THE TRIANGLE SERIES: 

THE NETROOTS, THE MEDIA, AND THE POLITICAL ESTABLISHMENT
Assembled from blog entries by Peter Daou and others
THE TRIANGLE: Limits of Blog Power
by Peter Daou 

September 19, 2005
Source: http://daoureport.salon.com/synopsis.aspx?synopsisId=147a2536-4de0-4716-9cc0-6c681e095ffd; downloaded 25Jan06

Background: Democrats & The Netroots 
I spent a turbulent 2004 bunkered in John Kerry’s D.C. war room, at the nexus of blogs, media, and the Washington political establishment. Despite Dean/Trippi’s paradigm-shifting work with the netroots, the tension between the online community and the Democrat establishment was – and still is – palpable. One of the first comments that greeted me at the Kerry campaign was, “I wouldn’t know a blog if it hit me in the head.” This was the first general election with blogs as a nascent political force. Assigned with heading the campaign's blog outreach, I had to improvise my way through the election, trying to reconcile two distinct worldviews. I felt the disconnect keenly. I alternated between informal conversations with a small blogger brain trust - Kos, Atrios, Digby, Steve Soto, Bill of Liberal Oasis, Dave Johnson, among others* - and meetings with Beltway stalwarts such as Bob Shrum, Tad Devine, and Joe Lockhart. I attended communications strategy sessions where veteran consultants presented one set of ideas, then plunged into Democratic Underground’s forums to read thousands of impassioned arguments to the contrary. I studied opposition research memos and matched them against posts on Free Republic, Crush Kerry, and Little Green Footballs. I prepared daily blog reports, trying to convey the mindset of the netroots, the jargon, things as small and blog-centric as the distinction between a Kossack and a Freeper. 

My challenge was to bring the energy, ideas, and attitude of the netroots into the heart of the campaign, and provide tools, information and support to the online community. I ran into two big obstacles, one of which was the tremendous amount of money being raised online. Not surprisingly, the Internet was perceived as a source of cash, not as a research or communications tool. I joined the campaign motivated by the prospect of hundreds of thousands of ready and able online activists working together to probe every angle of an issue, explore every line of an argument, act as a massive oppo research team and real-time focus group, carrying a unified and disciplined message online and offline. This was an untapped resource that hadn’t existed in previous presidential elections and I hoped the campaign would harness it, but the prodigious fundraising capabilities of the Internet sucked up all the online oxygen. 

The second obstacle, and the more serious one, was the unwillingness of Democratic strategists to heed BC04 campaign manager Ken Mehlman’s prediction that the party that dominated the Internet would win the election. I had faith in the collective wisdom of the netroots – I believed that if the Kerry campaign truly internalized the confrontational disposition of the netroots, Kerry would win, just as I knew that if Bush channeled the fire of the rightwing blogs, Kerry could lose. And I made my case as forcefully as I could. Many in the campaign understood the new political reality, including John Kerry himself, who was very attentive to what bloggers were saying. But the natural antagonism of the old guard toward the new was an institutional problem and the marginalization of the netroots as a communications force, as well as the hyper-focus on Internet fundraising, hindered the online-offline alliance. 


Post-Election Question
After Kerry’s loss, lots of cyber-ink was spilled analyzing the role of the netroots in the 2004 election. There were legitimate questions. Was it wrong – or too idealistic - to think that the Democratic establishment and the online activist community could work together to win elections? Were the election post-mortems predicting the rise of the blogger class and the demise of the consultancy class correct? Would Kerry have won if the disharmony between the campaign and the netroots with respect to strategy and message had been addressed? 


After a year of my life spent at the intersection of pre-blog and post-blog political thinking, and with Bush getting the second term he craved, one question has preoccupied me since last November: What is the scope of netroots power? Put differently: How influential are bloggers? 


It’s a difficult question to answer. First, there’s no consensus on metrics. Second, blogs serve many purposes, some of which are more social than political. Third, the use of the Internet in political campaigns cuts across so many areas that it’s easy to confuse netroots influence in the communications and messaging realm with other Internet-based political applications such as organizing and fundraising. Fourth, ‘influence’ is a hazy term. 


It might be easier to approach the question by setting a more specific, and admittedly somewhat arbitrary, definition of political influence: the capacity to alter or create conventional wisdom. And a working definition of “conventional wisdom” is a widely held belief on which most people act. Finally, by “people” I mean all Americans, regardless of ideology or political participation. 

The Triangle
Looking at the political landscape, one proposition seems unambiguous: blog power on both the right and left is a function of the relationship of the netroots to the media and the political establishment. Forming a triangle of blogs, media, and the political establishment is an essential step in creating the kind of sea change we’ve seen in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina. 

Simply put, without the participation of the media and the political establishment, the netroots alone cannot generate the critical mass necessary to alter or create conventional wisdom. This is partly a factor of audience size, but it’s also a matter, frankly, of trust and legitimacy. Despite the astronomical growth of the netroots (see Bowers and Stoller for hard numbers), and the slow and steady encroachment of bloggers on the hallowed turf of Washington’s opinion-makers, it is still the Russerts and Broders and Gergens and Finemans, the WSJ, WaPo and NYT editorial pages, the cable nets, Stewart and Letterman and Leno, and senior elected officials, who play a pivotal role in shaping people’s political views. That is not to say that blogs can’t be the first to draw attention to an issue, as they often do, but the half-life of an online buzz can be measured in days and weeks, and even when a story has enough netroots momentum to float around for months, it will have little effect on the wider public discourse without the other sides of the triangle in place. Witness the Plame case, an obsession of left-leaning bloggers long before the media and the political establishment got on board and turned it into a political liability for Rove and Bush. 


One possible objection to this ‘triangle’ formulation is the success of Paul Hackett. Bloggers who focus their attention on the local level - presumably believing that the netroots can change the course of local elections without the active participation of the media and political establishment - could say that Hackett’s success undermines my argument. I’ll say this in response: there’s no doubt that bloggers played a critical role, but it’s hard to deny that the triangle of netroots, media, and party establishment was in place for Hackett: the press ultimately did get involved, and the party establishment was part of the story by default since Hackett ran as a Democrat. You can argue, as bloggers like Bob Brigham did, that the party establishment didn’t play enough of a role, but that’s not to say it wasn’t part of the story. 


The power of the triangle has been demonstrated again and again: Josh Marshall and social security, Steve Clemons and the Bolton nomination (the recess appointment was emblematic of Bolton’s defeat, not his victory), rightwing bloggers and Eason Jordan, rightwing bloggers and Dick Durbin, progressive bloggers and Jeff Gannon, and so on. In each of these cases, and to varying degrees, bloggers, the media, and senior elected officials played a role in pushing a story and influencing public perceptions. To understand what happens when the online community is on its own, look no further than electronic voting. The progressive netroots has been hammering away at this for years, but the media and the political establishment is largely mute. Traction = Zero. The conventional wisdom puts it squarely in the realm of conspiracy theories. 


Should we conclude, then, that the inability of bloggers on the left and right to alter or create conventional wisdom means that they have negligible political clout? If the netroots can’t change CW without the mass media and the political establishment, and if the mass media and the political establishment can change CW without the netroots (which seems undeniable), then isn’t the blog world a relatively powerless echo chamber? The answer, of course, is no. 


Bloggers can exert disproportionate pressure on the media and on politicians. Reporters, pundits, and politicians read blogs, and, more importantly, they care what bloggers say about them because they know other reporters, pundits, and politicians are reading the same blogs. It’s a virtuous circle for the netroots and a source of political power. The netroots can also bring the force of sheer numbers to bear on a non-compliant politician, reporter, or media outlet. Nobody wants a flood of complaints from thousands of angry activists. And further, bloggers can raise money, fact-check, and help break stories and/or keep them in circulation long enough for the media and political establishment to pick them up. 


Consequently, bloggers, though unable to change conventional wisdom on their own, are able to use these proficiencies and resources to persuade the media and political establishment to join them in pushing a particular story or issue. 


Blog Strategies, Left and Right
Working within the triangle construct (netroots + media + party establishment = CW), bloggers and netroots activists on the left and right have very different strategic imperatives. 


With a well-developed echo chamber and superior top-down discipline, the right has a much easier time forming the triangle. Fox News, talk radio, Drudge, a well-trained and highly visible punditocracy, and a lily-livered press corps takes care of the media side of the triangle. Iron-clad party loyalty – with rare exceptions – and a willingness of Republican officials to jump on the Limbaugh-Hannity bandwagon du jour takes care of the party establishment side of the triangle. The rightwing netroots, therefore, is already working within the triangle on most issues. Their primary strategic aim is to prevent the left from forming its own triangle, as occurred with Katrina. It’s a defensive posture, with the goal being the preservation of the status quo. Which explains why the right is profoundly hostile to dissent and why the pretense to libertarianism is common: “independent thinkers” don’t like to be seen as defending the powers that be. 


The triangle construct also explains rightwing bloggers’ relentless attacks on the “MSM” and on anyone who contends that the media is conservative. In a nation dominated by shrill rightwing voices, with all branches of government in the hands of Republicans, and an ineffectual press corps, the “liberal media” myth is so absurd that it requires no rebuttal. But the right desperately needs to keep the media from doing what they did in the aftermath of Katrina: tell the unvarnished truth. They need to block the left from building the kind of triangle that Katrina generated, where outspoken left-leaning bloggers are joined by leading Democrats and reporters who have no choice but to describe the catastrophic results of Bush’s dismal leadership. The result in Katrina’s case is a major political crisis and a dramatic shift in public perceptions, a body blow to the long-standing conventional wisdom of Bush as a "resolute leader" and a protector. 


Whereas rightwing bloggers can rely on their leadership and the rightwing noise machine to build the triangle, left-leaning bloggers face the challenge of a mass media consumed by the shop-worn narrative of Bush the popular, plain-spoken leader, and a Democratic Party incapacitated (for the most part) by the focus-grouped fear of turning off "swing voters" by attacking Bush. For the progressive netroots, the past half-decade has been a Sisyphean loop of scandal after scandal melting away as the media and party establishment remain disengaged. 


It would seem reasonable to conclude, then, that the best strategy for the progressive netroots is to go after the media and Democratic Party leaders and spend less time and energy attacking the Bush administration. If the netroots alone can’t change the political landscape without the participation of the media and Democratic establishment, then there’s no point wasting precious online space blasting away at Republicans while the other sides of the triangle stand idly by. Indeed, blog powerhouses like Kos and Josh Marshall have taken an aggressive stance toward Democratic politicians they see as selling out core Democratic Party principles. Kos’s willingness to attack the DLC is mocked on the right, but it is precisely the right’s fear that Kos will “close the triangle” that causes them to protest so loudly. Similarly, when Atrios, Digby, Oliver Willis, and so many other progressive bloggers attack the media, they are leveraging whatever power they have to compel the media to assume a role as the third side of their triangle. 

Bloggers & the Bush Legacy
Setting aside 2006 congressional prospects and the remote hope for progressives that Bush will be impeached, the grand political battle of the next three years is over Bush’s legacy. 


For rightwing bloggers who have fiercely defended one of the most controversial and polarizing presidents in our history, their fortunes will rise or fall with his approval ratings. The blind allegiance to Bush and the furious assault on his detractors will be vindicated if he leaves office with popular support. 


Rightwing bloggers will thus do everything in their power to prevent another Katrina triangle, where the confluence of blogs, media, and Democratic leadership exposes the real Bush and shatters the conventional wisdom about his ability to lead. And they will struggle mightily to boost his poll numbers, whether it means ignoring the reality of the Iraq fiasco or the terrifying implications of the bungled federal response to Katrina. 


For progressive bloggers who see a president presiding over the collapse of America's credibility, the urgent work ahead is to cement the post-Katrina impression of Bush as a failed president. Whether or not they succeed depends to a large extent on their ability to compel the media and Democratic establishment to stand with them and speak the truth.

* I also sought the advice of other bloggers, male and female, who chose not to be named in this piece.

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

Daou's Triangles, Illustrated

Submitted by shystee on Sun, 2006-01-22 03:47. 

Source: http://www.correntewire.com/daous_triangles_illustrated; downloaded 25Jan06
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Peter Daou,THE TRIANGLE: Limits of Blog Power:

Looking at the political landscape, one proposition seems unambiguous: blog power on both the right and left is a function of the relationship of the netroots to the media and the political establishment. Forming a triangle of blogs, media, and the political establishment is an essential step… 

Summarizing my understanding of the relationship between the triangle elements:

Party benefit to Corporate Media: access to political figures for interviews and timely inside information. 

Corporate Media benefit to Party: disseminate talking points that steer public opinion towards the party and their policies. 

Blogger benefit to Party: research and building grassroots support for Party Policies. Also, as a proxy for more extreme opinions that Party cannot express directly.

Party benefit to Bloggers: talking points, recognition and access. 

Blogger benefit to Corporate Media: research, opinion, attention that increases readership. 

In a later post, Peter Daou wrote about how the Democratic/Progressive triangle is “broken”, citing the specific instances of the Alito Nomination and the NSA scandal:

This, then, is the reality: progressive bloggers and online activists - positioned on the front lines of a cold civil war - face a thankless and daunting task: battle the Bush administration and its legions of online and offline apologists, battle the so-called “liberal” media and its tireless weaving of pro-GOP narratives, battle the ineffectual Democratic leadership, and battle the demoralization and frustration that comes with a long, steep uphill struggle. 

On the other hand, the Dan Rather/Bush TANG documents “scandal” is a perfect example of the functional Right-Wing Triangle. 

In the heat of an election cycle, when questions about Bush’s National Guard service are causing problems for the GOP, a Right-Wing “blogger” (F/Buckhead, who turns out to be a GOP operative) “discovers” through “research” that the CBS Bush TANG documents could be forgeries. Corporate media picks up the story almost immediately and pushes it relentlessly. Dan Rather is forced to retire under “public pressure” from Right Wing Bloggers, among others. The “forgery” story obliterates the Corporate Media’s coverage (and therefore, public perception) of the very real issues about Bush’s National Guard service. 

So why does one Triangle work like greased lightning while the other is “dysfunctional”?
Theory #1: ideological alignment

Are right-wing bloggers and activists really more effective at flooding Corporate Media outlets with complaints about unfavorable coverage than progressive bloggers? 

Or is it perhaps that decisionmakers, players and talk show hosts in the Corporate Media are, for the most part, ideologically aligned with the Republicans? 

If this is the case, claiming that complaints from members of the Right-Wing audience forced the Corporate Media to follow the GOP spin would be extremely convenient and self serving. 

This would also explain the broken Progressive Blogger/Corporate Media link. No matter how timely and fact-based the Progressive Bloggers’ information is, the Corporate Media consistently refuses to give positive attention to what Progressive Bloggers have to say. Could be because they really do not like what they have to say. 

While Right-Wing bloggers’ views are more extreme and more crudely expressed than the Official Republican party line, they’re basically the same ideology: pro-corporate, pro-imperialist, theocratic and totalitarian. And the GOP delivers, consistently, for the Right-Wing activist base in the form of legislation and appointments. 

On the other hand, the Progressive Bloggers’ opinions and policy reccomendations are much more distant from what Beltway Democrats are willing to take practical action on, and even from what they are willing to say in public. 

The Deborah Howell incident may have started a change in the dynamic, but important as this event is, I’m skeptical that it will significantly change the structural issues. Then again, I’m a wine glass half empty type of guy. But that could be because I drink fast.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

Daou's Triangles, Expanded AKA Shystee's Media Kabbalah

Submitted by shystee on Mon, 2006-01-23 20:30. 

Source: http://www.correntewire.com/daous_triangles_expanded_aka_shystees_media_kabbalah?PHPSESSID=4ecbab29d13d3043a6ed27958fdc9406; downloaded 25Jan06
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Full disclosure: I am not a Kabbalist. No disrespect intended towards those who are. I did spend some time with Madonna, but we weren’t exactly meditating, if you know what I mean. 
###

Although I agree almost completely with Daou’s analysis, there are a couple of elements for which I would expand the structure: the influence of corporations and the nature of conventional wisdom. 

1. Corporate Influence
Picking up the question from the previous Triangle post:

So why does one Triangle (Right-Wing) work like greased lightning while the other (Progressive) is “dysfunctional”?

Theory #2: institutional, financial motivations
Corporations’ benefit to Media:Funding. Media network infrastructure costs money. So do media whore anchor poodles. 

Media benefit to Corporations: Revenue from advertising. “Positive” coverage that steers conventional wisdom and public opinion in favor of policies and attitudes that benefit Corporations. 

The primary motivation of managers and decisionmakers who work in the Corporate Media is to keep their jobs and advance their careers. 

They will not risk upsetting the advertisers, the stockholders, and the Corporations that write their paychecks. Not to mention the personal network of super-rich individuals (AKA the Cocktail Weenie Circuit) who are instrumental to their career advancement. 

Therefore Corporate Media players have institutional reasons for giving play to Right-Wing and Republican talking points. Both parties are pro-corporate, but the GOP is unabashedly so, and has delivered much better results for Corporations and Super-Rich individuals. 

Corporations’ benefit to political parties: Campaign contributions, which in any other country would be called bribes (see Abramoff, Jack). Ironically, politicians are forced to raise ridiculous amounts of money from corporations so they can buy advertising time on the media outlets the corporations themselves own. 

Additionally, Corporations promise jobs for constituents, for which politicians also have to compete for. The competition is in the form of a race to the bottom in terms of environmental and labor regulations, and tax breaks eventually paid for by the constituents.

Political Parties’ benefit to Corporations:As discussed above, “easing” of regulations designed to protect citizens which saves the Corporate bottom line a lot of dough. 

Tax breaks for both Corporations and the Super-Rich individuals who run them that ultimately have to be made up by the rest of US taxpayers. 

There are many other methods of transferring Public Wealth to Private Interests. Government contracts to corporations are just one of them. 

The return on investment for Campaign Bribes is huge: the Corporations throw a couple hundred thousand dollars to a candidate and in return they get millions in lower costs and new income. 

So, according to this theoretical tinker-toy model, decision Makers and Talking Heads in the Corporate Media have ideological and institutional motivations to accept Right Wing spin fed to them by the GOP and Right-Wing bloggers. Conversely, those same motivations cause them to resist facts and reasoned opinion offered by the Democrats and Progressive bloggers. 
Which is a bummer, because Corporate Media controls, for the most part, the Public’s and the Beltway’s perception of reality and of even of Public Opinion. 

Control of perception is political power. Voters make decisions about which policies (and politicians) to support based on the information they receive about what is happening in the world beyond their immediate environment. While alternative sources of information exist, the majority of people get their view of reality through Corporate Media. 

2. Beltway Conventional Wisdom and Public Opinion.
From Peter Daou’s first Triangle essay:

It might be easier to approach the question by setting a more specific, and admittedly somewhat arbitrary, definition of political influence: the capacity to alter or create conventional wisdom. And a working definition of “conventional wisdom” is a widely held belief on which most people act. Finally, by “people” I mean all Americans, regardless of ideology or political participation. 

I would make a more subtle distinction between Beltway Conventional Wisdom (BCW

) and Public Opinion (PO

). 

- Often the BCW and the PO are very different. For example on issues like withdrawing the troops from Iraq or Universal Healthcare. See Ivins, Molly. 

- The nature of BCW makes it dishonest and self-serving. If a politician has no intention of doing anything about an issue, they can encourage the Corporate Media to create the Conventional Wisdom that the issue is not a big deal or that there’s nothing that can be done about it. 

- As illustrated in a previous colorful chart, BCW and PO audiences are very distinct populations and are reached through different media vehicles with different, targeted messages. 

So, while changing Beltway Conventional Wisdom would be conducive to the progressive cause, it could be a lost cause.

No matter how well reasoned and fact-based a progressive talking point might be, a politician (even a Democrat) will have ideological and institutional motivations to reject it, and the Corporate Media will have the same motivations to ignore it and marginalize it.

To put it another way, sometimes I feel like the Progressive Blogosphere believes there will come a day when the Democratic Party and Corporate Media Whores will smack their collective foreheads and proclaim: 

“Now I get it! Bloggers’ facts and reasoning on this issue are unassailable. Thank you for showing me the light. Let me implement/propagate this Progressive talking point right away.”
Politicians do what is politically necessary, no more and no less. To believe that they act primarily out of moral principle or intellectual conviction is, IMNSHO, naive, especially in this day and age. Also naive, IMNSHO, is to think that politicians can be swayed to take risky actions by a persuasive message alone. 

Basically, Beltway Dems and the Corporate Media don’t get it because they don’t want to get it. 

I may be way off on this. Maybe the BCW has such a hold on the brains of our elected representatives that they have no choice but to do what the BCW tells them. Maybe the Corporate Media has no choice but to repeat the BCW it has created. 

3. What can Progressive Bloggers do, then, if anything?
The progressive movement appears to be on its own, both institutionally and ideologically. 

But instead of a fringe group of lefty internet geeks, think of it as a Popular Progressive Movement. By the People and for the People. 
The ultimate goal is to get our elected representatives to enact progressive policies that will make a real, positive difference in people’s lives.

The way to get there is to change Public Opinion because we still (more or less) live in a Democracy. 

Politicians’ ultimate goal is to get re-elected. If Public Opinion is overwhelmingly (some people cannot be convinced) in favor of a Policy, Politicians are eventually forced to adopt it. 

However, since Politicians repeatedly ignore Public Opinion, Progressive voters have to make it clear that this is not acceptable and that they will not vote for Politicians who do not represent them. 

The tipping point comes when it is demonstrated to a Politician that supporting Progressive Policy will be more conducive to their re-election chances than Policy bought by Corporate Campaign Contributions. 

I think I read something on dKos about Lieberman “totally freaking out” about a potential progressive challenger? 

According to the tinkertoys above, Progressive Bloggers still have an intact connection to Public Opinion. Their influence is small, but it’s growing. 

And the establishment feels threatened. How else to explain the mass-smear campaign (by Corporate Media and GOP politicians) to paint Progressive Bloggers as ignorant, foulmouthed, subhuman troglodytes? I think these attempts will only bring more attention to the blogosphere. 

I do believe that efforts to break through to Corporate Media and Beltway Dem Insiders are worthwile, if possibly sisyphean (sp?). The effectiveness of these efforts, rather than persuading the elites, might be more in that they bring the Public’s attention to the dialogue.
And it’s not just about the blogs. It’s a Popular Progressive Movement, and any means of reaching the Public with the Progressive message is all good: Air America Radio, films and documentaries like Michael “Osama” Moore’s, freewayblogging, word of mouth… 

Of course, the chart is colorful but entirely theoretical. It’s based on my observations during the past 2-3 years of blog-addiction. Or maybe I am a Kabbalist. Take me back, Madonna!

++++++++++++++++++++++++++

THE (Broken) TRIANGLE: Progressive Bloggers in the Wilderness 
by Peter Daou
Source: http://daoureport.salon.com/synopsis.aspx?synopsisId=a7896c8a-6203-44ab-a83f-d53147b4d87c; downloaded 25Jan06


"This, then, is the reality: progressive bloggers and online activists - positioned on the front lines of a cold civil war - face a thankless and daunting task: battle the Bush administration and its legions of online and offline apologists, battle the so-called “liberal” media and its tireless weaving of pro-GOP narratives, battle the ineffectual Democratic leadership, and battle the demoralization and frustration that comes with a long, steep uphill struggle."
NSA and Alito
Last September, I published an essay laying out what I saw as the scope of blog influence, with 'influence' defined as the capacity to alter or create conventional wisdom. I used a triangle construct to set out the relationship between the netroots, the media, and the political establishment: "Looking at the political landscape, one proposition seems unambiguous: blog power on both the right and left is a function of the relationship of the netroots to the media and the political establishment. Forming a triangle of blogs, media, and the political establishment is an essential step ... Simply put, without the participation of the media and the political establishment, the netroots alone cannot generate the critical mass necessary to alter or create conventional wisdom." 

I concluded that "if the netroots alone can’t change the political landscape without the participation of the media and Democratic establishment, then there’s no point wasting precious online space blasting away at Republicans while the other sides of the triangle stand idly by." 

The NSA scandal and the Alito confirmation hearings are just two more examples of the left’s broken triangle and of the isolation of the progressive netroots. A flurry of activity among bloggers, online activists, and advocacy groups is met with ponderously inept strategizing by the Democratic leadership and relentless - and insidious - repetition by the media of pro-GOP narratives and soundbites. It's slow-motion-car-wreck painful, and most certainly NOT where the left's triangle should be a half decade into the new millennium, as the Bush-propping machine hums and whirrs, poll numbers rise and fall, Iraq bleeds, scandal dissolves into scandal, terror speech blends into terror speech. The landscape is there for everyone to see, to analyze. Enough time has elapsed to make the system transparent. It is dismaying for netroots activists to see the same mistakes repeated despite the benefit of hindsight. 

Within days of the warrantless domestic spying story breaking, I wrote a cynical piece titled The Dynamic of a Bush Scandal: How the Spying Story Will Unfold (and Fade). It seemed clear that the lack of coordination between the netroots and the Democratic leadership, coupled with the media’s equivocation and obfuscation, would lead to another potentially impeachable offense fading and "blending into a long string of administration scandals." 

Looking at the contours of previous scandals, I ventured this prediction: "Polls will emerge with 'proof' that half the public agrees that Bush should have the right to "protect Americans against terrorists." Again, the issue will be framed to mask the true nature of the malfeasance. The media will use these polls to create a self-fulfilling loop and convince the public that it isn't that bad after all. The president breaks the law. Life goes on." 

And like clockwork, we get this from CNN: Poll finds U.S. split over eavesdropping, not to mention this from Rasmussen. (One of the rare benefits of a second Bush term is that the patterns of media and political behavior that have led us to this point are more easily discerned.) I ended the NSA piece by referring to Bush's "skillful use" of scandal fatigue: "Bush weathers the storm and moves on, further demoralizing his opponents and cementing the press narrative about his 'resolve' and toughness.... It's a battle of attrition that Bush and his team have mastered. Short of a major Dem initiative to alter the cycle, to throw a wrench into the system, to go after the media institutionally, this cycle will continue for the foreseeable future." 

Which brings me to the Alito hearings, a perfect instance for the left's triangle to change conventional wisdom, to shape public opinion. But rather than a Democratic triumph, the Alito hearings have thrown the dichotomy between the netroots and the Democratic leadership into even starker relief, illustrating the profound dysfunction of the left’s triangle. As well, the depth and breadth of media complicity and the obliviousness of so many Democrats to it, is alarming. From the choreography of Specter and Alito creating the "open mind on abortion" soundbite that media outlets dutifully ran with, to the Sen. Graham/Mrs. Alito tear-fest that should have prompted Dems to slam the Republicans for bringing the Judge's wife to tears but instead turned into another Dem-bashing occasion, to the complete failure of the Democratic leadership to create the appropriate tone of outrage (in soundbite form), the chronic breakdown of the establishment and media sides of the left's triangle is apparent. 

This, then, is the reality: progressive bloggers and online activists - positioned on the front lines of a cold civil war - face a thankless and daunting task: battle the Bush administration and its legions of online and offline apologists, battle the so-called “liberal” media and its tireless weaving of pro-GOP narratives, battle the ineffectual Democratic leadership, and battle the demoralization and frustration that comes with a long, steep uphill struggle.

How would a functioning triangle have worked?
1. Weeks before the hearings, Dem leaders would have encouraged the netroots to build a buzz about one or two pivotal Alito issues. These issues would then have been hammered repeatedly during the hearings, reiterated by Dem surrogates, by outside groups, and blasted across blogs as the hearings progressed. (Presidential power and the nexus between the NSA scandal and Alito would have been one of those issues.) 

2. Weeks before the hearings, Dem leaders would have set a trap for Alito by using his obvious and easily anticipated strong point against him, namely his demeanor. The Bush tactic, as evidenced by John Roberts, is to suck the life out of the proceedings by making everything as boring and pedantic as possible. The media then obediently claims the hearings are proof of the nominee's thoughtfulness and composure. In a functioning triangle, Dems, with the help of the netroots and honest media figures, would have prepared the public by making Alito's demeanor an issue using 'question of the day' framing, as in: "Are you troubled by the gap between Alito's radical views and his matter-of-fact attitude?" or something along those lines. 

3. A list of mainstream reporters, GOP shills like Norah O'Donnell and Wolf Blitzer, would have been targeted by a Dem war room: their various Bush-propping tricks (like using polls to 'prove' that Americans are "divided" and don't share liberal activists' alarm over Alito, that the hearings are boring and Alito is a shoe-in, that Democrats are pre-judging Alito but Republicans aren't, etc.) would have been laid out in a detailed memo before the hearings. 

4. An army of bloggers and online activists would have been recruited to flood these reporters with complaints whenever those tricks were employed. Screen shots, video clips, caricatures, chain emails, Flash pieces, podcasts, any and all available technology would have been used to individually target reporters who peddled GOP storylines on Alito. 

5. Dem leaders and surrogates would have expressed outrage at rightwing media bias and demanded fair coverage. Every media appearance would have included a direct slam at the press for misleading the American public about Alito and Bush's hidden agenda. Again, Alito's "composure" would have been an issue: why is he so low key when his beliefs are so radical? 

That's just a small example of how the left's triangle might have worked. Unfortunately for the progressive netroots, the intricate interplay of Republican persuasion tactics, media story-telling, and 21st century information flow seems beyond the ken of most Democratic strategists and leaders. The hellish reality progressive bloggers have acknowledged and internalized is still alien to the party establishment. Dem strategy is still two parts hackneyed sloganeering and one part befuddlement over the stifling of their message. 

Maybe the Democratic establishment wants it so, maybe they don't know better, but progressive bloggers and activists are starting to see the bitter reality of their isolation: the triangle is broken and they're on their own until further notice.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

THE TRIANGLE: Matthews, Moore, Murtha, and the Media
by Peter Daou

Source: http://daoureport.salon.com/synopsis.aspx?synopsisId=59f92c44-e7ec-48c4-91c7-b51768df79a3; downloaded 25Jan06

What's the common thread running through the past half-decade of Bush's presidency? What's the nexus between the Swift-boating of Kerry, the Swift-boating of Murtha, and the guilt-by-association between Democrats and terrorists? Why has a seemingly endless string of administration scandals faded into oblivion? Why do Democrats keep losing elections? It's this: the traditional media, the trusted media, the "neutral" media, have become the chief delivery mechanism of potent anti-Democratic and pro-Bush storylines. And the Democratic establishment appears to be either ignorant of this political quandary or unwilling to fight it.

There's a critical distinction to be made here: individual reporters may lean left, isolated news stories may be slanted against the administration. What I'm describing is the wholesale peddling by the "neutral" press of deep-seated narratives, memes, and soundbites: simple, targeted talking points that paint a picture of reality for the American public that favors the right and tarnishes the left.

You’ve heard the narratives: Bush is likable, Bush is a regular guy, Bush is firm, Bush is a religious man, Bush relishes a fight, Democrats are muddled, Democrats have no message, national security is Bush’s strength, terror attacks and terror threats help Bush (even though he presided over the worst attack ever on American soil), Democrats are weak on security, Democrats need to learn how to talk about values, Republicans favor a “strict interpretation” of the Constitution, and on and on. 

A single storyline is more effective than a thousand stories. And a single storyline delivered by a “neutral” reporter is a hundred times more dangerous than a storyline delivered by an avowed partisan. Rightwingers can attack the media for criticizing Bush, can slam the New York Times for being liberal, but when the Times and the Post and CNN and MSNBC echo the ‘Bush stands firm’ mantra, it adds one more brick to a powerful pro-Bush edifice.  

These narratives are woven so deeply into the fabric of news coverage that they have become second nature and have permeated the public psyche and are regurgitated in polls. (The polls are then used to strengthen the narratives.) They are delivered as affirmative statements, interrogatives, hypotheticals; they are discussed as fact and accepted as conventional wisdom; they are twisted, turned, shaped, reshaped, and fed to the American public in millions of little soundbites, captions, articles, editorials, news stories, and opinion pieces. They are inserted into the national dialogue as contagious memes that imprint the idea of Bush=strong/Dems=weak. And they are false. 

What’s so dumbfounding to progressive netroots activists, who clearly see the role of the traditional media in perpetuating these storylines - and are taking concrete action (here, here, and here) to remedy the problem - is that Democratic politicians, strategists, and surrogates have internalized these narratives and play into them, publicly wringing their hands over how to fix their "muddled" message, how to deal with Bush’s "strength" on national security, how to talk about "values." It’s become a self-fulfilling cycle, with Democrats reinforcing anti-Dem myths because they can’t imagine any other explanation for the apparent lack of resonance of their message. Out of desperation, they resort to hackneyed, focus-grouped slogans in a vain attempt to break through the filter. 

It’s simple: if your core values and beliefs and positions, no matter how reasonable, how mainstream, how correct, how ethical, are filtered to the public through the lens of a media that has inoculated the public against your message, and if the media is the public’s primary source of information, then NOTHING you say is going to break through and change that dynamic. Which explains, in large measure, the Dems’ sorry electoral failures. 

There are a number of reasons why Democrats allow the media problem to fester. First, the “liberal” media mantra has been so pervasive that it is still accepted as fact by many beltway insiders. Republicans have mastered the art of institutional rage against the media, Democrats have not. Second, Democratic strategists haven’t learned how to distinguish between stories and storylines. (The insidious effect of infectious narratives, the power of inoculation techniques, the concept of memetics and the role of the Internet, are alien to the Democratic establishment. And I say that having been in the belly of that establishment during the 2004 election). Third, “blame the media” feels like a cop-out. 

But this isn’t about “blaming the media” or excusing other strategic mistakes on the part of Democrats, it’s about understanding what happens when skillfully-crafted pro-GOP storylines are injected into the American bloodstream by the likes of Wolf Blitzer, Chris Matthews, Paula Zahn, Dana Milbank, Kyra Phillips, Cokie Roberts, Tom Brokaw, Jim VandeHei, Bob Schieffer, Bill Schneider, Tim Russert, Howard Fineman, Norah O'Donnell, Elizabeth Bumiller, Adam Nagourney, Bob Woodward, and their ilk, not to mention rabid partisans like Limbaugh, Coulter, and Hannity. 

To understand the methodology of the story-telling media, look no further than two situations currently occupying the energy of netroots activists: Chris Matthews’ equating of bin Laden and Michael Moore and Tim Russert’s racially-tinged, guilt-by-association line of questioning in a recent interview with Barack Obama. In each instance, the meta-theme is that Democrats are terrorist-lite traitors, and the subtext is that Bush and Republicans are the true patriots. But while the netroots is blasting away at Matthews and Russert, the Democratic establishment is petrified at the thought of offending the Gang of 500. So far, only John Kerry and Louise Slaughter have weighed in on either scandal. 

"Flip-flop" took hold as an anti-Kerry theme because it was repeated ad nauseum in the press. And mind you, reporters are far too sophisticated to simply deliver the meme as an accusation; they frame it as a question, they toss it in as an offhanded remark, they run a caption that says it for them, they use the language of Democratic duality and Republican unity, they use polls for cover, they play false equivalency games, they allow Republicans to repeat the narrative unhindered, and so on. This despite the fact that Bush contradicted himself on major policy issues and was a master ‘flip-flopper’ himself. Had the media fact-checked the assertion every time it popped up and had they called Bush a flip-flopper with the same brutal, methodical intensity, the race might have ended differently. One of the few chances Americans got to test the flip-flop meme was the debates, and we all know how those turned out. 

The same holds true for the Swift-boat sliming of Kerry: much has been made of the Kerry campaign’s response or lack thereof, but there’s another angle less discussed: the story was a cable staple for days and weeks, unchecked. Had the cable nets and other media outlets covered that story with more balance, more dignity, more judiciousness, more responsibility, it would have been a sideshow. And this has nothing to do with deflecting blame - the Kerry campaign should have known that their enemy wasn't a vindictive crackpot like John O'Neill, but the many 'journalists' and media outlets who rammed the story down our collective gullets. 

Similarly, the media helped reframe John Murtha’s call for a dramatic shift in strategy in Iraq as a policy of “cut and run” versus Bush’s “steadfastness.” Once again, the storyline trumps the story. 

To illustrate the power of the media to shape public opinion, simply imagine what would happen if the cable nets and the print media and the elite punditocracy treated the warrantless spying scandal with the same round-the-clock intensity as the Swift-boating of Kerry or the Natalee Holloway disappearance. Suppose Lewinsky-style headlines blared about impeachment and presidential law-breaking. Suppose the question of the day on every cable net was, “Should Bush be impeached for violating the Constitution?” The media can create a crisis -- and can squelch one. The media can deliver narratives, they can frame events, they can shape the way Americans see the political landscape. A disproportionate amount of power is wielded by a handful of opinion-shapers, and when these individuals tell America a story that favors the right and marginalizes the left, the remedies are few. 

Progressive bloggers and the millions of online activists whose conversations they shepherd are fighting to close the triangle. Sadly, Democrats will resist, out of fear. And the press will fight back, hard. Not to mention the anticipated wrath of the rightwing machine, built on the "liberal media" myth. Still, the latent power of the netroots is ignored at the political and media establishment's peril.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
