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PREFACE

The Smell Test

This world is run by people who know how
to do things. They know how things work.
They are equipped. Up there, there's a layer
of people who run everything. But we—
we're just peasants. We don't understand
what's going on, and we can't do anything.
—Doris Lessing, in The Good Terrorist

This book really began while we were researching our first
book together, Toxic Sludge Is Good for You! In the course of
that research, we came across a striking passage in a public relations strat-
egy document, published by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency,
for marketing sewage sludge as farm fertilizer. The document noted that
there was a “major public acceptance barrier” to this practice—namely,
“the widely held perception of sewage sludge as malodorous, disease caus-
ing or otherwise repulsive. . . . There is an irrational component to public
attitudes about sludge which means that public education will not be en-
tirely successful.”

In other words, people are irrational because they think sewage stinks.

We found a strikingly similar passage while writing our next book,
Mad Cow U.S.A., as we researched some of the unsavory practices used
by the meat industry to dispose of its waste. One practice, called “render-
ing,” involves grinding up and cooking inedible animal parts and the
corpses of diseased animals, which often arrive at the rendering plant in ad-
vanced stages of decomposition. It’s a smelly process, as bad as or worse
than what goes on in sewage treatment plants. Once again, we were struck
by the way the industry dealt with odor complaints. Renderers had gone so
far as to devise an instrument called a “scentometer’—a “small rectangu-
lar chamber that contains two sniffing tubes for insertion into the nostrils.”
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Using the tubes, a rendering plant manager could inhale filtered, theo-
retically odor-free air to get a sense of how it compared with “ambient air
odors.” Based on this pseudoscientific testing system, the industry had
managed to convince itself that its odors were nonexistent or negligible.
One industry consultant termed neighbors’ odor complaints a “form of
Parkinsonian madness.”

Once again, it seemed, the public was crazy if it detected any un-
pleasant odors. The evidence of neighbors’ noses couldn’t be trusted. Their
complaints were “anecdotal,” as compared to the reliable, scientific data
produced by the “scentometer.”

The amazing thing about these passages was the serious, authoritative
tone in which they were written. It would be one thing if these people
were joking, but they were serious. They didn’t just think that they were
pulling off a good scam. They literally believed that their “analysis” was ra-
tional, objective, and reasonable, while their critics were deluded, preju-
diced, and even emotionally unbalanced. They were the experts, and the
public merely needed to be “educated.”

In the popular image, scientists are dispassionate, objective searchers
after truth. A scientist, this model assumes, is someone whose pursuit of
the truth begins with independent discovery, proceeds to criticism by
peers, and then to publication and use for the common good. In recent
years, however, this idealized image has come under challenge from a va-
riety of critics. Most academic critics of science focus on structural and
economic factors that create unconscious bias, whereas the activist
camps—environmental activists as well as the pro-corporate activists who
campaign against “junk science”—focus on deliberately deceptive ma-
nipulations by “corporate whores” or “environmentalist fearmongers.” Un-
conscious biases do undoubtedly exist, as do deliberate deceptions. Yet
neither of these explanations is adequate. In order to understand the ma-
nipulations that are practiced today in the name of science, it is necessary
also to understand the particular habits and practices of a particular class
of experts who specialize in the management of perception itself—namely,
the public relations industry.

“Perceptions are real,” proclaims the website of Burson-Marsteller,
the world’s largest PR firm. “They color what we see . . . what we believe
... how we behave. They can be managed . . . to motivate behavior . . . to
create positive business results” (ellipses in the original).!
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This credo does not necessarily tell you much else about what
Burson-Marsteller believes. Just as attorneys are hired to advocate the
point of view of their clients, Burson-Marsteller’s job is not to hold opin-
ions of its own but to promote those of its clients. And yet companies like
Burson-Marsteller have become important arbiters in determining which
experts appear on the public stage. Burson’s clients have included the
Philip Morris tobacco company, for which it created the National Smok-
ers' Alliance, and Union Carbide, whose reputation it helped repair in the
wake of the Bhopal disaster. Like the experts that Burson-Marsteller helps
cultivate and train to perform in the public arena, B-M’s own experts in
perception management believe that the public needs to be manipulated
for its own good. James Lindheim, B-M'’s worldwide director of public af-
fairs, offered an example of his reasoning in a speech to the British Soci-
ety of Chemical Industry. The key, he said, lay in “some very interesting
psychological and sociological research on risk perception,” which “sug-
gests that the obvious, rational approach is not likely to succeed. . . . In
fact, the research tells us that people’s perceptions of the sizes of various
risks and the acceptability of these risks are based on emotional, and not
rational, factors. . . . All of this research is helpful in figuring out a strat-
egy for the chemical industry and for its products. It suggests, for exam-
ple, that a strategy based on logic and information is probably not going
to succeed. We are in the realm of the illogical, the emotional, and we
must respond with the tools that we have for managing the emotional as-
pects of the human psyche. . . . The industry must be like the psychiatrist:
rationally figuring out how it can help the public put things in perspective,
but knowing that dialogue can only begin with the trust on the public’s
side that says these people are taking my concerns seriously.”

How does Lindheim propose to serve as the public’s “psychiatrist™?
How does he reconcile his role as a professional perception manager with
his desire for “trust on the public’s side” These are interesting questions,
but it is even more interesting to ask why he believes the public is emo-
tional and incapable of rational discourse. This assumption underlies the
thinking not only of the PR industry’s own experts, but also the thinking
of the experts whom it promotes for public consumption.

While this assumption is somewhat amazing, it is not necessarily in-
sincere. It reflects a set of elitist values that have become all too common
in modern society. Functioning at a philosophical and psychological level,
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it amounts to a kind of anti—popular prejudice that is dangerously corro-
sive of democratic values. We have written this book both to expose the
PR strategies used to create many of the so-called experts whose faces ap-
pear on TV news shows and scientific panels, and to examine the under-
lying assumptions that make these manipulations possible.









The Third Man

A third party endorsement can position a
new brand so that it's poised for great
success or, conversely, can blunt a serious
problem before it gets out of hand and
proves disastrous for a particular product or
for a company overall.

—Daniel Edelman
founder of Edelman PR Worldwide

Suppose we told you that this book holds the key to wealth
beyond your dreams—and that it can make you stronger,
healthier, more intelligent, and in every way a better person. More love in
your life. Freedom from worry and want, and knowledge that will protect
you from illness of all kinds.

As a discerning reader, you would probably greet these claims with
skepticism. “These guys are obviously snake oil salesmen,” you might
think. “They would probably dress up in chicken suits if they thought it
might get me to buy their book. There’s no way I'm falling for this.”

Yet suppose we could supply testimonials from important-sounding
people—from people whose names you've heard and respect, or who carry
impressive titles and credentials. You'll see that the publisher has placed
a few testimonials on the back cover. We hope you'll take a moment to
read them and ponder their significance.

Better yet, suppose the testimonials came from people with no ap-
parent connection to us. If that were the case, you might be less skepti-
cal. And suppose we had some way of contriving things so that these other
people were actually speaking on our behalf, while merely appearing to be
independent. If we could put words of praise in the mouths of seemingly
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disinterested, knowledgeable third parties—if we could get a buzz going
even among your friends and neighbors—and if we could do all that while
keeping you completely in the dark about our behind-the-scenes schem-
ing—then, ironically, you might start to believe us.

Of course, it's highly unlikely that we could ever pull this off. Neither
we nor our publisher could ever afford a scheme this grandiose. We're
doing the best that we can, but we're no Microsoft.

Trust Us, We’re Anti-antitrust

In April 1998, as the Justice Department’s antitrust investigation of the
Microsoft corporation began to evolve from a background nuisance into a
serious challenge to the company’s future, a large binder of confidential
company documents found its way into the hands of the Los Angeles
Times. Leaked by an anonymous whistle-blower, the documents detailed
a multimillion-dollar media campaign designed for Microsoft by Edelman
Public Relations Worldwide, one of the world’s largest PR firms. The plan
aimed to head off new antitrust investigations being considered by attor-
ney generals in eleven U.S. states. The Times described the Edelman plan
as “a massive media campaign designed to influence state investigators by
creating the appearance of a groundswell of public support for the com-
pany.” It proposed to hire local PR firms as subcontractors in Arizona,
California, Florida, Michigan, New York, North Carolina, Ohio, Pennsyl-
vania, Texas, Virginia, and Wisconsin. Freelance writers would be hired to
write opinion pieces, which the local PR firms would then submit to local
newspapers. “The elaborate plan . . . hinges on a number of unusual—and
some say unethical—tactics,” noted L.A. Times writers Greg Miller and
Leslie Helm, “including the planting of articles, letters to the editor and
opinion pieces to be commissioned by Microsoft’s top media handlers but
presented by local firms as spontaneous testimonials.” In the words of
the leaked documents, the goal was to generate “leveragable tools for the
company’s state-based lobbyists,” positive press clippings that “state po-
litical consultants can use to bolster the case” for Microsoft.'

With documents in hand, the reporters played a cat-and-mouse game
with Microsoft spokesman Greg Shaw, who denied knowing about the
plan until they informed him of the internal memos in their possession,
in which Shaw’s own name figured prominently. Presented with this real-
ity, he smoothly adjusted his story, admitting that the Edelman plan existed
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but describing it as merely a proposal. “The idea that we'd hire people who
wouldn't identify themselves as representing Microsoft is totally false,”
Shaw said. “Actually, the proposal we received is quite mundane.™

After a few days of embarrassing editorials in the computer trade
press, the Edelman plan was largely forgotten. A year later, it went un-
mentioned when several news stories discussed an “Open Letter to
President Clinton from 240 Economists” that appeared in the form of full-
page advertisements in the Washington Post and New York Times. The ads
were paid for by a California-based, nonprofit think tank named the In-
dependent Institute, a conservative organization that had been a leading
defender of Microsoft since it first came under fire from federal prose-
cutors. “Consumers did not ask for these antitrust actions—rival business
firms did,” the Open Letter stated. “Many of the proposed interventions
will weaken successful U.S. firms and impede their competitiveness
abroad. . . . We urge antitrust authorities to abandon antitrust protec-
tionism,” stated the economists, who came from institutions as far apart
and as prestigious as the University of California, Johns Hopkins, the
University of Miami, American University, Loyola, Ohio State, Dart-
mouth, Northwestern, Columbia University, Stanford, and Cornell.?

Underneath the letter itself, a paragraph at the bottom of the news-
paper ads advised readers that for more information they should read a
new book titled Winmners, Losers and Microsoft: Competition and Antitrust
in High Technology, published by the Independent Institute and authored
by two of its research fellows, economists Stan Liebowitz and Stephen
Margolis. The book was attracting favorable reviews from publications
such as The Economist of London and Wired magazine. “Henceforth, any
judges, economists, pundits or journalists who discuss Microsoft . . . with-
out first dealing with the Liebowitz-Margolis critique should have their
wrists soundly slapped,” stated the Wall Street Journal.

Newsbytes magazine, a computer industry news service, noted that the
Independent Institute’s position “sounds like a brazenly partisan argu-
ment for Microsoft,” but checked with a spokesman for the Independent
Institute who said that Microsoft did not pay for either the Open Letter
advertisements or the publication of Winners, Losers and Microsoft. The
spokesman acknowledged that Microsoft was a member of the Institute,
and “said membership dues for corporations start at approximately $1,000,
but he would not comment on how much Microsoft has contributed to the
institute over time,” Newsbytes reported.*




10 TRUST US, WE'RE EXPERTS!

In September 1999, however, a second group of leaked internal doc-
uments found its way into the hands of another reporter, this time Joel
Brinkley of the New York Times, who reported that Microsoft was the
largest single outside donor to the Independent Institute. During the 1999
fiscal year, Microsoft had provided 20 percent of the institute’s operating
budget. In addition to helping pay for publication of Winners, Losers and
Microsoft, the software company had paid for the newspaper ads in which
the Open Letter appeared. Brinkley’s documents included a bill from In-
dependent Institute President David Theroux to Microsoft attorney John
Kelly, in the amount of $153,868.67—the full price of running the full-
page ads, plus $5,966 in airfares and expenses for Theroux and a col-
league to appear at a press conference timed to coincide with the ads’
release.

“Theroux has long acknowledged Microsoft is a dues-paying member
of his institute,” Brinkley reported. “But he has insisted all along that Mi-
crosoft is ‘just one of 2,000 members’ and as such pays . . . an inconse-
quential part of the organization’s overall budget that gives the company
no special standing. All Microsoft gets for that, he said, is ‘free copies of
our publications, discounted tickets to our events.’ He has also main-
tained Microsoft had nothing to do with the newspaper advertisements.
The ads, he said in the interview, ‘were paid for out of our general funds.”

The documents leaked to the New York Times put the lie to these
claims, but Theroux was unfazed, attacking Brinkley’s story as a “smear
campaign” based on “purloined” documents. “It appears that some people
in the computer industry may now be stooping to any and all tactics that
might be used to discredit the Independent Institute and our powerful
new book,” he responded. “Mr. Brinkley credits as his source, ‘a Microsoft
adversary associated with the computer industry who refused to be iden-
tified.” . . . Bottom line: Do Brinkley’s charges make our book and the
Open Letter any less credible or accurate? Absolutely not.™

The Independent Institute calls itself a “non-partisan, scholarly, pub-
lic policy research and educational organization . . . that sponsors peer-
reviewed, scientific studies on a wide range of economic and social issues.”
That its defense of Microsoft was company-financed is irrelevant, Ther-
oux claimed, because “the academic process we use is independent of
sources of revenue.” There is some truth to these claims. It would be a lit-
tle too facile to portray the Independent Institute as a mere mouthpiece
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for the company. As Theroux pointed out when its funding sources were
uncovered, the institute was on record opposing antitrust laws since 1990,
long before Microsoft came under federal scrutiny. And while professors
Liebowitz and Margolis have worked on occasion as paid consultants to
Microsoft, the positions they espouse in Winners, Losers and Microsoft
were likewise developed years before the company became a target of
government investigations.

Yet it is also ridiculous to pretend that the Independent Institute is
truly independent. Microsoft had an obvious motive for helping the insti-
tute amplify its voice through major advertising, and it is precisely for this
reason that the amount of its funding remained confidential until it was
leaked to a newspaper reporter. David Callahan, a writer who has re-
searched the relationship between corporate funders and conservative
think tanks, notes that Microsoft’s relationship with the Independent In-
stitute is “perfectly legal given current tax laws,” but adds, “At the same
time, something is clearly wrong with this situation. . . . It is naive to
imagine that conservative think tanks aren't extremely beholden to their
funders in the business world or to the corporate leaders on their boards.
This is simply the way that the power of the purse works. Just as politi-
cians can't ignore the demands of major donors if they want to survive, nei-

7

ther can institutions ignore their benefactors.”

Potemkin Pundits

During the reign of Catherine the Great in Russia, one of her closest ad-
visers was field marshal Grigori Potemkin, who used numerous wiles on
her behalf. When Catherine toured the countryside with foreign digni-
taries, Potemkin arranged to have fake villages built in advance of her vis-
its so as to create an illusion of prosperity. Since that time, the term
“Potemkin village” has become a metaphor for things that look elaborate
and impressive but in actual fact lack substance.

Microsoft’s financing of the Independent Institute is a modern-day
public relations strategy that amounts to Potemkin punditry—the manip-
ulation of public opinion by financing and publicizing views congenial to
the public policy goals of their sponsors. When the Edelman plan was first
exposed in the Los Angeles Times, PR industry trade publications inter-
viewed public relations practitioners around the country who saw nothing
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remarkable or particularly disturbing about the campaign. “Based on what
I've seen it's a fairly typical PR plan. It's what we do,” the manager of a
major PR firm said to Inside PR.

One leading PR practitioner—Robert Dilenschneider of the Dilen-
schneider Group—did criticize the Microsoft plan, calling it “a synthetic
campaign.” The strategy was ethically wrong, he said, and dangerous to
Microsoft's own interests besides. “The media got wind of it, and they
made the story the sleaze alley of the computer industry,” Dilenschneider
said. “It has made Bill Gates, the richest, mightiest person in the world,
look a little bit like the Wizard of Oz; a little bit of smoke and mirrors, no
substance.” But Dilenschneider’s critique was in the minority.

“Media plans are routine in PR although they don’t sound too good
when they hit print,” said Jack O'Dwyers Newsletter, another leading PR
trade publication, which went on to offer some advice that Microsoft
might want to use to avoid getting caught in the future: “PR pros we asked
about this said: ‘Don’t put anything in writing you don’t want to be on page
one of your newspaper.’. . . ‘Talking points’ on the subject matter should
have been distributed but no media relations methodology. Then, if the
points became public, the press could only report on the length and
breadth of Microsoft’s arguments.”

As Microsoft and its defenders pointed out, in fact, its corporate ri-
vals were also aggressively spinning the public debate, using a similar
“media relations methodology.” Netscape, Oracle, and Sun Microsystems
pushed their side of the antitrust case by launching the “Project to Pro-
mote Competition and Innovation in the Digital Age” (ProComp).
Netscape hired former U.S. Supreme Court nominee Robert Bork as a
spokesman, a casting decision that Hollywood might term “playing against
type.” Bork is the author of The Antitrust Paradox, a 1978 book sharply crit-
ical of government antitrust rules. “Bork cannot easily be dismissed as a
knee-jerk critic of big, successful companies,” noted the National Journal.
“His reputation as Mr. Anti-antitrust goes back a long time; when he was
a Yale law professor, his students nicknamed his course on the topic ‘Pro-
trust.” "1° Once in the employ of Netscape, however, Bork issued a 7,000-
word position paper and opinion pieces for major newspapers, explaining
that federal prosecutors were “simply stopping Microsoft from using its op-
erating system as a club to bludgeon competition into the dust.”'! The
anti-Microsoft coalition also hired former presidential candidate Bob Dole,
now with the high-powered Washington lobbying firm of Verner, Liip-
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fert, Bernhard, McPherson & Hand. Senator Orrin G. Hatch (R-Utah), a
recipient of $17,500 in campaign contributions from Netscape, Sun, and
America Online, added further conservative firepower to the anti-
Microsoft armada, as did the Progress and Freedom Foundation (PFF), a
think tank with links to former House Speaker Newt Gingrich. PFF’s
major financial donors included Netscape, Oracle, and Sun, along with
other Microsoft adversaries, including Gateway 2000, IBM, Hewlett
Packard, America Online, and CompuServe.

Even the exposé of the Independent Institute that appeared in the
New York Times turns out to have been orchestrated by the Oracle com-
pany. In order to get the goods on Microsoft’s funding of the institute, Or-
acle had hired a detective firm to go “dumpster diving” through Microsoft’s
garbage, and had used the Washington PR firm of Chlopak, Leonard,
Schechter & Associates to circulate the incriminating documents.'?

None of these tactics are in any way unique to the computer indus-
try. “This kind of plan is . . . part of the standard arsenal of companies in
the cable and TV industry, and in other industries where there’s govern-
ment regulation,” one source told PC Week magazine after reviewing the
Edelman PR proposal.'*> Computer industry columnist David Coursey
went further. “If you think Microsoft is political bad news, compare com-
puting/software generally to the telecommunications, broadcast and cable
industries,” he wrote. “Their political efforts make Microsoft look like the
proverbial 98-pound weakling.”*

Grigori Potemkin, if he were alive today, would probably be amazed
at the number and sophistication of the political facades that have been
erected in today’s media landscape. Here are a few other examples of the
process at work:

o After Nigeria's military dictatorship executed playwright Ken Saro-
Wiwa in 1995, the dictatorship and Shell Oil Company faced in-
ternational condemnation. Nigeria's security forces had massacred
villages and terrorized the indigenous Ogoni tribespeople in order to
quell protests against the company’s natural gas drilling operations.
Saro-Wiwa, an Ogoni leader, had denounced Shell for waging an
“ecological war” against his people. Nigeria responded by ordering
multipage, glossy color advertisements in black-owned U.S. news-
papers and inviting newspaper editors on expense-paid “fact-finding
tours” of Ogoniland. Minority newspapers in the United States are
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chronically strapped for cash, and the combination of windfall rev-
enue and guided tours succeeded in blunting criticisms. In fact,
several newspapers editorialized that it was “racist” to criticize Nige-
ria’s dismal track record on human rights.

In the fall of 1997, Georgetown University’s Credit Research Cen-
ter issued a study which concluded that many debtors are using
bankruptcy as an excuse to wriggle out of their obligations to cred-
itors. Lobbyists for banks and credit card companies seized on the
study as they lobbied Congress for changes in federal law that would
make it harder for consumers to file for bankruptcy relief. Former
U.S. Treasury Secretary Lloyd Bentsen cited the study in a Wash-
ington Times opinion column, offering Georgetown’s academic im-
primatur as evidence of the need for “bankruptcy reform.” What
Bentsen failed to mention was that the Credit Research Center is
funded in its entirety by credit card companies, banks, retailers,
and others in the credit industry. The study itself was produced with
a $100,000 grant from Visa USA and MasterCard International,
Inc. Bentsen also failed to mention that he himself had been hired
to work as a credit-industry lobbyist."®

In Oxford, England, the Social Issues Research Centre (SIRC) calls
itself an “independent, non-profit organization founded to conduct
research on social issues.” It has issued a call to establish a British
“code of practice” governing what reporters should be allowed to
write about issues of science and public safety. Designed to put a
stop to “irresponsible health scares,” the code stipulates that “sci-
entific stories should be factually accurate. Breaches of the Code of
Practice should be referred to the Press Complaints Commission.”
Such a code is necessary, SIRC suggests, because of the public’s
“riskfactorphobia,” a term it has coined to describe a condition of ex-
cessive sensitivity to health concerns related to genetically engi-
neered foods and foodborne illnesses. SIRC has also published
popular reports in the British press about the pleasures of pub-
hopping. When the British Medical Journal took a close look at the
organization, however, it found that SIRC shares the same offices,
directors, and leading personnel as a PR firm called MCM Research
that claims to apply “social science” to solving the problems of its
clients, who include prominent names in the liquor and restaurant



THE THIRD MAN 15

industries. “Do your PR initiatives sometimes look too much like PR
initiatives?” asked MCM'’s website in a straightforward boast of its
ability to deceive the public. “MCM conducts social/psychological
research on the positive aspects of your business,” the website con-
tinued. “The results do not read like PR literature, or like market re-
search data. Our reports are credible, interesting and entertaining in
their own right. This is why they capture the imagination of the
media and your customers.”'®

Corporate sponsors have formed “partnerships” with a number of
leading nonprofit organizations in which they pay for the right to use
the organizations' names and logos in advertisements. Bristol-Myers
Squibb, for example, paid $600,000 to the American Heart Associ-
ation for the right to display the AHA's name and logo in ads for its
cholesterol-lowering drug Pravachol. The American Cancer Society
reeled in $1 million from SmithKline Beecham for the right to use
its logo in ads for Beecham’s NicoDerm CQ and Nicorette anti-
smoking aids. A Johnson & Johnson subsidiary countered by shelling
out $2.5 million for similar rights from the American Lung Associa-
tion in its ads for Nicotrol, a rival nicotine patch. In 1999 manufac-
turers spent $630 million on these and similar kinds of sponsorship
deals, some unseemly, such as a deal between the Eskimo Pie Cor-
poration and the American Diabetes Association, which was de-
signed to create the impression that Eskimo’s “Sugar Freedom” line
of frozen desserts was endorsed by the American Diabetes Associa-
tion, when in fact the desserts contain high levels of both total and
saturated fat—a risky dietary choice for diabetics, who have a
propensity for obesity and heart disease. Although the nonprofit or-
ganizations involved in these deals deny that the use of their names
and logos constitutes an endorsement, the corporate sponsors have
no such illusions. “PR pros view those third-party endorsements as
invaluable ways to build goodwill among consumers for a client’s
product line,” notes O'Dwyer’s PR Services Report. For propriety's
sake, however, a bit of discretion is necessary. “Don’t use the word
‘endorse’ when speaking to executives from non-profits about their
relationships with the private sector,” O'Dwyer’s advised. “The pre-
ferred non-profit vernacular is: recommended, sponsorship, ap-
proved, or partnership.”"’
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+ An organization called “Consumer Alert” frequently pops up in news

stories about product safety issues. What the reporters almost never
mention is that Consumer Alert is funded by corporations and that
its positions are usually diametrically opposed to the positions taken
by independent consumer groups such as Consumers Union. For
example, Consumer Alert opposes flame-resistance standards for
clothing fabrics issued by the Consumer Product Safety Commis-
sion, and defends products such as the diet drug dexfenfluramine
(Redux), which was taken off the market because of its association
with heart valve damage. In contrast with Consumers Union, which
is funded primarily by member subscriptions, Consumer Alert is
funded by the industries whose products it defends—companies
including Anheuser-Busch, Pfizer Pharmaceuticals, Philip Morris,
Allstate Insurance Fund, American Cyanamid, Elanco, Eli Lilly,
Exxon, Monsanto, Upjohn, Chemical Manufacturers Association,
Ciba-Geigy, the Beer Institute, Coors, and Chevron USA.'®

In late 1993, a group called Mothers Opposing Pollution (MOP) ap-
peared, calling itself “the largest women’s environmental group in
Australia with thousands of supporters across the country. . . . The
group comprises mainly mothers and other women concerned with
the welfare and rights of Australian women.” MOP’s cause: a cam-
paign against plastic milk bottles, centering on the issues of waste
disposal, the carcinogenic risks of milk in contact with plastic, and
reduction in the quality of milk as a result of exposure to light. “The
message to the consumer is never buy milk in plastic containers,”
said spokesperson Alana Maloney. Membership in MOP was free,
which prompted some people to wonder how the group could afford
to carry out expensive publicity in support of its cause. Although
MOP claimed branches across Australia, Alana Maloney seemed to
be its only spokesperson. Searches of basic public records, such as
voting rolls, could find no such person. MOP’s letterhead listed
three addresses in different cities, each of which turned out to be a
post office box. Finally, in February 1995, an Australian newspaper
discovered that “Mrs. Alana Maloney” was in fact Janet Rundle,
who heads a public relations company called ]. R. and Associates.
Rundle is also a business partner of Trevor Munnery, who owns his
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own PR firm called Unlimited Public Relations, which works for the
Association of Liquidpaperboard Carton Manufacturers (ALC)—
the makers of paper milk cartons. In the wake of these public reve-
lations, MOP sank from public view and has since disappeared.'®

Someone Else’s Mouth

These examples share a common reliance upon a public relations strategy
known within the PR industry as the “third party technique.” Merrill Rose,
executive vice president of the Porter/Novelli PR firm, explains the tech-
nique succinctly: “Put your words in someone else’s mouth.”* How effec-
tive is this strategy? According to a survey commissioned by Porter/Novelli,
89 percent of respondents consider “independent experts” a “very or some-
what believable source of information during a corporate crisis.” Some-
times the technique is used to hype or exaggerate the benefits of a product.
Other times it is used to create doubt about a product’s hazards, or about
criticisms that have been made of a company’s business practices. The
“someone elses” become Potemkin authorities, faithfully spouting the opin-
ions of their benefactors while making it appear that their views are “in-
dependent.” You used to see this technique in its most obvious and crude
form in the television commercials that featured actors in physicians’ lab
coats announcing that “nine out of ten doctors prefer” their brand of as-
pirin. But advertisements are obvious propaganda, and the third party tech-
nique in its more subtle forms is designed to prevent audiences from even
realizing what they are experiencing. “The best PR ends up looking like
news,” brags one public relations executive. “You never know when a PR
agency is being effective; you'll just find your views slowly shifting.”?!

It is hard to say exactly when or where the third party technique orig-
inated as a conscious tactic for manipulating public opinion. Since antig-
uity, debates on important issues have frequently turned on appeals to the
reverence that most people feel for a famous name. During the medieval
period, the authority of priests and kings was considered a transcendent
standard of truth, even when their doctrines clashed with the evidence of
people’s actual experience and scientific experiments. People who ques-
tioned officially accepted religious views were labeled heretics and could
be arrested and killed on the grounds that he or she must have made a pact
with the devil.
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“It was only in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that
argument from authority commonly came to be treated as a fallacy,” notes
University of Toronto philosophy professor Douglas Walton in his book,
Appeal to Expert Opinion: Arguments from Authority. “The rise of science
brought with it a kind of positivist way of thinking, to the effect that
knowledge should be based on scientific experiment and mathematical
calculation and that all else is ‘subjective.’ "

The rise of science accompanied a communications revolution, be-
ginning with the printing press and continuing into the modern age of
electronic media, and as Umberto Eco has observed, every new means
of communication carries within itself a means of deception. Just as the
invention of language made lying possible, the invention of mass media
created newer, more sophisticated, subtle, and elaborate techniques of
propaganda. Just as the anonymity of the Internet would eventually enable
14-year-old boys to pretend to be 24-year-old lingerie models, the mass
media made it possible for the first time to conceal the identity of the
voices that appeared within it, to deliver messages while hiding the iden-
tity of the messenger. It became possible to accomplish this act of con-
cealment without ever committing an act of overt deception. Edward
Bernays, the legendary “father of public relations” whose career we ex-
amine in Chapter 2, demonstrated an inkling of this potential during one
of his early assignments as adviser to the Waldorf-Astoria hotel, which was
plagued by rumors that it was about to close. Bernays knew that denying
the rumors directly would only give them more credence. Instead, he ad-
vised his client to prominently announce the signing of a ten-year contract
with its world-famous chef. The mere identity of the celebrated chef be-
came'a symbolic statement of the message that the hotel wanted to de-
liver.

“How can the persuader reach these groups that make up the large
public?” Bernays asked in one of the early formulations of the third party
technique. “He can do so through their leaders, for the individual looks for
guidance to the leaders of the groups to which he belongs. . . . They play
a vital part in the molding of public opinion, and they offer the propagan-
dist a means of reaching vast numbers of individuals, for with so many
confusing and conflicting ideas competing for the individual’s attention,
he is forced to look to others for authority. No man, in today’s complicated
world, can base his judgments and acts entirely on his own examination
and weighing of the evidence. . . . The group leader thus becomes a key
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figure in the molding of public opinion, and his acceptance of a given idea
carries with it the acceptance of many of his followers.”?}

For Jack O'Dwyer, the third party technique is what distinguishes
public relations from advertising. “Your firm may want to deal directly
with the public or with your employees, customers, suppliers, etc.,” he
says, “but this is not the best use of a PR firm. The most leverage will be
when the firm supplies useful information to influential reporters and an-
alysts who have large audiences. You get third-party endorsement and
wide readership or viewership at comparatively low cost. . . . Look for
third-party endorsements, not booklets, sales promotion and ads.”*

From a PR point of view, the third party technique offers several ad-
vantages:

o It offers camouflage, helping to hide the vested interest that lurks be-
hind a message. If Philip Morris were to come out itself and declare
that “attorneys need to be stopped from suing tobacco companies,”
the message would be laughed into oblivion. Similar skepticism is
bound to greet Bill Gates when he writes an editorial on his own
behalf, or a polluting company when it claims that pollution doesn’t
cause illness. Putting the same message in someone else’s mouth
gives it a credibility that it would not otherwise enjoy.

o It encourages conformity to a vested interest, while pretending to
encourage independence. Sometimes, in fact, the message is de-
signed to look like the very epitome of rebellion. Take, for example,
a legendary publicity stunt orchestrated by Edward Bernays, which
used suffragettes as third party proxies for the tobacco industry. In
1929, Bernays was hired by the American Tobacco Company and
charged with the task of persuading women to smoke—an activity
that was then considered “unfeminine” and socially unacceptable.
Bernays set out to turn this liability into an advantage by establish-
ing cigarettes as symbols of women’s liberation. At his instigation,
ten New York debutantes marched in the city’s 1929 Easter Sunday
parade, defiantly smoking cigarettes as a protest against women’s in-
equality. Bernays dubbed it the “torches of liberty” brigade. “Front
page stories in newspapers reported the freedom march in words
and pictures,” Bernays would recall later. “For weeks after the event,
editorials praised or condemned the young women who had pa-
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raded against the smoking taboo.” Women began lighting up in
droves, and a few weeks later a Broadway theater let women inside
its heretofore men’s-only smoking room.?

o It replaces factual discourse with emotion-laden symbolism. Some-
times the identity of the messenger becomes symbolically more im-
portant than the content of the message itself. Timber industry
consultant Ron Arnold, who founded the “Wise Use” movement as
a pseudo-grassroots campaign against environmentalism, explains
the rationale behind his use of the third party technique: “The pub-
lic is completely convinced that when you speak as an industry, you
are speaking out of nothing but self-interest. The pro-industry citi-
zen activist group is the answer to these problems. It can be an ef-
fective and convincing advocate for your industry. It can utilize
powerful archetypes such as the sanctity of the family, the virtue of
the close-knit community, the natural wisdom of the rural dweller. . . .
And it can turn the public against your enemies. . . . I think you'll find

it one of your wisest investments over time."?

Serving the Self-Serving

When they talk among themselves, PR professionals can be remarkably
candid about their reasons for using the third party technique. During
the Clinton/Lewinsky drama, O'Dwyer’s noted that “what the Clinton
Administration needs are credible third parties—both in quantity and
quality—rising to its defense. In a word, it needs PR.” Why? Because
“third parties can say things that participants in a debate cannot.””

In 1994 Neal Cohen, of the Washington-based PR and lobby firm
APCO & Associates, used similar reasoning at a conference organized by
the Public Affairs Council, a trade association for some of the nation’s top
lobbyists. APCO was among the principal PR firms orchestrating the “tort
reform” movement, which campaigns against “excessive” consumer lia-
bility lawsuits and is heavily financed by the insurance and tobacco in-
dustries. On the face of it, Cohen observed, tort reform is difficult to sell
to the public. “It’s not a very sexy issue,” he said. “ “Tort’ to the average per-
son is dessert, it isn't a legal principle.” The whole purpose of tort reform,
moreover, is to make it harder for everyday citizens to sue corporations.
This is hardly the sort of cause that brings masses into the streets. In fact,
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he said, people would reject the tort reform movement out of hand if they
knew that the insurance and tobacco companies were behind it. “We want
to pass a bill in Mississippi,” he said by way of example, “and we've got a
problem: Our industry can't pass the bill. If the legislators know we're the
only industry that wants this bill, it's an automatic killer. And just to make
it a little more difficult, we've joined up with one other industry to fund
this effort, and they are worse than us. People dislike them more intensely,
and in fact they don't even have any facilities in the state of Mississippi,
not to mention the product they manufacture. . . . In a tort reform battle,
if State Farm is the leader of the coalition, you're not going to pass the bill,
it's not credible. OK? Because it’s so self-serving.”

In order to give tort reform any credibility at all, APCO had to figure
out a way to reframe the issue, which they did by tapping into the public’s
distaste for attorneys. “We built a coalition around the concept of ‘lawsuit
abuse,”” Cohen explained, “and we enlarged the scope of the concept so
that people understood how it would affect their pocket book, how it
would address their fear, how it would deal with their anger at the legal
profession. . . . Rule number one for me is stay away from substance.
Don't talk about the details of legislation,” he advised. “Talk about . . . law-
suit abuse,’ ‘trial lawyer greed,’ ‘increasing jobs."”

When building a coalition, Cohen advised, “you'd better have a com-
mitted leader, a spokesperson, and you'd better train that spokesperson,
and it should only be one person. . . . And if you can, find somebody who
has stature and is not perceived as somebody who is typical. Somebody
who . . . has the stature with the legislators.” If possible, the public should
be brought in as well, but as props, not as participants. “We made sure that
it was typical people mixed in with large employers and political contrib-
utors,” he said. “We had 1,500 Mississippians mixed in with who our
clients were. . . . We had broadened the issue so it was identified . . . with
a much broader group, and it was focused in as a constituent grassroots
issue.” But appearances are one thing, reality another. “The problem with
broad-based membership is—don’t confuse that with broad-based lead-
ership,” Cohen advised. “Broad-based membership is ‘What does the pub-
lic see?’ ‘What do the legislators see? Decision-making is, you need a core
group, three or so people, who have similar interests and are going to get
the job done and not veer off.” Other adornments, such as advertising and
research-for-hire, help decorate the coalition tree. “We used every tactic
we could think of to get a message out there,” Cohen said. “We also used
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polls to get the media’s attention. . . . We did a research study using a local
professor, we spent $5,000 on a study. . . . It was to get the media’s atten-
tion. . . . We used television [ads] in part to get the media’s attention. . . .

We also did billboards.”*

Making News

The news media is a natural target for the third party technique, both be-
cause of its ability to reach millions of people and because the public ex-
pects journalists to serve as neutral sifters of the truth. The PR industry
has mastered the art of putting its words into journalists’ mouths, relying
on the fact that most reporters are spread too thin to engage in time-
consuming investigative journalism and therefore rely heavily on infor-
mation from corporate- and government-sourced news releases. The news
release as we know it today was invented in the 1920s by early PR prac-
titioner Ivy Lee, a former journalist himself who realized that the more in-
formation his clients provided to reporters, the less likely the reporters
would be to go out and investigate for themselves. Early news releases
were simple typed statements. Today, PR firms produce regular syndi-
cated columns and have their own wire services, such as PR Newswire,
that deliver the news releases instantly via the Internet to both print and
electronic journalists. Jennifer Sereno, the business editor for a major
daily paper in Wisconsin, says she prefers electronic news releases be-
cause “the stories come up on our screens, as other wire stories do. We see
them more quickly than we see faxes. . . . It's very convenient. We can
send it electronically right to the reporter working on the story. Oftentimes
it saves them some typing as well."?

There is nothing inherently deceptive about issuing a news release,
but this sort of practice has changed the modern information environ-
ment in subtle yet important ways. A comparison of PR Newswire re-
leases to actual newspaper stories shows that they are frequently repeated,
verbatim or nearly verbatim, usually with no disclosure to tell readers that
what appears on the page as a journalist's independent report is actually
a PR news release. A study by Scott Cutlip found that 40 percent of the
news content in a typical U.S. newspaper originated with public relations
press releases, story memos, or suggestions. In 1980 the Columbia Jour-
nalism Review scrutinized a typical issue of the Wall Street Journal and
found that more than half of its news stories “were based solely on press
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releases.” Often the releases were reprinted “almost verbatim or in para-
phrase,” with little additional reporting, and many articles carried the slug
“By a Wall Street Journal Staff Reporter.”*° There is no reason to think that
the situation has improved since or that it is much different at other pa-
pers. “Most of what you see on TV is, in effect, a canned PR product.
Most of what you read in the paper and see on television is not news,” says
the senior vice president of a leading public relations firm.?!

This tendency is especially pronounced in the electronic media. Some
PR firms specialize in the production of prerecorded public service an-
nouncements and “video news releases” (VNRs)—entire news stories,
written, filmed, and produced by PR firms and transmitted by satellite feed
or the Internet to thousands of TV stations around the world. “In the early
1980s, as news staffs were cut and airtime for news programming was ex-
panded with cable television, we entered the golden age of VNR produc-
tion and placement,” noted Kevin Foley of KEF Media Associates in
Chicago. By 1991, ten VNRs a day were being produced—4,000 per
year.* Today the number is much higher, although no one has an exact
count. VNRs are used heavily by the pharmaceuticals and food industries
in particular, which provide a steady stream of stories touting new medical
breakthroughs and previously unknown health benefits that researchers at-
tribute to oat bran, garlic bread, walnuts, orange juice, or whatever prod-
uct the sponsoring client happens to be selling. A subtle touch is needed
to make sure that the VNR looks exactly like real news. PR consultant
Debra Hauss advises VNR producers against seeming “too commercial.
Don't try to sneak in too many product mentions.”* Sometimes VNRs
will use narrators who have previously worked as on-air reporters. That
these scripted stories are actually cleverly disguised advertisements is well
understood by the people who work at TV stations and networks, but is
rarely mentioned within earshot or eyeshot of the news-watching public.
On the evening news every night you see—but probably don't recognize—
VNR footage mixed in with stories that reporters have gone out and gath-
ered themselves. Sometimes VNRs are used as story segments without any
editing whatsoever, let alone a disclaimer to inform audiences that what
they are watching was produced by a PR firm on behalf of a specific client
with a specific propaganda interest.

Kenneth Feather, director of the FDA’s Division of Drug Advertising
and Labeling, noted that medical VNRs manipulate the public when they
promote drugs for unapproved uses or imply that the VINR sponsor’s prod-
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uct is superior to other products. A major problem, he said, is that virtu-
ally none of them state that they came from the drug company but rather
imply a third party. They use on-screen testimony from well-spoken doc-
tors who have been coached so that their delivery perfectly fits the format
of a news program, and the VINRs rarely mention that the doctors have
been hired by the drug suppliers to test and promote their products.
Often, in fact, pharmaceutical companies use VNRs to make claims for
their products that would not be permitted under the FDA' rules for paid
advertising. They can be used to promote unapproved uses of a drug, for
example, or to create public pressure for the government to approve a
drug that is still undergoing regulatory scrutiny. “Until recently, the drug
companies have been largely discouraged from using TV commercials tar-
geted at the public,” said Eugene Secunda, a professor of marketing at
Baruch College in New York. “However, they have been less constrained
in their use of new media techniques like the VNR, for which the FDA
has not yet established formal guidelines.”*

Virtual Surrealities

The extent to which today’s media can manufacture false realities was
satirized in the 1998 movie Wag the Dog, in which government advisers
created a fictional war on a Hollywood sound stage to distract public at-
tention from a presidential sex scandal. When Wag the Dog first appeared,
critics praised its humor but thought its plot seemed implausible. Then
President Clinton’s affair with Monica Lewinsky became public knowl-
edge. When Clinton announced a bombing strike against “Arab terrorists”
on the eve of his own impeachment hearings, more than a few people
began to wonder if the movie was really so far-fetched. The question
lingers: How far will people in power go to manipulate and control our per-
ceptions of reality?

The notion that we live in an elaborate, technologically manufac-
tured illusion has become a recurring theme in modern cinema. In Total
Recall, Arnold Schwarzenegger discovers that his own memories are
government-manufactured implants. In The Net, Sandra Bullock’s iden-
tity is erased by a corporation that controls the world’s information data-
bases. In The Truman Show, Jim Carrey lives in a giant Potemkin village,
unaware that his entire life is a made-for-TV fabrication. Virtual reality
also figures prominently in later episodes of Star Trek, which feature a
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“holodeck” where people go to experience synthetic adventures in a room
that can be programmed to realistically simulate a Parisian café, a lush rain
forest, or any other pseudo-environment that the programmer requests. In
The X-Files, agents Scully and Mulder spend their days exploring a vast,
labyrinthine conspiracy, convinced that “the truth is out there” but never
quite able to discover it or even identify the conspirators. “This, it seems,
is a proliferating notion in today’s world of film—blending theology and
technology into a weird, low-level paranoia about existence,” observes
film critic Ted Anthony.*

This paranoia reflects a growing public awareness of what journalist
Wialter Lippmann described in 1921 as “the insertion between man and
his environment of a pseudo-environment. . . . What is called the adjust-
ment of man to his environment takes place through the medium of
fictions.”®

Lippmann served as a confidential assistant to the U.S. Secretary of
War during the First World War and participated in drawing up the terms
of the armistice. The experience left him disillusioned about the future
prospects for democracy, and in a book titled Public Opinion he readily ac-
knowledged that all sides in the war, his own included, had lied to their
own citizens about matters ranging from battlefield losses to the real post-
war objectives of the warring governments. “We have learned to call this
propaganda,” he wrote. “A group of men, who can prevent independent ac-
cess to the event, arrange the news of it to suit their purpose.”’

The “pseudo-environment” of fictions was inevitable and necessary,
Lippmann argued, in part because of limitations in the speed with which
information could be transmitted to the public at large. Even a skilled tele-
graph operator, he observed, could transmit no more than 1,500 words per
day. As a result, foreign correspondents were forced to compress their
firsthand accounts into a “few words,” which “must often stand for a whole
succession of acts, thoughts, feelings and consequences. . . . It is doubt-
ful whether a supreme master of style could pack all the elements of truth
that complete justice would demand into a hundred word account of what
had happened.” Rather than informed consensus, therefore, public opin-
ion was bound to be a hodgepodge of half-baked notions and stereotypes
based on incomplete information and the personal biases of individuals.

Given the impossibility of educating the public about the full com-
plexities of the world, Lippmann argued that democracy was unworkable
“unless there is an independent, expert organization for making the unseen
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facts intelligible to those who have to make the decisions.”® The expert,
he argued, would “exercise more power in the future than ever he did be-
fore, because increasingly the relevant facts will elude the voter and the
administrator. All governing agencies will tend to organize bodies of re-
search and information, which will throw out tentacles and expand, as
have the intelligence departments of all the armies in the world.”* Lipp-
mann thought this development would be a good thing and even recom-
mended creating government-subsidized “bureaus of experts,” whose
members would enjoy lifetime tenure.*! “The purpose,” he said, “is not to
burden every citizen with expert opinions on all questions, but to push that
burden away from him towards the responsible administrator.”*?

Complementing the rise of the expert, Lippmann also foresaw the rise
of a specialized type of expert whose job would be to control and discipline
the thinking of the masses. “As a result of psychological research, coupled
with the modern means of communication, the practice of democracy
has turned a corner,” he stated. “Persuasion has become a self-conscious
art and a regular organ of popular government. None of us begins to un-
derstand the consequences, but it is no daring prophecy to say that the
knowledge of how to create consent will alter every political calculation
and modify every political premise.”?

The world we live in today differs from Lippmann’s in ways that he
could never have foreseen. His argument about the difficulties involved in
transmitting information from place to place not only seems irrelevant
but absurd in today’s world of the Internet, camcorders, cell phones, fiber-
optic cables, and satellite dishes. The information bottleneck no longer ex-
ists. To the contrary, we are bombarded daily with more information than
we can possibly absorb, and yet the modern information media have not
eliminated the “pseudo-environment” of which Lippmann spoke. In fact,
media noise has contributed greatly to its growth.

The Disinfotainment Industry

The creation of a media pseudo-environment is no easy task. It takes time,
money, and advanced technology. No one knows exactly how much money
is spent each year in the United States on corporate public relations, but
$10 billion would be a conservative estimate. The PR industry has turned
to the social sciences for help in developing techniques equal to the task.
Psychologists, sociologists and opinion pollsters work in tandem with
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computer programmers to develop complex databases so refined that they
can pinpoint the prevailing “psychographics” of individual city neighbor-
hoods. Press agents used to rely on publicity stunts to attract attention for
their clients. In today’s electronic age, the PR industry uses 800 numbers
and telemarketing, interactive websites and simultaneous multilocation
fax transmission. Today’s public relations industry has become so perva-
sive that part of its invisibility stems from the fact that it is, indeed, every-
where—from T-shirts bearing product brand names to movie product
placements to various behind-the-scenes efforts at “issue management,”
“perception management,” or “crisis management” (to use just a few of the
currently fashionable buzzwords).

Some companies, with names like Capital Speakers, Inc., or Celebrity
Focus, specialize in recruiting celebrity and expert spokespersons for the
PR industry. Capital Speakers boasts that it can provide “access to virtu-
ally any speaker or entertainer on earth.” Celebrity Focus says it allows
clients “to focus on public relations, while entrusting the hiring of celebri-
ties to seasoned professionals.”** Other PR consultants specialize in
coaching would-be experts and nervous corporate executives in how to
present themselves before Congress or on television: what clothes to wear,
what color tie, how to sit or stand (spread your feet so your head won't
seem to rock on camera), what words to use and how to pronounce them,
and—when asked a question you don't want to answer—how to say noth-
ing while avoiding awkward phrases like “no comment.” The larger PR
companies offer all of these services and more under a single roof—one-
stop shopping for advertising, public relations, traditional lobbying, re-
search, polling, direct-mail canvassing, and creating “grassroots” support
for issues.

The federal government is forbidden by law from spending money on
public relations, but this has proved to be no barrier in practice, since the
same activities go on under the rubric of “public affairs” and other eu-
phemisms. In 1986, Senator William Proxmire asked the General Ac-
counting Office how much money federal agencies spend on public
affairs, and received an estimate of $2.3 billion—a figure that did not in-
clude the PR activities of Congress or the White House. This number has
surely grown since, although there are no government statistics or even
standards with which to track and measure its growth. During the Reagan
administration’s military interventions in Central America in the 1980s, its
Office of Public Diplomacy for Latin America and the Caribbean used
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the third party technique to orchestrate media coverage of the war. On
March 11, 1985, for example, Professor John Guilmarten wrote an op-ed
piece for the Wall Street Journal alleging a dangerous arms buildup by the
Nicaraguan government. “Professor Guilmarten has been a consultant to
our office and collaborated with our staff in the writing of this piece. . . .
Officially, this office had no role in its preparation,” noted an internal
White House memo that was uncovered during the Iran/Contra hearings.
The memo also mentioned op-ed pieces that its consultants had drafted
to be signed by contra leaders and submitted to the Washington Post and
New York Times, and spoke of using a “cutout” (CIA-speak for “third
party”) to set up interviews between the contras and various Washington
news media. In its first year of operations alone, the program claimed
credit for 1,500 speaking engagements and for sending material to 239 ed-
itorial writers in 150 cities—all the while concealing the fact that the
White House was the source of the propaganda.

Some PR campaigns are entertaining, some are merely frivolous, and
some are undoubtedly beneficial to the public. The cumulative human
cost of these experiments in thought control has nevertheless been pro-
found. On repeated occasions in the twentieth century, experts in ma-
nipulating public opinion have led the United States and other nations
into war. Washington, D.C., is home to prominent PR firms whose clients
include dictatorships that murder and torture their own citizens and even
spy on the United States, while simultaneously lobbying for foreign fi-
nancial aid and special trade favors. The private health care industry has
launched massive PR and lobby campaigns on repeated occasions to block
health care reform, with the result that the United States remains the only
major industrial power on earth with a large population of uninsured—
ranking near the bottom in terms of the actual health of its citizens despite
spending more per capita on health care than any other nation.*

There is nothing wrong with many of the techniques used by the PR
industry—lobbying, grassroots organizing, using the news media to put
ideas before the public. As individuals, we not only have the right to en-
gage in these activities, we have a responsibility to participate in the de-
cisions that shape our society and our lives. Ordinary citizens have the
right to organize for social change. But ordinary citizens cannot afford the
multimillion-dollar campaigns that PR firms undertake on behalf of their
special interest clients, usually large corporations, business associations,
and governments. Raw money enables the PR industry to mobilize attor-
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neys, broadcast faxes, satellite feeds, sophisticated information systems,
and other expensive, high-tech resources to outmaneuver, overpower, and
outlast true citizen reformers.

That we live in a world of media manipulations is understood almost
instinctively by the public. Whether we see through a particular propa-
ganda campaign or not, we all know that we live in an age of half-truths,
weasel words, and slick image campaigns. When someone says, “That’s a
bunch of PR,” they rarely mean it in a positive sense. “PR has become a
catchall phrase for what the public doesn’t trust,” observes Betty Keepin,
the president of a trade association for women PR executives. In 1994, the
Public Relations Society of America and the Rockefeller Foundation began
a five-year survey aimed at determining which types of public figures were
most trusted by the general public. Forty-five different types of public
figures were assessed, using a “National Credibility Index” devised by the
PRSA to measure “the degree to which an individual trusts the person ad-
vocating or espousing a position on an issue.” To the PRSA's dismay, pub-
lic relations professionals came almost at the bottom—number 43, just
below “famous athletes” and barely squeaking past “famous entertainers”
and “TV or radio talk show hosts.”*

The PRSA’ study was completed in 1999 and released with little
fanfare on Friday, June 18—"just before the Fourth of July vacation period
and a favorite ‘burying ground’ for those trying to minimize publicity,”
noted the PR trade publication O’'Dwyer’s. The survey prompted a few ex-
pressions of concern from industry practitioners, some of whom suggested
that perhaps they should launch a “PR for PR” campaign. Others re-
signedly admitted that any such campaign would probably be doomed to
failure. But for Dave Siefert, president of the International Association of
Business Communicators, the results were neither surprising nor partic-
ularly bad news. PR pros work “in the background,” he said, and people
“see the results of our work, not our personal involvement.” The public re-
lations industry itself may lack credibility, but PRSA's survey showed that
“national experts” were the third most trusted type of public figure in
America (after Supreme Court justices and schoolteachers). And after
all, Siefert said, “the national experts are often delivering messages de-
veloped by PR pros.™’

The media stage on which much of modern public life is conducted
has created two kinds of experts—the spin doctors behind the scenes, and
the visible experts that they select, cultivate, and offer up for public con-
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sumption. The experts who work behind the scenes prefer to stay there,
because invisibility is necessary to achieve their illusions. “Guys in my
business hate becoming public figures . . . when we don't control it,” says
former Reagan aide Edward Rollins, now a vice president at Edelman.*®
Today’s wizards of spin are rather like the Wizard of Oz. They have per-
fected the craft of speaking in a booming, magisterial voice that inspires
admiration and awe, but they fear being unmasked for what they really
are—showmen who have learned to use hidden wires, smoke, and mirrors
to make little men and little ideas seem grand and convincing. There is a
reason that the Wizard begged Dorothy to “pay no attention to that man
behind the curtain.” But she had to look, and understand the contrivance
behind his magic, before she could find her way back home.



The Birth of Spin

Few developments from the Civil War to the
present stand out so vividly or account for so
much of the shape of modern America as the
growth of the professions and the steady
retreat of the layman before the ever-
expanding claims of professional expertise.
—Thomas L. Haskell!

Sitting atop a raised platform canopied in white, philan-
thropist Charles T. Yerkes sat blushing as eight hundred dig-
nitaries greeted him with a standing ovation. William Rainey Harper, the
president of the University of Chicago, praised his “sincerity and sim-
plicity.” The head of the university board of trustees said that Yerkes had
helped build a monument to spiritual values in a materialistic age, con-
tributing “to the uplifting of men and upbuilding of character.”

The occasion was the dedication of Chicago’s new astronomical ob-
servatory on October 21, 1897, to which Yerkes had made a substantial fi-
nancial contribution. When Yerkes himself rose to speak, his modestly
phrased remarks hinted discreetly at the altruistic nature of his gift. “One
reason why the science of astronomy has not more helpers,” he said, “is on
account of its being entirely uncommercial. There is nothing of moneyed
value to be gained by the devotee of astronomy; there is nothing that he
can sell.”

Nothing to sell, perhaps, but Yerkes was definitely trying to buy some-
thing—specifically, perfume for a bad reputation. Current flattery aside,
he was one of the most hated men in the city, a robber baron who had
spent time in prison for misappropriation of funds before developing a
winning business strategy that he described as “buy old junk, fix it up a lit-
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tle, and unload it upon other fellows.” Yerkes had built an empire by con-
trolling the city’s lucrative new electric streetcars, whose poorly strung
power lines had killed or injured 382 people in 1895 alone. His crude at-
tempts to bribe Illinois legislators had sparked a civic reform movement
called the Citizens Independent Anti-Boodle League. The university offi-
cials and astronomers who courted his contribution understood full well,
as did the rest of the city, that his investment in the observatory was a
thinly disguised attempt to buy a new image. In retrospect, it is hard to say
who was playing whom for a fool that day. After the day's pageantry, the
Chicago newspapers and the Anti-Boodle League returned to their at-
tack. Yerkes was eventually driven from the city in disgrace and died a few
years later in poverty and obscurity.

From the perspective of today, the most striking thing about Yerkes
and his charitable gesture was its almost quaint ineffectuality. He may
have been a scoundrel, but he was no PR man. In 1897, in fact, the term
“public relations” had not yet been invented.

Contrary to Yerkes's comment about its lack of helpers, astronomy was
actually the most popular object of scientific philanthropy in nineteenth-
century America. Civic groups went door-to-door collecting subscriptions
to finance the construction of telescopes, with different cities vying for the
honor of owning the instrument with the largest lens. As Yerkes observed
during his brief moment of public approval, astronomy was an “entirely un-
commercial” subject of study—literally, stargazing—and its noncommer-
cial nature was precisely what explained its appeal. People turned to it the
way they turned to art museums or great literature. They gazed into the
heavens, pondered the mysteries of creation, and philosophized about the
nature of the universe. Science and technology in those days were still
seen as two very different things. The electric motors that drove Yerkes’s
streetcars were technology in action—machines of brute force, the ulti-
mate expressions of industrial power and Yankee ingenuity. “Science” was
something else, something both finer and less practical—the work of ec-
centric scholars who scribbled notes in makeshift labs, dug up dinosaur
bones and rock samples in remote lands, hatched new theories and tested
them with whatever scant resources they could scrape together. Their
quaint explorations were appreciated but not particularly revered, nor
were they particularly well-funded. “American indifference to science and
scientists was . . . the perfectly natural consequence of the fact that nei-
ther science nor science-oriented technology was a particularly conspic-
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uous feature of nineteenth-century American life,” observes historian
Howard Miller. “Not until the twentieth century would industrial, agri-
cultural, and military technology force public recognition that research
was a national resource. Until then scientists would in general remain, as
one of them termed it, ‘inoffensive but curious and useless members of the
social order.”

Thomas Alva Edison, the “wizard of Menlo Park,” was an inventor
and tinkerer—a technological innovator, not a scientific researcher. His
“invention factory” at Menlo Park, New Jersey, turned out literally hun-
dreds of world-transforming gadgets—the typewriter, the phonograph,
the lightbulb, the telegraph, storage batteries, electric meters and motors,
moving pictures—yet in his entire career Edison made only one discov-
ery that could be called “pure science”: the observation that heated met-
als in a vacuum emit electrons. Because this phenomenon had no utility
for his purposes, he simply wrote it down in a notebook and forgot about
it. His success as an inventor and businessman, however, made him a pro-
totype for scientists to come. Automaker Henry Ford, a close friend and
admirer, observed that Edison “definitely ended the distinction between
the theoretical man of science and the practical man of science, so that
today we think of scientific discoveries in connection with their possible
present or future application to the needs of man. He took the old rule-
of-thumb methods out of industry and substituted exact scientific knowl-
edge, while on the other hand, he directed scientific research into useful
channels.™

“Useful channels,” in Edison’s eyes and certainly in Ford’s, were vir-
tually synonymous with commercial viability. Their concept of science fit
perfectly within the American pragmatic tradition, and it was a concept
that certainly had its virtues. Its flaws were less immediately obvious.

Galileo vs. the Guardians

Historically, science has often allied itself with the political philosophy of
democracy. To function freely, science depends upon the democratic val-
ues of free speech, thought, and association, and in fact the ancient Greek
democracies were the first Western societies to produce a substantial sci-
entific literature. The Dark Ages brought both a return to authoritarian
governments and a suppression of scientific inquiry, which threatened
the absolute dogmas handed down from King and Church. The Italian
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mathematician and astronomer Galileo Galilei has come to symbolize
both scientific genius and the importance of intellectual freedom for his
persistent efforts to prove that the earth travels around the sun. Con-
demned in 1633 as a heretic by the Roman Inquisition, Galileo spent the
last eight years of his life under house arrest. Eventually, of course, his as-
tronomical conclusions won unanimous acceptance, and today he is fre-
quently cited as an example of steadfast scientific dissent in the face of
repressive orthodoxy.

The philosophy of democracy has as its core doctrine the belief that
“the people” are better qualified to make decisions that affect their lives
than anyone else. It follows from this assumption that governments should
be elected by the people and serve their interests. Other institutions, such
as corporations, are permitted to pursue their private goal of making
money, but their activities may be restricted if the public deems them
harmful.

Throughout history, the alternatives to this democratic worldview
have been variations on the theme of “guardianship”—the notion that
people are not really able to make wise decisions and therefore need to be
governed by someone who is smarter, better informed, more rational, or
somehow better fit to rule. Plato thought that society should be governed
by “philosopher-kings"—men who understood the “science of ruling” and
possessed the ability to see beyond appearances and grasp the essential
“forms” of true justice. Since this ability is assumed to be rare, it follows
that letting “the people” govern will lead to chaos, anarchy, and bad poli-
cies. The notion that people need a guardian to govern on their behalf has
been used as a rationale by authoritarian governments of all stripes, from
the monarchies of Europe to the Marxist-Leninist states in China and
Russia to the military regimes that have ruled by terror in places like Ar-
gentina, Brazil, Chile, Paraguay, and Nigeria.

In reality, Plato’s “royal science” of governance is a chimera. Politics
is more of an art than a science. It depends on moral propositions that can-
not be reduced to mathematical or physical “scientific laws.” Should abor-
tion be legal? Is it moral to build nuclear weapons? Should poor people
have access to free medical care? These are only a few of the important
questions that do not have scientific or technical answers.

In the struggle between democracy and guardianship, science has
acquired a unique and often contradictory role. Heretic stargazers such as
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Galileo have led scientific rebellions against society’s guardians, but oth-
ers have eagerly served the royal courts, sometimes even imagining that
their specialized knowledge entitles them to become rulers themselves.

Sir Francis Bacon, who is widely regarded as the philosopher re-
sponsible for first codifying the modern scientific method, served as Lord
Chancellor of England under King James the First. He was hardly an
enemy of guardianship, but he recognized that the doctrines of his day,
based on royal authority and religious tradition, had become stagnant.
“The many surrender themselves to the leadership of one . . . and become
incapable of adding anything new,” he wrote. “For when philosophy is
severed from its roots in experience, whence it first sprouted and grew, it
becomes a dead thing.” By contrast, he observed, the scientific method
had shown its ability to “acquire new strength and capacities” by drawing
upon “the talents of many individuals.”® As an alternative to the concept
of rule by philosopher-kings, he envisioned a utopian society run by a
technical elite, which would draw upon the knowledge generated by sci-
ence in order to govern in the interests of efficiency, order, and progress.

The Royal Society for the Improvement of Natural Knowledge,
founded in 1660 as England’s official scientific society, drew much of its
inspiration from Bacon’s belief that scientific knowledge should come
from all quarters and walks of life. At the time of the society’s charter, two-
thirds of its members were interested amateurs rather than full-time sci-
entists. Rather than narrow specialists, scientists of the period were
wide-ranging intellectuals interested in all of the ideas of the day, from
physics to theology. They combined passion for knowledge with practical
interests in commerce, agriculture, and industry. “We find noble rarities
to be every day given in,” wrote Bishop Sprat, the first historian of the So-
ciety, “not only by the hands of the learned, but from the shops of me-
chanics, voyages of merchants, ploughs of husbandmen, gardens of
gentlemen.”

Simultaneously, however, an unmistakable thread of elitism ran
through the thinking of the scientific utopians. Bacon openly disdained
the “innate depravity and malignant disposition of the common people”
and viewed science as a way to teach “the peoples [to] take upon them the
yoke of laws and submit to authority, and forget their ungovernable atti-
tudes.” Likewise, Sprat of the Royal Society saw particular value in the
participation of its noble-born, amateur members—"“gentlemen, free and
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unconfined . . . who by the freedom of their education, the plenty of their
estates and the usual generosity of noble blood, may be well supposed to
be most averse from sordid considerations.”

In France the philosophes, whose thinking helped inspire the French
Revolution, dreamed of doing to government what Sir Isaac Newton had
done to the human understanding of mathematics and physics. They be-
lieved that once men grasped the underlying “fundamental laws” of
human society, they would be able to operate the “world-machine”
smoothly and efficiently for the betterment of all.® This belief found re-
alization in the Jacobin movement, whose goal, notes historian Lewis
Coser, was “to make France over in the image of pure reason.” And yet it
was precisely the intensity of the Jacobin commitment to “pure reason”
and “obedience to the law of nature, which intends every man to be just,”
that led to the French Terror and rule by guillotine. “As long as the de-
mands of nature were violated, as long as there were corruption and ras-
cals and lukewarm concern with public virtue, the purge must continue,”
Coser observes. “In the pursuit of so exalted an aim, men invested with
high purpose and morally invulnerable need feel no pity. Their opponents
were not in error; they were in sin. They could therefore be exterminated
in good conscience.™

A great gulf obviously separated reality from revolutionary ideals, and
yet the utopian vision of a world made perfect by reason proved too cap-
tivating to abandon. As the French Revolution gave way to disillusion-
ment, philosopher Claude-Henri Saint-Simon became one of the most
popular thinkers of the nineteenth century and has had a profound influ-
ence on later generations of thinkers. E. H. Carr has aptly described him
as “the precursor of socialism, the precursor of the technocrats, and the
precursor of totalitarianism.”'® Like Sir Francis Bacon, Saint-Simon be-
lieved that science and technology would “solve major social as well as
technical problems.” In order for technical experts to run society, however,
the “unenlightened masses” had to be controlled. This in turn implied a
“need to abandon mass democracy and, in turn, politics.”! In their place,
he proposed establishing a new science that would guide all of the others,
which he called the “science of organization.”'? '

Saint-Simon’s ideas were promulgated further by his primary disciple,
August Comte, who believed that politics should eventually become a
form of “applied physics.” Their thinking was similar in many respects to
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the ideas of the Jacobins. The main difference was that the terrors and tri-
als of revolution had taught Saint-Simon and Comte a certain hostility to
politics and even to democracy itself, leading to a “deep-seated conviction
that politicians should be replaced by scientific and technical elites. These
ideas,” writes sociologist Frank Fischer, “occur again and again through-
out technocratic writings. Only the historical circumstances change; the
ideas themselves remain remarkably constant.”?

Science, far from being merely a way to study the physical world,
had undergone a dramatic transformation. The hard science of physics,
with its precise measurements and exact mechanical laws, had become a
metaphor, a model of rationality and discipline that people attempted to
imitate as they studied softer subjects such as biology, language, human
behavior and even the behavior of entire societies. Somehow it didn't
seem to matter that none of these subjects lent themselves to precise
measurements and predictions. Science had ceased to be merely a
methodology and had become an ideology as well.

As an ideology, it lent itself to diverse and conflicting political uses.
In England, the Utilitarians adopted an air of scientific rigor as they set out
to collect data in support of abolishing the British Poor Law, the welfare
system of the day. In its place, they imposed the more “efficient” (i.e.,
cheaper) workhouse system, whose vicious exploitation of the poor would
later be depicted with heartrending detail in the novels of Charles Dick-
ens. Somewhat later, the Fabian Socialists would pave the way for the
British welfare state with similar assiduous compilations of meticulous,
statistics-laden reports, through which they aimed to establish themselves
as “unofficial expert ‘clerks’ to any decision-maker hampered by lack of ex-
pert advice.”"* The Ultilitarian obsession with data collection also led to the
compilation of the famous Victorian Blue Books, the densest collection of
social statistics in human history, which in turn became the source from
which Karl Marx drew all of the information he needed for his damning
indictment of capitalism. The Marxist “science” of history and class strug-
gle inspired the Bolshevik revolution in Russia, with its own belief in com-
pletely rational state power wielded by militant intellectuals. Like the
Jacobins, the Bolsheviks believed that they were scientifically manipulat-
ing “objective laws of history” in order to create an ideal society. Once
again, these ideals degenerated in practice into a new system of bureau-
cratic tyranny and repressive terror.
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The “Science of Ruling” Comes to America

In the United States, the technocratic agenda found prominent expression
in the Progressive movement that emerged in the last quarter of the nine-
teenth century. Herbert Croly, the founder of The New Republic magazine,
was deeply influenced by the philosophy of August Comte, as was Walter
Lippmann. Meanwhile, on the conservative side of the political ledger,
Frederick Taylor was developing his theories of “scientific management.”
Using time and motion studies of workers, he sought to design factories
and the work process in ways that would maximize productivity. His ap-
proach appealed not only to capitalists but to Russian revolutionary leader
V. I. Lenin, who urged Soviet factories to “organize the study and teach-
ing of the Taylor system,” which he called one of the “greatest scientific
achievements in the field of analyzing mechanical motions during work,
the elimination of superfluous and awkward motions, the elaboration of
correct methods of work, the introduction of the best system of account-
ing and control.”"®

“The functions of scientific management were twofold,” observes Fis-
cher. “First, they were to enter the workplace to learn (through time and
motion studies) what the workers already knew: how to plan and direct the
details of the work process. Second, through managerial planning and
analysis, Taylorites were to employ this newly gained knowledge to ‘effi-
ciently' redesign the production process under management control. . .. On
the shop floor, the division of labor was increased by giving workers more
specialized, less complex tasks. As a cost-saving device, it permitted the
substitution of cheaper, less skilled workers for skilled workers. Work was
less interesting and more repetitive for the worker, but it was more prof-
itable for management. To foil resistance, Taylor's strategy also introduced
a number of technical changes. For example, work was designed to make
the production process incomprehensible to workers. . . . As Taylor put it,
‘all possible brain work should be removed from the shop and centered in
the planning or layout department.’ "'

Not only were workers denied control over their own work processes,
they were declared psychologically unfit for rational thought. Here, the im-
petus came from the much-cited “Hawthorne Studies,” which probably re-
main the most widely analyzed and discussed experiments in the history
of the social sciences. Named after a Western Electric plant where the
studies were conducted, the Hawthorne Studies were led by Harvard Uni-
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versity professor Elton Mayo, who studied groups of women workers in an
effort to determine what factors made them more productive. The
Hawthorne Studies became influential not because of what they “proved,”
but because Mayo's conclusions found a ready audience in the business
community. He claimed that there was a fundamental psychological dif-
ference between workers and management. Whereas management acts on
the basis of logic and rationality, he said, workers are motivated by emo-
tions."”

The period between World Wars 1 and 1l came to be known as the
“Age of the Machine.” It was during this period that mechanical tech-
nologies diffused throughout society. The automobile came into fashion.
Machines became symbols of rationality, order, efficiency, power, and
progress.'8 A fledgling “technocracy movement” arose in the United States
that saw “science banishing waste, unemployment, hunger, and insecurity
of income forever . . . we see science replacing an economy of scarcity with
an era of abundance . . . we see functional competence displacing
grotesque and wasteful incompetence, facts displacing disorder, industrial
planning displacing industrial chaos.””® Sometimes calling itself “Tech-
nocracy, Inc.,” the movement exhibited protofascistic tendencies: “Orga-
nized around a rigid hierarchical structure, the members of technocracy
featured gray uniforms with special insignias, drove a fleet of gray auto-
mobiles, and greeted one another with a special salute,” Fischer notes.?

In the wake of the First World War, observed contemporary historian
Frederick Lewis Allen, science was “the one great intellectual force which
had not suffered disrepute. . . . The prestige of science was colossal. The
man in the street and the woman in the kitchen, confronted on every
hand with new machines and devices which they owed to the laboratory,
were ready to believe that science could accomplish almost anything; and
they were being deluged with scientific information and theory. The news-
papers were giving columns of space to inform (or misinform) them of the
latest discoveries; a new dictum from Albert Einstein was now front-page
stuff even though practically nobody could understand it. Outlines of
knowledge poured from the presses to tell people about the planetesimal
hypothesis and the constitution of the atom, to describe for them in un-
warranted detail the daily life of the cave-man, and to acquaint them with
the electron, endocrines, hormones, vitamins, reflexes and psychoses.”!

The 1920s was also the period when the psychosexual theories of
Sigmund Freud found a mass audience. “Psychology was king,” Allen ob-
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serves. “Freud, Adler, Jung and Watson had their tens of thousands of
votaries; intelligence-testers invaded the schools in quest of 1.Q.s; psy-
chiatrists were installed in business houses to hire and fire employees
and determine advertising policies.”

The Wizard of Spin

Freud exerted particular influence on Edward L. Bernays, the man who
has come to be known as the “father of public relations.” For him, Freud
was not just a towering intellect but a family member and personal men-
tor. Bernays was the son of Eli Bernays and Anna Freud Bernays, Sig-
mund’s sister. In fact, the Freuds and Bernayses got along so well that
Sigmund himself ended up marrying Martha Bernays, Eli’s sister. What
this meant for Edward Bernays is that he was not only Sigmund Freud’s
nephew but a nephew twice over. Through Bernays, Freud’s influence on
the fledgling public relations industry was enormous, and that legacy con-
tinues today in the most direct familial sense at Freud Communications,
a high-powered British PR firm owned by Matthew Freud, Sigmund’s
great-grandson. In addition to handling celebrities such as Arnold
Schwarzenegger, Sylvester Stallone, Bruce Willis, Hugh Grant, and
Pamela Anderson, Freud Communications has worked for companies
such as Volvo and Pizza Hut, and also handled the PR for the 1995 launch
of Pepsi’s redesigned soda pop cans.

It would not be any exaggeration to say that Edward Bernays viewed
his famous uncle Sigmund as a father figure. He visited him in Europe
whenever he got the chance, showered him with gifts of cigars, and helped
arrange for and publicize the translation of Freud’s Introductory Lectures
in Psychoanalysis in the United States. From Freud’s perspective, these ef-
forts came as welcome assistance at a time when postwar inflation had
wiped him out financially, although the relationship was strained some-
what by young Edward’s eagerness to sacrifice intellectual rigor to the
lowbrow demands of the publicity trade. When Bernays approached him
with an offer from Cosmopolitan magazine to write an article titled “The
Wife’s Mental Place in the Home,” Freud rebelled with a stinging letter
of refusal. “The absolute submission of your editors to the rotten taste of
an uncultivated public is the cause of the low level of American literature,”
he wrote.
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Occasional tensions notwithstanding, Bernays saw his association
with Freud as a way to establish his own reputation as a thinker and
theorist—