidently, the museum community thought it had an understanding with the U.S. military of the
need to preserve Iraqi national treasures, which were allowed by the U.S. military to be looted and destroyed
while they protected the Petroleum Ministry; see Fisher (2003).

31. When Bush was asked whether the mission in Iraq had indeed been accomplished, as the banner
proclaimed, at an October 28, 2003, press conference, Bush snippily remarked, “The ‘Mission Accomplished’
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In Gulf War I, the Iraqi flight from its occupation of Kuwait and apparent military
defeat of the Iraqi regime were followed by images of Shi’ite and Kurdish uprisings and
their violent suppression by the Saddam Hussein regime, ultimately coding the Gulf War
as ambiguous and contributing to George H. W. Bush’s defeat in 1992. Likewise, while
the September 11 terror attacks on the United States by the Al Qaeda network appeared
to be a triumph of the Islamic radicals, worldwide revulsion against the attacks and the
global and multilateral attempts to close down its networks appeared to have seriously
weakened the Al Qaeda forces. Politics of the spectacle are thus highly ambiguous and
unstable. Subject to multiple interpretations, they generate ambiguous and often unan-
ticipated effects, as when the Republican attempts to use Bill Clinton’s sexual escapades
to promote his impeachment backfired and created sympathy and support for him.

Media spectacles can backfire and are subject to dialectical reversal as positive
images give way to negative ones. They are difficult to control and manage and can be
subject to different framings and interpretations, as when non-U.S. broadcasting net-
works’ presentation of the Iraq War focused on civilian casualties, looting and chaos, and
U.S. military crimes against Iraqis rather than the U.S. victory and the evils of Saddam
Hussein. In Iraq, the Abu Ghraib scandals, the escalation of the horrors of a violent
insurgency into what appeared as civil war, and the emergence of a majority of the public
who disapproved of the war, leading to Republican loss of control of Congress in the
November 2006 elections, reversed the triumphal spectacle that validated the Bush
Doctrine into a negative spectacle that put in question its entire agenda and the com-
petency of those in the administration.

During his June 29, 2005, speech at Fort Bragg, where Bush attempted to defend
his failing Iraq policy, he repeated the Big Lie that his invasion of Iraq was a response to
9/11 and an integral part of the “war on terrorism.” Bush repeated the mantras 9/11, Al
Qaeda, war on terrorism, and Iraq countless times, as if these events were integrally
interconnected. The 9/11 Commission Report (National Commission on Terrorist
Attacks upon the United States 2004) concluded that there was no connection between
Iraq and che 9/11 attacks, or the Saddam Hussein regime and Al Qaeda, but the Bush
administration continued to make these rhetorical links on a regular basis and the public
continued to believe them. Obviously, the Bush administration has not been able to
concoct a legitimate justification for its invasion of Iraq and, sadly, to this day, there has
been little discussion of the Bush agenda for invading Iraq in either Congress or the
mainstreamn media.

It is by now well known and documented that Bush’s policy of launching what was
seen as a “preventive war” against Iraq was based on deception and lies. Bush and others
in his administration constantly made false claims about alleged Iraqi WMD and the
threat that the Iraqis posed to the United States and the entire world. The failure to find
such threatening weapons and eventual media exposure of claims that U.S. and UK
intelligence agencies were skeptical of these claims from the beginning have led to

sign, of course, was put up by the members of the USS Abrabam Lincoln saying that their mission was
accomplished. I know it was attributed somehow to some ingenious advance man from staff.” In fact, the
Bush administration had orchestrated every detail of the spectacle; see Bumiller (2003).
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critical scrutiny of the case for war offered by the United States and Britain. In che lacter
country, a major inquiry into government deception over Iraq, presided over by Lord
Hutton, was carried out, but it was interpreted by much of the public as a whitewash (in
protest, the London Independent published the first page of their paper a blank white the
day after the inquiry report was made public).>

Robert Greenwald’s remarkable 2003 documentary Uncovered systematically dem-
onstrates the mendacity and manipulation that characterized Bush administration dis-
course and policy over Iraq from the beginning. The documentary contrasts statements
by members of the Bush administration, including George W. Bush, Dick Cheney,
Donald Rumsfeld, and Condoleezza Rice, with statements by former members of the U.S.
intelligence and political establishment to demonstrate that Bush administration claims
concerning alleged Iraqi WMD were utterly bogus. In the documentary, former intelli-
gence analysts also dissect Colin Powell’s address to the United Nations claiming to
document Iraqi possession of WMD and to show in detail how key facts and statistics
Powell appealed to were simply false, his satellite imagery pictures claiming to present
Iraqi weapons were appallingly misinterpreted, and his major claims concerning the
immediate threat of Iraqi weapons were utterly false, in what has to be the nadir of U.S.
diplomatic argumentation before an international audience.”> The documentary presents
as well critics such as former Ambassador Joseph Wilson convincingly arguing that Bush
administration claims concerning ties between Al Qaeda and the Iraqgi regime are
completely unproven, a position affirmed by the official 9/11 report.>* In addition, it
presents critics arguing that the Iraq occupation has created new terrorist enemies for the
United States and has not made the United States safer, despite Bush administration
officials’ claims to the contrary.*’

Bushspeak: Big, Bold, and Brazen Lies

From the beginning, the Bush administration has practiced the Goebbels-Hitler
strategy of the Big Lie,*® assuming that if you repeated a slogan or idea enough times the
public would come to believe it, that words would become reality. For years, the
Republican spin patrol insisted that Bush was a “compassionate conservative,” that his
tax breaks would help everyone, that Bush’s plan to privatize Social Security would save
it, or that Iraq was a dangerous threat to U.S. national security and that invasion was

32. On public response in Great Britain to the Hutton inquiry, see Ryan (2005).

33. Woodward (2006) provides detailed background into Powell's briefing and preparation for the
UN presentation, his resentment when it was clear he was fed false information, and his being forced out of
the Bush administration because of his anger.

34. Wilson also published a memoir attacking Bush administration mendacity on Iraq and other
policies titled The Politics of Truth (2004).

35. A National Intelligence Estimate was leaked and then partly published that showed the Bush
administration Iraq policy was helping to recruit terrorists and threatening U.S. national security; see
Mazzetti (2006); for the released portions of the report, see http://www.npr.org/documents/2006/sep/
redacted_nie.pdf.

36. For an archive of Goebbels’s work on propaganda, see the German propaganda Web site at
http://www.calvin.edu/academic/cas/gpa/goebmain.htm.
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necessary. Bushspeak involves continual repetition of simplistic slogans aimed to mobi-
lize conservative support and without regard for truth.”’

Bold Lies involve knowing that you are lying and doing it anyway, boldly pro-
claiming whoppers that informed people know are lies, and, in the face of facts, coun-
terevidence, and arguments, continuing to intrepidly and resolutely repeat the untruth.
Bush Bold Lies on Iraq include falsehoods such as the repeated mantras of an Iraq/Al
Qaeda connection, claims that the Bush adminiscration did everything possible to avoid
war and only attacked Iraq when it refused to let arms inspectors continue their work,
that progress is being made in the Iraq War, or that we have to fight terrorism in Iraq or
we will fight them at home.*® Such Bold Lies are repeated over and over until they take
on the ring of truth, at least for the Bush base and those who cannot think critically about
politics and the media.

Such was the chutzpah of the Bush administration that they could boldly lie to
media reporters and pundits, knowing that the media knew they were lying. Once Tucker
Carlson of CNN recounted a surreal experience with Karen Hughes where she lied
brazenly to him, knowing that he knew she was lying (Lauerman 2003). It is therefore a
Brazen Lie when media figures know that the speaker is lying and he or she does it
anyway, hoping to get away with it. By 2006, Bush administration justifications of their
failed Iraq policy involved Brazen Lies, as the media and public could see the catastrophic
effects of the Iraq fiasco for themselves. To enforce Bold and Brazen Lies requires
intimidation and retaliation against anyone who catches you in your lie and confronts you
with the untruth that is spoken.

Conservative pundits are complicit in reproducing Bold and Brazen Lies because
they ate part of a Republican “noise machine” (Brock 2004) that is willing to do and say
anything to maintain power. There are a number of reasons why lying comes so easily to
the Bush-Cheney regime. On one hand, there is a raw lust for power evident in Cheney,
Rove, Bush, and others in the Bush administration by which the ends justify the means,
and anything can be done or said to get elected and maintain power. Karl Rove and Dick

37. In my books Grand Theft 2000 (2001), From 9/11 10 Terror War: The Dangers of the Bush Legacy
(2003b), and Media Spectacle and the Crisis of Democracy (2005), I criticize “Bushspeak” as a mode of
systematically engaging in the discourse of deception, manipulation, and lies. I document a wealth of Bush
falsehoods in the 2000 and 2004 election campaign, the thirty-six-day battle for the White House, fallacious
claims about his economic policies, and other deception and lies on the economy, environment, energy policy,
and foreign affairs. It has therefore been interesting to see best-selling books emerge which document the
politics of lying in the Bush-Cheney Administration, including by Al Franken with the title Lies and the Lying
Liars Who Tell Them (2003) and by Joe Conason called Big Lies: The Right-Wing Propaganda Machine and How
It Distorts the Truth (2003), with another book by David Corn on The Lies of George W. Bush: Mastering the
Politics of Deception (2003), demonstrating Bush administration mendacity, followed by Frank Rich’s The
Greatest Story Ever Sold, The Decline and Fall of Truth from 9/11 to Katrina (2006). In addition, Web sites such
as hetp://www.spinsanity.com expose lies from all sides of the political spectrum, while a variety of Web sites
have systematically tracked examples of Bush administration deception and lying throughout the Bush-
Cheney regime’s reign of deceit and deception, including MoveOn.otg’s htep://www.misleader.org; hetp:/
www.smirkingchimp.com; hetp://www.bushwatch.com, and my own blogleft (http://www.gseis.ucla.edu/
courses/ed253a/blogger.php). Bob Somerby’s http://www.dailyhowler.com has for years attacked the
cowardice, incompetence, and complicity of establishment corporate media in Bush-Cheney administration
lies and duplicity.

38. For arguments and evidence of the falsehood of these claims, see Clark (2003); Wilson (2004);
Kellner (2005); Rich (2006); Woodward (2006); and Gore (2007).
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Cheney perhaps best represent the raw, brutal power politics of the Bush administration,
in which telling lies constantly and systematically is justified by economic gain for the
administration’s beneficiaries and the political power secured. Katl Rove, deemed by
some a “Mayberry Machiavellian” to denote the combination of his provincialism and
utter ruthlessness (see Suskind 2004), seems to be driven by a fanatic love of power
and money for himself and his Republican allies. Rove lies constantly, shamelessly, and
aggressively because he knows that lies help gain his political ends. For Rove, winning
is all, and anything that helps him win is justified.

Dick Cheney also probably fits into the utterly amoral power politics camp,
believing that the ends justify the means. Cheney’s audacious mendacity was clear the
night of the 2004 vice presidential debate with John Edwards when Cheney first denied
that he had ever linked Al Qaeda and Iraq, and then falsely declared that he had never
seen John Edwards before that night. The former claim was, as everyone knew, a Brazen
Lie, as Cheney had countless times insinuated and even asserted direct connections
between Al Qaeda and the Iraqi regime, as an impressive array of news images and print
clippings documented the next day, as did pictures showing him beside Edwards on
earlier occasions. The episode revealed Cheney’s proclivity to simply say whatever he felt
was politically expedient at the moment and to have zero respect for truth or even concern
that he would get caught up in his lies, as truth and lying are of no interest to the power-
and money-mad Cheney.

There is also the possibility that Cheney is so caught up in his ideological world
that he can no longer tell the difference between truth and falsehood, fantasy and reality,
and thus believes many of the lies that he articulates. Why, though, do Bush adminis-
tration members lie so regularly and why does their base and others accept this? There is
a range of elaborate theological and philosophical justifications for lying evident among
certain sectors of the Bush cabal. The influence of the German philosopher Leo Strauss,
who legitimated Plato’s “Noble Lie” as an important tool for ruling the ignorant masses,
has been often cited.?” Strauss was also a devotee of Machiavelli, and his philosophy
provided justification for the raw power politics and economic graft of the Bush admin-
istration. In a moment of candor, leading neocon Paul Wolfowitz (U.S. Department of
Defense 2003) admitted that the Bush administration pushed the issue of WMD to
justify their Iraq war largely because manipulation of fear of Iraqi weapons was the best
way to sell the Iraq policy to the public, suggesting that among Bush’s neocons a
neo-Straussian proclivity to lie to justify policies that the ignorant masses cannot under-
stand is operative.

The religious right, which makes up a significant segment of Bush administration
core support, has an elaborate theological justification to legitimate lying. As Mark
Miller suggests (2004, 279ff.), certain Christian fundamentalist groups that fervently
support Bush take che biblical story of Rabab ( Joshua 2, 1-24) to legitimate the principle
of deception in a state of war. For the Christian right, Bush represents the godly side in
the war on terror as well as the multiple cultural wars at home; hence anything that he
says or that is said on his behalf is justifiable as advancing the cause of good over evil.

39. On the connection between the ideas of Leo Strauss and U.S. neoconservatives, see Postel (2003).
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Likewise, cult leader Reverend Sun Myung Moon, who owns the right-wing Washington
Times and strongly supports the Bush family, preaches a doctrine “called Heavenly
Deception. Religious recruits are told that the ‘non-Moon world’ is evil. It must be lied
to so it can help Moon take over” (Brock 2004, 179).

The political genius of George W. Bush is that it is not certain that he is lying,
because he seems to believe many of the things that Cheney, Rove, Hughes, Rice, and his
other handlers tell him. Often, when he lies daily on the campaign or political trail, he
is just repeating what he has been told to say and may not even know it is a lie. Seymour
Hersh ends his book Chain of Command (2004) with reflections on Bush'’s relation to truth
and falsity:

There are many who believe George W. Bush is a liar, a President who knowingly and
deliberately twists facts for political gain. But lying would indicate an understanding of what
isdesired, what is possible, and how best to get there. A more plausible explication is that words
have no meaning for this President beyond the immediate moment, and so he believes that his
mere utterances of the phrases make them real. It is a terrifying possibility. (367)%

At one time, conservatives were defenders of truth and integrity while attacking
lying and “relativists” in the academy and polity. Yet in the Bush-Cheney years, conser-
vatives became systematic practitioners of the Big Lie—and the politics of lying became
an important instrument of public policy, particularly in the Iraq incursion. When the
Bush administration decided to attack Iraq, they committed themselves to the politics of
mendacity. Several books make it clear that Geotge W. Bush was highly interested in the
overthrow of Saddam Hussein from the very beginning of his administration. Richard
Clarke’s 2004 memoir Against All Enemies depicts Bush as obsessed with Saddam Hussein
and Iraq from the beginning of his administration, a point confirmed by the Ron Suskind
memoir of the White House experience of Bush'’s fired Treasury Secretary Paul O’'Neill
(2004). Bob Woodward's Plan of Aztack (2004) cites Bush’s religious fundamentalism and
belief that he was doing God'’s will in invading Iraq. Woodward’s book also indicates that
the Bush administration had started doctoring intelligence in August 2002, shortly after
the Downing Street Memo." Woodward documents how Cheney, Rice, and Bush began
hyping threats from Iraqi WMD, insinuated links between Iraq and Al Qaeda, and
pressured U.S. intelligence to find documentation of Iraqi weapons and reasons to go to
war against Iraq.

40. Al Gore, by contrast, believes that Bush knows he is lying: “In a comment that some felt belongs
in a file marked ‘Jokes that Reveal Deeper Meaning,’ President Bush said, ‘See, in my line of work, you got
to keep repeating things over and over and over again for the truth to sink in, to kind of catapult the
propaganda.’ Usually, he was pretty tricky in his exact wording. Indeed, President Bush’s consistent and
careful artifice is itself evidence that he knew full well he was telling an artful and important lie, visibly
circumnavigating the truth, over and over again, as if he had practiced how to avoid encountering it” (2007,
108).

41. The Downing Street Memos leaked by a high-level British official reveal that the Bush admin-
istration had decided on an Iraq war as early as summer 2002, that the British were worried about the legality
of the war and lack of postwar planning in Washington, and that both governments sought to shape
intelligence and policies that would provide legitimate grounds for the invasion and occupation of Iraq. On
the text and context of the memo and its importance in revealing the mendacity of the Bush-Cheney
administration Iraq policy, see Danner (2005). For a critique of the mainstream media neglect of the
Downing Street Memo, see Boehlert (2006).
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Woodward's State of Denial (2006) exposes lies, flaws, and deeply dangerous failures
of Bush administration foreign policy and the utter incompetence and disarray in the
White House. Woodward argues that key members of the Bush administration were in
a “state of denial” about Iraq and refused to tell the public the bad news that their
intelligence services were reporting. Bush allegedly refused to use the word “insurgency”
for years, and administration officials have continuously failed to tell the truth about the
mounting insurgency, increased violence and anarchy, and impossibility of a military
victory in Iraq.

In conclusion, my analysis suggests that the Bush-Cheney administration practiced
a systematic politics of mass deception based on lies and the use of media spectacle to
create policy and promote their agenda. As the history of recent totalitarian regimes
demonstrates, deception and lying rots the very fabric of a political society, and if U.S.
democracy is to find new life and a vigorous future there must be public commitments
to truth and rejection of the politics of lying. A chaotic reality in Iraq undermined
President Bush’s rhetoric of victory and liberation and showed that spectacle politics can
be reversed in which what appears to be a positive outcome can turn negative. Thus,
ultimately, effective presidential rhetoric has to be grounded in reality to succeed over the
long term.

As Al Gore argues in his The Assault on Reason (2007), Bush administration lies,
deception, and violation of international law and treaties has isolated the United States
and seriously undermined its credibility. Effective democratic governance requires trust
of its people, and politics of lies and deception undermine this trust. Thus, presidential
discourse should be especially concerned with integrity and honesty if U.S. democracy is
to be revitalized.

References

Achcar, Gilbert. 2002. The clash of barbarisms. New York: Monthly Review Press.

Ali, Tariq. 2002. The clash of fundamentalisms: Crusades, Jibads, and modernity. London and New York:
Verso.

Alterman, Eric. 2000. Sound and fury: The making of the punditocracy. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University
Press.

. 2003. What liberal media? The truth about bias and the news. New York: Basic Books.

Barber, Ben. 2003. Fear’s empire. New York: Norton.

Berlet, Chip, and Matthew N. Lyons. 2000. Right-wing populism in America: Too close for comfort. New
York: Guilford.

Boehlert, Eric. 2006. Lapdogs. How the press rolled over for Bush. New York: Free Press.

Brock, David. 2004. The Republican noise machine: Right-wing media and how it corvupts democracy. New
York: Crown Publishers.

Brzezinski, Zbigniew. 2007. Second chance: Three presidents and the crisis of American superpower. New York:
Basic Books.

Bumiller, Elisabeth. 2003. Keepers of Bush image lift stagecraft to new heights. New York Times, May
16, p. AO1.

Chomsky, Noam. 2001. 9-11. New York: Seven Seals Press.

Clark, Wesley. 2003. Winning modern wars: lraq, terrorism, and the American empire. Washington, DC:
Public Affairs Books.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.




644 | PRESIDENTIAL STUDIES QUARTERLY / December 2007

Clarke, Richard A. 2004. Against all enemies. New York: Free Press.

Cole, David. 2003. Enemy aliens: Double standards and constitutional freedoms in the war on terrorism. New
York: New Press.

Conason, Joe. 2003. Big lies: The right-wing propaganda machine and how it distorts the truth. New York:
Thomas Dunne Books.

Corn, David. 2003. The lies of George W. Bush: Mastering the politics of deception. New York: Crown
Publishers.

Coulter, Ann. 2001. This is war. National Review Online, September 13. Retrieved June 20, 2007, from
http://www.nationalreview.com/coulter/coulter.shtml.

Danner, Mark. 2005. The secret way to war. New York Review of Books, June 9. Retrieved April 20,
2007, from http://www.nybooks.com/articles/18034.

Dean, John. 2006. Conservatives without conscience. New York: Viking.

Fisher, Ian. 2003. Free to protest, Iragis complain about the U.S. New York Times, April 16, p. AOL.

Franken, Al. 2003. Lies and the lying liars who tell them. New York: Plume.

Gonzalez, Roberto J. 2001. Lynne Cheney-Joe Lieberman group puts out a blacklist. Saz Jose Mercury
News, December 13. Available from http://www.globalresearch.ca/articlessfGON112A.html.

Gore, Al. 2007. The assault on reason. New York: Penguin Press.

Graham, Phil, Thomas Keenan, and Anne-Maree Dowd. 2004. A call to arms at the end of history: A
discourse-historical analysis of George W. Bush’s declaration of war on tetror. Discourse and Society
15: 199-221.

Huntington, Samuel. 1996. The clash of civilizations and the remaking of world order. New York: Touch-
stone Books.

Hersh, Seymout. 2004. Chain of command: The road from 9/11 to Abu Ghraib. New York: HarperCollins.

Ivie, Robert L., and Oscar Giner. 2007. Hunting the devil: Democracy’s rhetorical impulse to war.
Presidential Studies Quarterly 37: 580-98.

Jewett, Robert, and John Lawrence. 1988. The American monomyth, 2d ed. Lanham, MD: University
Press of America.

Keller, William, and Gordon Mitchell, eds. 2006. Hitting first. Pittsburg: University of Pittsburgh
Press.

Kellner, Douglas. 1990. From 1984 to One-dimensional man: Reflections on Orwell and Marcuse. In
Current perspectives in social theory, edited by Ben Agger, 223-52. Greenwich, CT: JAI Press.

. 1992. The Persian Gulf TV war. Boulder, CO: Westview Press.

. 2001, Grand theft 2000. Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield.

. 2003a. Media spectacle. London and New York: Routledge.

. 2003b. From 9/11 to terror war: The dangers of the Bush legacy. Lanham, MD: Rowman and

Littlefield.

. 2005. Media spectacle and the crisis of democracy. Boulder, CO: Paradigm.

Kirkpatrick, Jeane. 1979. Dictatorships and double standards: Rationalism and reason in politics.
Commentary, November. Retrieved on June 20, 2007, from http://www.commentarymagazine.com/
cm/main/viewArticle.html?id=6189.

Lauerman, Kerry. 2003. Interview with Tucker Carlson: You burn out fast when you demagogue. Sa/on,
September 13. Available from http://dir.salon.com/story/books/feature/2003/09/13/Carlson/
index.html.

Mazzetti, Mark. 2006. Spy agencies say Iraq War worsens terrorism threat. New York Times, September
24, p. AOL.

Miller, Mark Crispin. 2004. Cruel and unusual: Bush/Cheney's new world order. New York: Norton.

National Commission on Terrorist Attacks upon the United States. 2004. The 9/11 Commission repors.
New York: Norton.

Phillips, Kevin. 2004. American dynasty. Aristocvacy, fortune, and the politics of decest in the house of Bush.
New York: Viking.

Postel, Danny. 2003. Noble lies and perpetual war: Leo Strauss, the neo-cons, and Iraq. Open Democracy,
October 18. Retrieved June 24, 2007, from http://www.informationclearinghouse.info/
article5010.hem.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Kellner / BUSHSPEAK AND THE POLITICS OF LYING | 645

Rich, Frank. 2006. The greatest story ever sold. The decline and fall of truth from 9/11 to Katrina. New
York: Penguin Press.

Ritter, Scott. 2003. Frontier justice: Weapons of mass destruction and the Bushwhacking of America. New
York: Context Books.

Rogin, Michael. 1987. Ronald Reagan, the movie. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Ryan, Alan. 2005. Waiting for Gordon Brown. New York Review of Books, June 23. Available from
htep://www.nybooks.com/articles/18078.

Schmitt, Carl. {19321 1996. The concept of the political. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Schmitt, Eric, and Thom Shanker. 2005. Washington recasts terror war as “struggle.” New York Times,
July 27, p. AO1.

Suskind, Ron. 2004. The price of loyalty. George W. Bush, the White House, and the education of Paul O’Neill.
New York: Simon and Schuster.

. 2006. The one-percent doctrine. New York: Simon and Schuster.

U.S. Department of Defense. 2003. Paul Wolfowitz: Interview with Sam Tannenhaus. Vanity Fair, May
9. Retrieved June 21, 2007, from http://www.defenselink.mil/transcripts/transcript.aspx?
transcriptid=2594.

U.S. Department of State. 2001. Wolfowitz says military retaliation to be sustained. September
26. Retrieved  June 20, 2007, from  htep://usinfo.state.gov/is/Archive_Index/
Wolfowitz_says_Military_Retaliation_To_Be_Sustained.html.

Waldman, Paul. 2004. Fraud. The strategy behind the Bush kies and why the media didn't tell you.
Naperville, IL: Sourcebooks, Inc.

Wilson, Joseph. 2004. The politics of truth. Inside the lies that led to war and betrayed my wife's CIA identity.
New York: Carroll and Graff.

Wolfe, Alan. 2004. A fascist philosopher helps us understand contemporary politics. Chronicle of Higher
Education, April 2. Available from hetp://chronicle.com/free/v50/i30/30b01601.hem.

Woodward, Bob. 2004. Plan of attack. New York: Simon and Schuster.

. 2006. State of denial. New York: Simon and Schuster.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.




