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1

Media Bias and Presidential Justifications for War in the Age of Terrorism

Given their stunning and incomprehensible nature, it is easy to see why thousands of books, articles, and essays followed in the wake of the events of 9/11. Immediately after the attacks, Americans looked to their president for words of leadership, and on the evening of 9/11 President George W. Bush gave his most formal reply of the day. In part, he said:


Today, our fellow citizens, our way of life, our very freedom came under attack in a series of deliberate and deadly terrorist acts. The victims were in airplanes, or in their offices; secretaries, businessmen and women, military and federal workers; moms and dads, friends and neighbors. Thousands of lives were suddenly ended by evil, despicable acts of terror.1


The stark tone of President Bush’s words hinted at the impact these attacks had upon the United States. The tone also suggested the promise of more words to come from the president. It is with these subsequent words that this book is concerned. Although the attacks of 9/11 and their impact upon American society are discussed in numerous publications, there is one area that has been comparatively ignored: presidential justifications for war in the age of terrorism. Specifically, how do presidents since the ending of the Cold War convince Americans that a certain foreign policy is justified? Put another way, how did President Bush justify U.S. military actions in the post-9/11 world? For example, whereas the invasion of Afghanistan seemed justified, what about the invasion of Iraq? What of forthcoming military strikes, and the continuing military presence in Afghanistan and Iraq? To answer these questions, it is simply not enough to find out how the Bush administration explains these actions to the American people. There is an important intermediary element to examine, one that lies between what President Bush says and what Americans actually understand him to say.

Consider that only a very small minority of Americans listen to a president’s speech or later read a transcript of that speech; the lion’s share of Americans receive their information filtered through their daily news. In this book, I examine both what the President says and what the mainstream press reports the President says, in order to determine what the public is told to believe about America’s new post-9/11 role in the world.2 In short, in this book you will see how media bias shapes our perceptions of what the president says within the context of having entered into the age of terrorism.

To better understand this process, start by considering the modern presidency as a rhetorical presidency.3 Viewed in this light, the “presidency is an office, a role, a persona, constructing a position of power, myth, legend, and persuasion. Everything a president does or says has implications and communicates ‘something.’ Every act, word, or phrase becomes calculated and measured for a response.”4 From this point of view, the president has enormous power to set national goals and provide solutions for the nation’s problems. Additionally, the mass media dramatize the content of what presidents say, thus moving the emphasis away from what presidents do to what they say. Finally, the continual campaigning by U.S. presidents encourages an emphasis upon presidential character, image, and personality, while deemphasizing deliberation on the particular issue in question.

It is a well-known American cultural fact that following closely upon the heels of World War II, a forty-five-year Cold War ensued. Each year, from 1947 until 1991, the collective weight of U.S./Soviet experiences made it easier for American presidents to construct foreign policy arguments and to take political and military action; however, as each year passed, it became more difficult to break the established cycle. This Cold War metanarrative permeated every aspect of U.S. foreign policy decisions during those forty-five years.5 By metanarrative, I mean the combined totality of all U.S./Soviet communication interactions during this period. This metanarrative involved the general American cultural perception of the Soviets as bad or evil, as opposed to the United States, which was identified with being good or moral. It is a narrative that is found throughout almost all U.S. government communications about the Soviets—thus, its “meta” nature.

There existed prior to the ending of the Cold War a “contest of force vs. freedom, irrationality vs. rationality, and aggression vs. defense [that permeated] the substance and style of the call-to-arms throughout American history.”6 Cold War rhetoric draws upon this tradition, and presidents were able to construct arguments appealing for public support using the values and cultural myths lived by the American people. Usually, this strategy involved the indirect construction of an image of the enemy through the use of contrasting references: the enemy as “coercive, irrational, and aggressive,” attempting to “subjugate a freedom-loving, rational, and pacific victim.”7

Importantly, those who study this area argue convincingly that the primary strength of Cold War rhetoric as a policy-making rationale lay in its “prevailing image of the Soviet threat.”8 This perception of threat allowed the U.S. government to characterize antagonistic states, most notably the Soviet Union, in a certain manner: “The nation’s adversary is characterized as a mortal threat to freedom, a germ infecting the body politic, a plague upon the liberty of humankind, and a barbarian intent upon destroying civilization.”9 In short, most Americans knew that the Soviets were evil, aggressive, and not genuine. Knowing such, it would be natural for U.S. presidents to suggest policies that took those believed characteristics as a given.

The Cold War metanarrative additionally functioned as a resource for the American public. We can think of the public as a group of persons “united in interests, aspirations, traditions, and experiences.”10 As a public, Americans possess “a fund of truths, principles and values.”11 In a sense, the Cold War metanarrative was part of American collective public knowledge, which is the “accumulated wisdom of the people” that “serves as the authoritative ground for political discourse.”12 Particularly in an atmosphere of crisis (and 9/11 certainly qualifies), the public would rely upon this “accumulated knowledge to define the situation.”13 Additionally, the public and its knowledge act to authorize policy decisions from those who are acting as representatives for the public—the president, for example. Although case-specific authorization is not always needed for day-to-day activities, many political and military acts occur within a crisis context and thus require authorization, because “authorization is needed when a proposed act or message might seriously affect the well being of others.”14

However, with the ending of the Cold War, U.S. presidents now find themselves hard-pressed to justify international political and military action—no Cold War metanarrative exists—so to what common knowledge do presidents turn to invent (ground) their arguments? Presidents can no longer simply assume that Americans will agree that a certain course of action is justified just because in the past such action would have been explained (or authorized) by the Cold War metanarrative. Presidents have lost the settled arguments comprising the Cold War metanarrative, so how do they “invent” arguments?

The Bush administration’s response to 9/11 certainly needed justification on some level. Americans needed the attacks explained, but also needed the administration’s response explained. As it turned out, 9/11 was an event that allowed the Bush White House the opportunity to begin to develop a new metanarrative: the “War on Terror.”


Definition of Crisis

Communication researchers who study presidential crises generally view them as rhetorical constructions. That is to say, outside of direct military attack, the situation does not create the crisis; instead, the president’s response to the situation—how he describes it—creates our understanding of the situation as a crisis or not. Although the reality-based features of crises are not denied, these researchers argue that the public’s understanding of the crisis—its seriousness, its scope, and its impact—is directly affected by what a president says and does. For example, a crisis is generally announced by the president as such, and then an assertion is made that the situation demands that he “act decisively.” 15 During this time, the president asks not for debate, but for his response to be supported. So long as the crisis is not one of a military attack upon the United States, it is to be considered a political event “rhetorically created by the president.”16 Be that as it may, the president is not free to say what he pleases when responding to a crisis; his rhetorical options are limited by “precedent, tradition, and expediency.” 17 The events of 9/11 were, of course, a terrorist attack. Even though the United States had been attacked, it was not a military assault by another country, so Americans had yet to form their collective interpretation of the event. Just what type of crisis was this, and how should Americans respond?

International crises often appear suddenly, are usually complex, and do not allow easy interpretation by the public. Presidential statements act to create a stable context from which to interpret the crisis. Generally, presidential speeches announcing a crisis “begin with an assertion of the President’s control of the facts of the situation and an acknowledgement that the New Facts which occasion the speech constitute a New Situation—a crisis for the United States.”18 Prior to the ending of the Cold War, researchers in the area of crisis communication suggested three basic items distinguishing presidential crisis rhetoric from other types of presidential utterances.19 First, there was the obligatory statement of facts. Second, there was the establishment of a “melodrama” between good (the United States) and evil (traditionally the Soviets). Third, the policy announced by the president and the asked-for support were framed as moral acts.

Although this structure held true for post-World War II presidents up to President George H. W. Bush, presidents Bill Clinton and George W. Bush have been unable to frame their responses to international crises exactly in this manner due to the ending of the Cold War. The Evil Empire of the Cold War no longer exists; the Cold War metanarrative (which provided reassuring knowledge for Americans) no longer exists. So then, how may a president frame international crisis situations? More specifically, how was President Bush to frame the terrorist attacks of 9/11?

These attacks most certainly represented a grave crisis for the United States, the fact of which the public was well aware. Initially the public needed reassurance that its safety was at hand and that no further attacks were on the near horizon. The public demanded information: What should we do? What happened? There existed an immediacy to the crisis, and the president’s first responses on 9/11 sought to answer these concerns. After the initial shock of the attack wore off, the second stage of response to this crisis occurred, involving a greater degree of interpretation on the part of the Bush administration. Just how was the United States to respond to these attacks? Just as importantly, how were these responses to be justified to the American public? In short, how could the Bush administration tap into American public knowledge in a similar manner to Cold War presidents?

During a crisis, the president is not completely free to act in any way he wishes; presidential responses to crises are culturally and historically based. Specific to international crisis, the president must build certain images of the enemy or must make links with the values embedded within American culture and history, if he is to successfully mitigate the crisis. In short, “leader[s] must find the acceptable images of political reality suitable for his/her people.”20 Following 9/11, the Bush administration, knowingly or not, began laying the framework for a new metanarrative to ground arguments for America’s action in the world: the War on Terror.

Crises may be immediate, as with 9/11, or they may slowly evolve, presenting presidents with the opportunity to respond to the budding rhetorical situation.21 Either way in “clear cases of crisis, the context—and, hence, the [president’s] reaction—is less ambiguous. When national interests are not so directly involved, however, the context is more dubious and conflicting perceptions may weaken the public’s understanding of the event. In these instances, the public seeks additional guidance.”22 When the public seeks additional information from the president, and it is provided, the overall situation again changes. For with each new round of information disclosures, the amount and primacy of information that constitutes public knowledge change, and with this comes a change in the context through which the public views the crisis. A crisis atmosphere disrupts the usual stability of public knowledge; a state of flux ensues. A crisis, by its very transitional nature, generates new knowledge; it subverts or contests old knowledge about the situation.23

It is at this critical juncture that the role of the news media takes on extreme importance to the creation of public knowledge. For in these crisis situations, the president’s message is relayed through the interpretive lens of the press; together, president and press act as providers of preknowledge (knowledge as yet unassimilated into the public consciousness, not yet formally part of American public knowledge). Eventually, portions of this preknowledge will evolve into public knowledge, while other portions will simply fade away like remnants of a dream. However, the public’s perception of the situation and the initial presidential utterances are viewed through the public’s initial knowledge held in general: common American historical and cultural knowledge.

With the disappearance of the Cold War metanarrative, however, public knowledge concerning international crisis situations was thrown into flux. The absence of this metanarrative made the rhetorical interpretation and response to crises problematic for both presidents and the public. Americans knew that 9/11 needed a response—but what constituted a fitting response? More to the point, following 9/11, how could Americans judge the responses of presidents to crisis situations?

Discovering the answers to these questions is the point of this book. Essentially, I will examine statements made by President Bush about the War on Terror and then compare them to the reports made by the mainstream news media about the president’s statements. In this way, we can see how presidential/press utterances contended in their efforts both to offer preknowledge and then to facilitate the change from preknowledge into public knowledge. In the president’s case, we see the attempt to develop a new metanarrative to ground arguments for U.S. action in the world.




Looking for Frames

One way to discover how a president and press advance an understanding of any situation is to look for how they frame that situation. A “frame is a central organizing idea for making sense of relevant events and suggesting what is at issue.”24 Although facts do remain neutral until framed, they “take on their meaning by being embedded in a frame or story line that organizes them and gives them coherence, selecting certain ones to emphasize while ignoring others.”25 When we frame facts or events in a particular way, we encourage others to see those facts and events in that same particular way. In this sense, framing can be understood as taking some aspects of our reality and making them more easily noticed than other aspects.

Frames have enormous power to shape the way we view certain issues and situations; for example, researchers using mandatory testing for HIV as the issue for their study found that the effect


of framing is to prime values differentially, establishing the salience of the one or the other. [A] majority of the public supports the rights of persons with AIDS when the issue is framed to accentuate civil liberties considerations—and supports . . . mandatory testing when the issue is framed to accentuate public health considerations.26


Another study used a local news story about a Ku Klux Klan march as the controlled frame. Audiences were shown one of two videotaped stories. The first story stressed a free speech frame; viewers were presented with a theme that stressed Klan members and protesters wanting to share their respective messages. Quotes shared in the taped stories included a protester with a sign saying “No free speech for racists.” Another quote came from a Klan supporter: “I came down here to hear what they have to say and I think I should be able to listen if I want to.” Images shown included the chanting of protesters and a Klan leader speaking into a microphone. Finally, four interviews were presented, three of which were Klan supporters wishing to hear the Klan message. The second story stressed a disruption of public order frame. Viewers were presented with a theme that stressed that Klan marches tend to be disorderly and potentially violent. Quotes given included an observer: “Here you have a potential for some real sparks in the crowd.” Another quote came from a reporter: “The tension between Klan protesters and supporters came within seconds of violence.” Accompanying images included police officers in front of Klan members, protecting them from the crowd. Finally, three interviews were presented, each of which mentioned potential violence and disruption of public order. The results of this study are instructive: “Participants who viewed the free speech story expressed more tolerance for the Klan than those participants who watched the public order story.”27 These studies demonstrate that even on topics requiring serious thought, the power of frames to shape our perceptions of an event or action is great.

Frames are so powerful because they are able to make some information more salient than other information; that is, they “highlight some features of reality while omitting others.”28 Unless we are actively looking for it, we rarely notice this process because our public attention is highly selective and often relies solely upon the information the press decides to share with us. That is, we read our local papers and watch the evening news; rarely do we actively seek additional information that might challenge what the press presents to us.

Framing is a process whereby communicators, consciously or unconsciously, act to construct a point of view that encourages the facts of a given situation to be interpreted by others in a particular manner. Frames operate in four key ways: they define problems, diagnose causes, make moral judgments, and suggest remedies. They reside in the communicator, the receiver of the message, and the culture at large. Frames are often found within a narrative account of an issue or event and are generally the central organizing idea. Frames are all around us and are a normal part of the communication process; we need ways to negotiate the massive amounts of information that comes to us every day, and frames provide the interpretive cues for otherwise neutral facts. Large and complex ideas and events need framing since they have so many elements upon which we could focus our attention. Framing analysis can help us to see how we construct interpretations of our environment. Additionally, and central to this book, framing analysis is a particularly useful way to understand the effects the news media have upon our understanding of the world.


Framing and the Media

There is little doubt that the media are able to focus the attention of the public on particular issues merely by giving that issue more attention than another. Consider the 2004 coverage of the Abu Ghraib prison situation. During three weeks of intense front-page coverage and nightly news reports, America was force-fed this event to the exclusion of others. Even other aspects of the U.S. involvement in Iraq were virtually ignored. For instance, how many schools, hospitals, or water-treatment plants were reopened during this time? How many successful counterterrorism operations did the U.S. military conduct? If you were like the overwhelming majority of Americans, you would have no idea, since the news media had focused your attention elsewhere. This process, whereby the news media focus our attention on an issue or event, is called agenda setting.

In addition to focusing our attention on a specific issue or event, the media can also focus public attention on particular attributes within that topic.29 Since a particular facet of the issue would be foremost in the public eye, it seems likely that the public would use that particular attribute to evaluate, for instance, how a politician performs in a certain situation. The public becomes primed to evaluate someone—the president, for example—by how well he or she handles the particular issue covered by the press. The more the press covers an issue, the more the public will evaluate the president’s success or failure in relation to the content of media coverage, as opposed to the actual actions of the president.

By focusing upon one event over another, or upon a particular attribute within an event, the media set an agenda for our attention. Beyond this, though, how the media invite us to think about a particular event or issue moves beyond setting an agenda. The media are now providing “contextual cues or frames in which to evaluate those subjects.” 30 If the media continue to focus on an issue, that issue is thrust into the forefront of national thought; it is here that the media-generated context becomes crucially important. When the media move beyond establishing a neutral context for understanding an event or issue, they move beyond neutral reportorial practices and into the realm of agenda extension.

By way of example, we saw agenda extension operating during the Watergate hearings, and it began when media gatekeepers decided to publish that particular story.31 Although deciding what story to tell is the first step in all news reporting, the press takes a second step when determining how much attention to give to the story and for how long. This is agenda setting. Next, station managers, producers, and editors frame a story by how they decide to tell that particular story, and it is here that the notion of agenda extension gains pertinence. In the Watergate example, coverage was first framed in terms of the 1972 election. The nation became obsessed, however, as soon as the media switched frames (agenda extension), moving from the framework of the election to the framework of continual Washington corruption—and a presidency soon crumbled.




A Neutral Press?

I am inclined to believe that most Americans want the news media to provide contextual cues for proper interpretation of events and issues. I also feel that most would believe that when the media place their partisan context over the neutral one needed by the people, an abuse of press privilege has occurred. Traditionally Americans have thought of the mainstream news media in America as being objective sources for the news needed to make informed decisions. Objectivity involves both impartiality and the reflection of the “world as it is, without bias or distortion of any sort.”32 We expect the news to present a true image of the world, even though we know this is an extremely difficult ideal to achieve.

The notion of agenda extension allows us to discover the ways in which the media report outside of the aforementioned norms of reportorial objectivity. When the news media frame an issue or event, they may do so in one of three ways: They can frame it to reflect their view of the world; to reflect what they think their audiences wish to hear; or, as accurately as possible, to impart the meaning of the issue or event by allowing the issue or event to speak for itself. It seems to me that the third represents the best attempt at a fair and responsible press. I would agree with Louis A. Day, who writes that news media outlets should “strive to keep their personal preferences and opinions out of news stories”; they should be “concerned with facts and impartiality in the presentation of those facts.”33 Framing analysis can help us determine if journalists are living up to these standards or are framing the news to impart a meaning in keeping with their own view of the world.




How to Look for Frames and Bias

I think it’s safe to say that the news media exercise enormous political and social power because they establish the relevance of some issues and events vis-à-vis others. This allows them to control the content and direction of public discussion. Through framing, the central organizing principle of continued news coverage, the news media are able to tell us how to think about a particular issue or event. The question now is, how can we use this concept to fruitfully analyze news media products?

Perhaps the easiest way to detect frames is through comparison. Given that “frames reside in the specific properties of the news narrative that encourage those perceiving and thinking about events to develop particular understandings of them,”34 the differences in frames for similar events should easily be detected. Specifically, framing elements reside in the press narrative accounts of events; they consist of key words, metaphors, concepts, symbols, and visual images. They consistently appear within a narrative and “convey thematically consonant meanings across . . . time.”35 Once the framing process is set in motion by the interaction of sources and journalists, the established frame guides the thinking of both audience and journalist. This type of frame is called event-specific since it was a frame generated in response to a specific event. Once in place, event-specific schema—frames—encourage journalists to “perceive, process, and report all further information about the event in ways supporting the basic interpretation encoded in the schema.”36

By way of example, one study comparatively analyzed the narratives within news stories about two commercial jets, KAL (Korean Airlines) 007 and Iran Air 655, both shot down by military forces in separate incidents.37 In 1983, Soviet fighter jets shot down the Korean passenger airliner, which had flown into Soviet airspace, and in 1988 the USS Vincennes, while operating in the Persian Gulf, shot down an Iranian airliner. This study used news items appearing in Time, Newsweek, CBS Evening News, the Washington Post, and the New York Times. During the two-week period following the KAL 007 shootdown, the New York Times printed 286 stories and the Washington Post printed 169. During a similar two-week period following the shootdown of Iran Air 655, the New York Times printed 102 stories and the Washington Post 82. In terms of agenda setting, the volume of coverage helped to determine the importance of the event. What frames were generated, though? The destruction of KAL 007 was framed as a moral outrage, whereas the downing of Iran Air 655 was framed as a technical problem.

These findings demonstrate how frames impose a specific interpretation onto events. They often obscure contrary information that may be presented in a particular case: “for those stories in which a single frame thoroughly pervades the text, stray contrary opinions . . . are likely to possess such low salience as to be of little practical use to most audience members.”38 For the KAL and Iran Air shootdowns, this meant that it was perfectly acceptable for political elites to describe the KAL shootdown as a brutal attack; however, it was much less likely for them to describe it in terms of a tragedy because the established frame prevented that: the Soviets were evil and at fault. To think of the shootdown in terms of tragedy would have run against the frame. In stark contrast, the Iran Air 655 shootdown was framed as a technical glitch. To call it other than an accident or tragedy, or to suggest that U.S. Gulf policy was at fault, would have run counter to the established frame.

When examining the news media, a comparative analysis is performed by examining the primary event and the subsequent press coverage of that event; for example, examine a speech given by President Bush and then examine the press reports that follow about that speech. By looking at how the president framed the issue or event in his speech, and then looking at how the press framed the same issue or event, one may easily detect differences in frames and thus see how the press might be inserting bias into the news. For example, in Presidential Crisis Rhetoric and the Press in a Post-Cold War World, I examined the contending frames of the Clinton administration and the printed press when discussing crisis situations in North Korea, Bosnia, and Haiti.39 Specifically, I sought to discover how the Clinton administration framed the situations and how the press framed the situations as a response to the administration’s statements. I examined news stories and editorials printed in the Washington Post and the New York Times during a ten-day period following each of the administration’s public statements concerning the above crises.

In order to discover frames, I began by analyzing the administration’s statements for narratives; next I specifically looked for various framing devices that could have been used by the Clinton administration: key words, metaphors, and concepts.40 Having accomplished this, I repeated the analysis on the news stories and editorials. Three questions guided my investigation: (1) How did the Clinton administration frame the crisis situations in Haiti, North Korea, and Bosnia? (2) When responding to the Clinton administration, how did the press frame the respective situations? (3) Did the frames of the president and the press ever coalesce to present a unified contextual whole? I reasoned that unless the reader had firsthand access to transcripts of the Clinton administration’s utterances, all public knowledge about the crises was filtered through the frame of the press. However, I also found that while the content of presidential messages was being reported, the context in which the messages were originally uttered often was not conveyed. In this manner the administration was not treated as a news source, providing informative utterances about the situation, but rather it was forced into an oppositional role to that of the press.

For example, during the North Korean situation, the press framed the crisis in a manner that highlighted the potential drama of a North Korean withdrawal from the nuclear nonproliferation treaty, while the Clinton administration framed the crisis in a manner that stressed calm negotiation and the budding reconciliation of North and South Korea. For another example, in 1995 President Clinton declared he would send 20,000 U.S. troops to Bosnia for peacekeeping missions; the press was predisposed to accept his decision to send troops.41 Because of this, perhaps the most important frame the administration advanced—that the mission was acceptable to the American people and relatively risk free—was actually adopted in whole by the press. Such was not the case in other areas, however. For instance, I found that the press framed the issue of congressional support for the mission differently than the Clinton administration framed it. According to the press, the Republican-controlled Congress was openly hostile and partisan in its deliberations. This frame was so well structured that it made contrary opinions, such as President Clinton’s, irrelevant. At a time when calm deliberation and consensus were extremely important for the U.S. government to project, the press was advancing a contradictory impression of the continuing discussion between Congress and the White House over U.S. involvement in Bosnia. In this instance, then, the press was intentionally miscommunicating the direct assertions of the President of the United States.

In yet another example of oppositional framing, consider that when President Clinton took office in 1993, the country was threatened with a flood of Haitian refugees. Prior to taking office, Clinton had promised fleeing Haitians political asylum, but after taking office, and seeing a massive humanitarian tragedy in the making, he instead continued his predecessor President Bush’s policy of repatriation on the high seas. Eventually this turned into a yearlong crisis for the Clinton administration. I found that the press framed the situation as a domestic issue, while the administration framed it as a foreign policy issue. The Clinton White House was stressing a foreign policy that had as its focus the return of democracy to Haiti and the aversion of a massive humanitarian tragedy. The press frame, however, stressed a domestic focus that highlighted its perception of an “inhumane” administrative policy of returning all Haitian boat people to Haiti. Although the press did report what the administration said, the context surrounding statements made by the administration was modified by the frame of the press. Not restoration of Haitian democracy, but rather the domestic U.S. legal issue of the administration’s policy became the press focus. In such a setting, the administration was presented not as a source of news, but as one side of a partisan battle with the press. This oppositional framing by the press is widespread; in other projects, I found that the press advanced its own interpretation of events over that of the speaker if that speaker’s comments went against press-supported positions. 42

The words chosen by a news reporter reveal the way that reporter categorizes the subject on which he or she is reporting.43 In this sense, word choice often “signifies the presence of a particular frame.”44 One other important aspect of framing involves how the press uses labels or names. Some researchers cite the descriptions of Saddam Hussein given by American reporters during the first Gulf War. Hussein was described as the “Iraqi dictator,” a description that placed him in the same category, in the minds of Americans, as Hitler, Mao, Stalin, and other loathsome totalitarians. Contrast this with describing him as the “Iraqi leader,” “Iraqi president,” or “Iraqi commander-in-chief.” From this example, we can see that the lexical choices made within the various frames (names used to describe an individual), act to frame the news story in such a manner that a dominant reading is suggested. Similarly, consider the American press descriptions of Yugoslavian president Slobodan Milošević given during the NATO bombing of Serbia. He was described as an “evil dictator, ” “a cruel and determined enemy,” and “a brutal dictator” to name only three. Frequent comparisons were made with Hitler as well: “Adolf Hitler had a ‘final solution.’ Slobodan Milošević has ‘ethnic cleansing.’ Each leader’s term gives a brilliant, if not positive, spin to his massacres.”45 If the press described Milošević as the “Yugoslavian leader,” “Yugoslavian president,” or “Yugoslavian commander-in-chief,” considerations about Milošević’s legitimacy would have been quite different.46

 


In the next chapter, the speeches given by President Bush immediately following 9/11 will be examined, along with the press coverage of those speeches. In each of chapters 3 through 7, at least one major speech by the president is examined, again with the press coverage of that speech. The idea is to look for themes about 9/11 and the War on Terror that the president used, and then to look at what themes the press used when reporting on what the president said.47 The idea behind this is that themes can provide a “measure of the presence of frames.”48 After identifying themes, I will describe how those themes are framed. Through this comparative analysis, we can detect differences in the frames presented to the American people and determine the nature of any press bias. Except in chapter 2, the major networks covered are ABC, CBS, and NBC. The major newspapers covered include the New York Times, USA Today, and the Washington Post.
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A New Justification for War?

Following the 9/11 terrorist attacks, Americans desperately needed information so they could comprehend and respond appropriately to the horrendous event thrust upon them. This was a direct attack upon the United States, so President Bush had no need to convince the public of the necessity of a response. He did, however, have three tasks before him: he had to prevent panic, guide the emotional responses of Americans, and guide the development of America’s interpretation of the attack.

The president spoke to Americans three times on September 11, 2001 (his Emma Booker Elementary School comments, the Barksdale Air Force Base comments later that day, and his address to the nation that evening), and twice on September 12 (his comments during a Pentagon visit and remarks at a photo opportunity with his national security team). Collectively, these statements laid the groundwork for the administration’s initial framing of the 9/11 attacks.

As mentioned in chapter 1, with end of the Cold War, America’s role in the world entered a state of flux and also made the job of justifying foreign policy action more difficult for U.S. presidents. The events of 9/11 exacerbated this situation, immediately creating a new situation in which America’s public knowledge about how to act in the world was all but destroyed. With this context in mind, I examine in this chapter both the Bush administration’s public response to the 9/11 tragedy and the news media’s role in reinterpreting and conveying that response to the American people.

In this chapter we see how the Bush administration, combined with the reporting of the mainstream media, created a unique combination of elements that formed a stable preknowledge. In the present case, the initial press reaction to President Bush was generally supportive and rather accurately relayed his statements to the American public. Accordingly, the frames and themes used by the president were relayed to Americans by the press; because of this, the Bush administration was able to create a stable contextual frame through which information-hungry Americans could view both the 9/11 crisis and future administration responses. The press and the president repeatedly provided the same facts and, more or less, the same interpretation of those facts, so Americans were allowed a period of relative stability regarding how they interpreted events surrounding 9/11.

Americans and the press often exhibit a “rally ’round the president” attitude in times of crisis, although since the ending of the Cold War this practice is increasingly infrequent and short lived. It is very likely that President Bush was in part supported initially due to the extreme shock of the events on 9/11. Consider, too, that many in the mainstream press call New York City home; it is likely that they felt some need to look for help as well. Nevertheless, both the press and the American public were knocked hard out of a sense of safety by 9/11; the combined president-press coherent response aided Americans during these crucial first weeks.

The immediate emotional impact of the attacks upon the American psyche should not be overlooked. Entire generations of Americans had never experienced a major war, much less an attack on U.S. soil; the attacks pushed Americans into new emotional territory. Graphic images were repeatedly seen on television and in print, searing them into the collective consciousness of Americans who were hour by hour increasingly wondering about their safety: were more attacks lurking around the corner? This combined emotional and physical setting forms the background of the rhetorical situation in which President Bush and the press were to act.

9/11 created a completely new category of events—foreign terror attacks on U.S. soil—and on this issue, Americans had no set sense concerning proper response. Usually, when presidents frame a foreign policy crisis, it is “a crisis that does not involve an external military attack on the United States” and can be viewed as “a political event rhetorically created by the President.”1 But 9/11 was an attack, so from this perspective it could seem that the president would not have as much latitude in framing the crisis (certainly it is a given that the president had little control over the facts that surrounded the attacks). However, there existed so much confusion, growing outrage, and desire for unity that the president was able to frame the facts surrounding 9/11 to initially rally the pubic to support his actions. Although at the outset the president and press had to respond to the immediate concerns of the American public, once the situation had stabilized, the 9/11 attacks gave the president and the press a unique opportunity to begin the creation of a new metanarrative and reshape public knowledge concerning America’s role in the world.

In his speeches of September 11 and 12, President Bush introduced a number of themes that he would further develop into major frames during the months and years that followed. These themes provided the press, and therefore the American public, with the beginnings of a larger frame through which to understand, discuss, and respond to the events of 9/11: the War on Terror. Through repetition of the themes in almost all of his major addresses between September 11 and October 6, Bush effected a stable frame through which he could contextualize and interpret new events related to 9/11. Eventually, the frame the president used would develop into a master frame and attempt a transformation into a new metanarrative.2 The press initially supported President Bush and helped to relay accurately his words to the American public. Although this chapter shows that at first the press accurately imparted the meaning of the president’s speeches to Americans, the chapters that follow reveal an increasingly oppositional press, one set on countering presidential statements.3


The President Speaks

President Bush’s earliest remarks at 9:30 A.M. on the morning of 9/11 were little more than an attempt to reassure the nation that the government was aware of the situation and that proper action would be taken. Asserting that the government was mobilizing, the president said that he had “spoken to the Vice President, to the Governor of New York, to the Director of the FBI” and promised that the government would aid those affected by the attacks with the “full resources of the federal government [going] to help the victims and their families.”4 These remarks acted to assure the public that their government was fully aware of the crisis and its consequences and was currently working to address the situation. As more details about the attacks emerged later in the day, Bush was able to speak from a better informed position. This allowed him to send a more reassuring message, in which he emphasized the strength of the government. On the evening of the 11th, the president told the nation that “the functions of our government continue without interruption” and that “federal agencies . . . will be open for business tomorrow. Our financial institutions remain strong, and the American economy will be open for business as well.”5 The implication, business-as-usual, was also heard operating the next day when he said that the “Federal government and all our agencies are conducting business.” 6 Hearing this, the public was invited to believe that its government was strong, resilient, and working to protect the American people.

The president’s central message of encouragement to the American people was that they would be effectively protected from more terror attacks, so panic was not an appropriate response to the 9/11 attacks. Bush repeatedly emphasized the role of the government in protecting Americans: “We have taken all appropriate security precautions to protect the American people. . . . We will do whatever is necessary to protect America and Americans,”7 and our “first priority is to . . . protect our citizens at home . . . from further attacks.”8 The government was not only portrayed as actively working to protect Americans from future attacks but also as aiding those affected by the acts of terror committed on 9/11. The president wanted “to reassure the American people that the full resources of the federal government are working to assist . . . to save lives and help victims”9 and told them that “our emergency teams are working in New York City and Washington, D.C. to help with local rescue efforts.”10 With these messages, President Bush helped Americans start to believe that they were being protected from future attacks and that those most affected by the attacks would be helped.

Additionally, Bush both acknowledged and sympathized with the public’s emotional reaction to the attacks. He characterized this emotional response as “disbelief, terrible sadness, and a quiet, unyielding anger” and explained that the “acts . . . were intended to frighten our nation into chaos and retreat.” He urged the public to avoid responding with fear and described the “terrible sadness” of Americans in such a way that it could be transferred into an “unyielding anger.” America and its people would persevere because they would not panic and escalate the “chaos.”11

Although it was natural in this crisis atmosphere for the president to work to avert panic and to be sensitive to the emotional impact of the attacks, he also needed to establish a frame through which to view both the attacks and America’s new enemy. Given the unique nature of 9/11, the public had little experience upon which to draw. Its public knowledge was lacking, so the president had to characterize the attacks for them. The framing of the attacks clearly progressed through the president’s first speeches, moving from a “national tragedy,” to considerably more severe characterizations.12 By late afternoon of the 12th, the characterization was set:


Coming here [to the Pentagon] makes me sad, on the one hand; it also makes me angry. Our country will, however, not be cowed by terrorists, by people who don’t share the same values we share, by people who are willing to destroy people’s lives because we embrace freedom. The nation mourns, but our government will go on, the country will function. We are on high alert for possible activity13


On the night of 9/11, Bush indicated that the response to the attacks would be considered a “war on terrorism,”14 and by the following morning, the attacks were to be understood in a particularly expansive way. Whereas simple terrorist attacks would necessitate a police response, the president framed the 9/11 attacks as “more than acts of terror. They were acts of war.”15 Furthermore, this war involved finding “those responsible and to bring[ing] them to justice.”16 In terms of the scope of the war, the president stated that “we will make no distinction between the terrorists who committed these acts and those who harbor them.”17 In this way, then, 9/11 was now framed not as isolated terrorist acts but as the first strike in a war against “freedom and democracy.”18 The president explained that America would “go forward to defend all that is good and just in our world,” against a powerful, determined, and as yet undefined enemy.19

Calling upon imagery deeply embedded within American public knowledge, President Bush advised the nation that this was going to be a war of “good versus evil.”20 Within this context, he began to characterize the nature of America’s new and unfamiliar enemy. These terrorists were not a cohesive, identifiable nation openly declaring war on the country, but rather an unseen and unknown force with vague objectives. Thus, we see that in his first addresses on 9/11, the attacks were described as “cowardly acts” and the perpetrators were “folks.”21 Quickly thereafter, the attacks were characterized as “evil, despicable acts”22 and the attackers as an enemy that “preys on innocent and unsuspecting people, then runs for cover.”23 The refining of the image of the enemy moved from “cowardly acts” executed by “folks” to “acts of war” committed by an enemy who “hides in shadows, and has no regard for human life.”24 Thus, within a 48-hour period, we see the emergence of several themes and the ever refined framing of those themes. Taken together, they represent the first steps toward the formation of the administration’s master frame: the War on Terror.




The Press Response

The initial press response facilitated the Bush administration’s effort to create the impression that a strong government still protected Americans. In this sense, the press relayed and contextualized the president’s message accurately to the public. CBS News stated early in the day on 9/11 that “the first order of business here is to protect yourself against further attack.”25 Along with CBS, other networks emphasized the president’s contention that America was strong and its government was properly responsive, usually paraphrasing or employing the president’s own words to impart the message of reassurance. For example, NBC News quoted President Bush as saying, “I am sending to Congress a request for emergency funding, so that we are prepared to spend whatever it takes.”26 CBS News highlighted the fact that the president was “promising the full resources of the federal government to . . . help the victims.”27 The New York Times also quoted the president: “Our country is strong. Terrorist acts can shake the foundation of our biggest buildings, but they cannot touch the foundation of America.”28

In addition to supplying numerous quotes and paraphrases, the press also emphasized the significance of the president addressing the nation from the Oval Office. By stressing the symbolic significance of Bush’s address on the evening of 9/11, the press added to the president’s message of strength and preparedness. According to ABC News, it was “wise for the president to be back at the center of power, showing the world that there was no fear and intimidation.”29 NBC News noted that it was “important to address this nation, on this night, from the Oval Office, the symbol of power and presidential authority.”30 The instant shift in presidential style was not lost on the Washington Post:


For his first eight months in office, President Bush preferred an understated, sometimes subdued style. That presidency ended yesterday. Standing behind his desk in the Oval Office, a strikingly combative and emotional Bush vowed to lead the nation and an allied coalition to victory over . . . terrorists. . . . The moment was part of a sharp pivot Bush has made since Tuesday’s attacks from emphasizing an America “open for business” to portraying himself as commander in chief for what will likely be a long struggle.31


Although the press essentially upheld President Bush’s framing of the attacks as evil done against freedom and democracy, it was of two minds concerning the adoption of a frame of full-scale war. By September 13, the Washington Post editorially wrote:


President Bush and key members of his administration have begun to articulate some clear principles in response to the unprecedented assault by terrorists on the United States. Yesterday Mr. Bush said the attacks were not just incidents of terrorism but “acts of war” and promised in response a “battle that will take time and resolve.” These are the right foundations for what should be the national security policy of an America at war.32


The New York Times quoted President Bush as he established the frame of good against evil: “today our nation saw evil, the very worst of human nature.”33 NBC News noted this same characterization and pointed out that “the president cast this tonight as a battle between good and evil . . . using the word ‘evil’ several times.”34 However, the press hesitated to characterize the acts as the initiation of a war. This was one of very few themes the media openly questioned, almost to the point of opposition. Fox News pointed out that the implications of treating those who harbor the enemy the same as those who committed the attacks were far reaching: “[If] this turns out to be Osama bin Laden, [the United States] would also strike at the government of Afghanistan, at the Taliban, for harboring him. And that is . . . much more controversial and a little more dangerous.”35 NBC News also responded to the “harboring” statement made by the president: “The president . . . promised that we would seek out and attack, not just the terrorists, but any nation that harbored them as well. That is—and I’m not belittling what he had to say here—but that is easier said than done.”36




The President and Press: September 14 and into Afghanistan

Initially, then, the press questioned the wisdom of the president’s attempt to define the war as broadly as he did. Be that as it may, the press did embrace the president’s framing on September 14, the National Day of Prayer and Remembrance. On this day, the president made two major addresses, one at the National Cathedral in Washington, D.C., and the other at “ground zero,” the site of the World Trade Center rubble in New York City. That evening, Fox News shifted from hesitancy to support, declaring, “President Bush has emerged today fully as a serious and credible war president. . . . He’s getting inspiring.”37 The New York Times also bestowed editorial support:


Mr. Bush has managed to reach out in ways both symbolic and practical. . . . After a shaky start, his speech Friday at the National Cathedral struck the note of somber confidence that the nation was looking for. . . . If in the past he reflected the country’s more Manhattan-phobic side, his ability to transcend those feelings represented his ability to unite. . . . By his actions . . . Mr. Bush has won the first battle of the war.38


Since the end of the Cold War, the press has assumed an increasingly oppositional role to the president in foreign affairs.39 Given this trend, what was it that the president did that allowed the press to generally adopt the framing he used after 9/11? For the most part the president simply expanded upon the themes he used on the 11th and 12th: reassurance, allowing for emotional responses, characterization of the attacks as war, and describing the enemy as evil.

President Bush continued to convey a message of reassurance when he said that American grief provided the solidarity with which Americans could face the challenge ahead: “You are not alone,” the president told surviving family members. “Today we express our nation’s sorrow. . . . We feel . . . the warm courage of national unity. . . . American flags . . . are displayed in pride, and wave in defiance. . . . Our unity is a kinship of grief.”40 Recalling the victims of 9/11, Bush also spoke to the collective American emotional reaction and gently took the nation’s hand in this moment of grief: “We will linger over them, and learn their stories, and many Americans will weep.” Our “unity is . . . a resolve to prevail against our enemies.” Bush expressed the spiritual dimension of the tragedy as well; inviting the public to look to God for guidance, he stated: “God’s signs are not always the ones we look for. . . . We learn in tragedy that his purposes are not always our own. . . . Yet the prayers . . . are known and heard, and understood.” 41 At Ground Zero he extended his previous remarks: “America is on bended knee in prayer for the people whose lives were lost here.”42

With the introduction of religion, Bush provided the public with not only a means to process its grief but also a stronger context through which to understand his earlier comments about a war against evil: “Our responsibility is already clear . . . to rid the world of evil. In every generation, the world has produced enemies of human freedom. They have attacked America, because we are freedom’s home and defender.” 43 The president continued to drive home the idea that the United States represented freedom and the enemy represented “stealth and deceit and murder.”44 Of these comments, the Washington Post reported that the president had used religious themes, but also that there was concern about that usage:
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