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1

Introduction

Presidential Rhetoric from 
September 11 to the Arab Spring

In April 2013, former President George W. Bush delivered a speech in 
Dallas at the dedication ceremony for his presidential library. The speech, 
while light on details about the “War on Terror” and the Iraq war, was 
intended to vindicate the president’s “freedom agenda,” in which Bush 
promised after September 11 to fight for democracy, human rights, and 
self-determination abroad. The former president spoke of “the guiding 
principle of the administration”—that the United States “must strive to 
expand the reach of freedom . . . freedom unleashes creativity, rewards 
innovation, and replaces poverty with prosperity. And ultimately, freedom 
lights the path to peace.” Bush spoke more than a dozen times about the 
importance of protecting freedom and keeping the U.S. public safe from 
foreign and domestic threats.1

National polling in early 2013 suggested that the president benefitted 
from a significant growth in public approval compared to previous years. 
While Bush left office with the lowest approval rating of modern presi-
dents (23 percent approval), survey data from April 2013 found that 49 
percent of Americans held a favorable view of the former president.2 Bush’s 
low approval rating late in his presidency was the product of polarizing 
rhetoric in the War on Terror, coupled with the 2008 financial collapse, 
which occurred during his last months in office. While the War on Terror 
benefitted from overwhelming public support in the first few years after 
September 11, Americans were largely unhappy with the administration’s 
foreign policy by Bush’s second term. Attempts to distance himself from 
Bush’s polarizing rhetoric and legacy marked President Barack Obama’s 
tenure as president. Obama never formally declared an end to the War 
on Terror, but did transition away from emphasizing Bush’s rhetoric of 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



2 Selling War, Selling Hope

fear toward the rhetoric of democracy. This transition coincided with the 
rise of the Arab Spring in Muslim-majority countries. In the Arab Spring, 
millions of Muslims rose up against authoritarian governments throughout 
the Middle East and North Africa to demand democratic rights. This book 
is devoted to examining the use of presidential rhetoric in U.S. foreign 
policy—from the War on Terror through the Arab Spring.

This book examines the role of presidential rhetoric, filtered through 
the mass media, in influencing opinions of foreign policy from 2001 to 
2013. I assess the effectiveness of presidential rhetoric in cases when the 
executive attempts to move public opinion in favor of its policy agenda. 
I do not attempt to generalize about all presidential rhetoric, foreign and 
domestic, because understanding the role of presidential rhetoric in domes-
tic politics requires additional research. I review presidential speeches to 
decipher main themes in official rhetoric, and track how those messages 
were transmitted to the public. I address how the president’s mediated 
messages influence public opinion on foreign conflicts.

Presidential rhetoric has consistently stressed the rhetoric of hope, 
at times drawing on the powers of fear, democracy, and human rights. 
Presidential rhetoric also changed dramatically during the 2000s onward, 
from first emphasizing the rhetoric of fear concerning terrorism and 
weapons of mass destruction (WMDs), to then stressing the rhetoric of 
democracy and human rights under the Arab Spring. Americans grew tired 
of open-ended conflicts characterized by growing military casualties and 
destruction. With the crumbling justifications for the Iraq war, coupled 
with fatigue over “fighting terrorism” into the unknown future, Americans 
became much less willing to tolerate war or the fearful language used to 
justify it. Short of another major terrorist attack, this reality is unlikely 
to change any time soon. While the rhetoric of democracy and human 
rights was at first successful in positively framing the Libyan intervention 
and the response to the Egyptian revolution, even this rhetoric began to 
fail by the Syrian civil war in 2012–2013.

In this book I employ a multimethod approach with both qualita-
tive and quantitative analysis. Qualitatively, I review major historical events 
and speeches in the War on Terror and the Arab Spring, examining how 
presidential rhetoric was used to positively frame U.S. foreign policy. This 
research includes a case study of the antiwar movement and its impact on 
public opinion, based on my years of experience as a participant-observer 
from 2002 through 2007. Quantitatively, I uncover broad patterns in media 
content, and use statistical analysis to measure the relationship between 
attention to news and public attitudes on foreign policy. I employ experi-

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



3Introduction

mental analysis to measure the effects of media content on public attitudes, 
using this data as a supplement to national survey data on media effects. 
This book addresses several disagreements in the scholarly community on 
issues related to mass media, public opinion, and presidential rhetoric. It 
provides comprehensive conclusions regarding scholarly disputes on the 
nature of the foreign policy process, the relationship between government 
and media, the influence of presidential foreign policy rhetoric and media 
content on public opinion, the cognitive abilities of the American people, 
and the reasons why Americans turn against war.

Scholarly Contributions

I seek to contribute to scholarly knowledge on public policy, politi-
cal communication, and public opinion. First, I challenge the traditional 
notion in policy studies that policy formulation is the result of political 
officials coming together to offer “solutions” to objectively recognized 
“problems.” John Kingdon expresses this position, claiming that the first 
step in the policy process is identifying social problems that political actors 
must address.3 As Kingdon argues, this process is marked by recognizing 
“objective indicators of problems” and has a linear order: “People rec-
ognize problems, they generate proposals for public policy changes, and 
they engage in such political activities as election campaigns and pressure 
group lobbying.”4 According to this logic, issues that are not “objectively” 
recognized as problems fall from public view: “if one of the three elements 
is missing—if a solution is not available, a problem cannot be found or is 
not sufficiently compelling, or [political] support [for action] is not forth-
coming . . . then the subject’s place on the decision agenda is fleeting.”5

My understanding of the policy process is less orthodox than King-
don’s. Social problems exist in reality, but I agree with Murray Edelman 
that much of public policy is a product of the “social construction” of 
problems—particularly through presenting alleged threats to the country 
via one-sided narratives articulated by political officials.6 Public policy is 
not about objectively recognized problems, but rather about interpreta-
tions of alleged problems—which are presented as “fact”—and driven by 
political ideologies.7 In foreign policy, Edelman argues, foreign threats 
may be “figments of the imagination” that are created through politi-
cal “spectacles” designed to “arouse [public] passions, fears, and hopes.”8 
Government officials and news media are instrumental in creating such 
spectacles.9 Political spectacles come in many forms; examples I use in this 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



4 Selling War, Selling Hope

book include the U.S. conflicts with Iraq, Iran, and Afghanistan. “Threats” 
to U.S. security were presented to the public, although critics questioned 
whether claims of Iraqi and Iranian threats existed and wondered whether 
a renewed war in Afghanistan (from 2009 forward) was necessary for 
ensuring national security. Contrasting political narratives were at work 
in U.S. foreign policy during the Arab Spring with regard to Egypt, 
Syria, Libya, and Bahrain. Alleged U.S. efforts to “promote democracy and 
human rights” in these countries dominated national discourse, although 
critics questioned whether U.S. policy was driven by altruism. Competing 
interpretations of reality questioning the need for war or the veracity of 
U.S. foreign policy, however, were marginalized in political rhetoric and 
media content. The case studies in this book suggest that public policy is 
not the product of objective recognition of problems. Different interpreta-
tions of reality exist, and some interpretations (official ones) are typically 
privileged over others.

Social construction theory overlaps strongly with discussions of polit-
ical leaders’ efforts to use propaganda to “manufacture consent” among 
Americans.10 Communication research emphasizes the official source bias 
present in the mass media, and some go as far as saying this phenomenon 
is evidence of media propaganda.11 Propaganda in this context would 
be defined as media content that is dominated by government sources, 
although other definitions also include the manipulation of public emo-
tion as a vital component.12 On the other hand, some research suggests 
that the media play a significant role in creating narratives that challenge 
official rhetoric.13 I argue that in specific circumstances and times, such as 
during the Iraq occupation from 2003 to 2008, and during the Afghani-
stan occupation (early to mid-2009 specifically), journalists often provide 
counternarratives to official rhetoric and propaganda. Such occurrences, 
however, are not the norm because reporters typically allow themselves to 
serve as a conveyor belt for official messages. This dominant practice raises 
concerns that the mass media are being manipulated by official propaganda.

A vast literature exists discussing the importance of media “fram-
ing.”14 The way journalists package stories—with certain arguments and 
points of view disseminated at the expense of others—influences how 
Americans think about politics and guides their policy attitudes. Edward 
Herman and Noam Chomsky focused on political efforts to build public 
consent for foreign policy, not on whether those efforts were successful. I 
argue that officials use media as a sympathetic venue for conveying infor-
mation, which is generally effective in building public support for their 
preferred foreign policy narratives. I review various stages of the public 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



5Introduction

policy process, including presidents’ efforts at “problem” formulation (pre-
senting “solutions” to national “problems”), media coverage of presidential 
messages, and public opinion of presidential agendas. I challenge previous 
scholarship claiming the president is weak and unable to use rhetoric 
to cultivate public support—but the president is not all-powerful either. 
He is more effective in the early days of conflicts and in earlier years of 
his term in generating public support, while war success declines over 
time due to escalating military casualties, declining expectations of success, 
growing moral challenges to war, and declining presidential popularity. 
Presidents garner significant public support for their foreign policy agen-
das. This success explains why they spend so much time “going public” 
with speeches directed at the people.

Additionally, I challenge scholarship framing journalists as an inde-
pendent counterweight to political officials. The practice of objectivity 
encourages journalists to uncritically transmit official narratives. Reporters 
see themselves as removing their personal views from reports, substitut-
ing those of political officials—which are uncritically transmitted in news 
stories. At times, however, reporters also undermine presidential rhetoric 
through reporting that emphasizes events in the world that run counter to 
presidential rhetoric. In these cases, objectivity is defined, alternatively, as 
the mirroring of realities that paint U.S. foreign policy in a critical light. 
In certain circumstances, for example with regard to reporting the reality 
of growing U.S. casualties in wartime, journalists commit to informing 
Americans about the devastating effects of war on U.S. servicemen and 
women. However, objectivity as the mirroring of an increasingly critical 
reality (growing casualties) only occurs episodically. Such examples—as 
seen in reporting of Iraq and Afghanistan—represent more the excep-
tion to the general practice of deferring to official sources. More often, 
objectivity translates into presidents’ and other politicians’ domination of 
foreign news coverage.

Finally, I present new conclusions concerning public opinion. I eval-
uate competing elite and democratic theories, which claim that Americans 
are either ignorant or strongly rational in their policy attitudes. I present 
evidence that public opinion is somewhere in between, heavily susceptible 
to manipulation and misperception, but also rational in responding to 
changes in real-world events. I examine the reasons that Americans turn 
against war in relation to Iraq and Afghanistan. Previous studies suggest 
that expectations of success and concern with military casualties are the 
main reasons for war opposition. I argue that the most important reason 
for growing opposition is perception that war is immoral.

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



6 Selling War, Selling Hope

Previous Scholarship

I challenge past scholarly claims that presidents are ineffective in selling 
their policy agendas using rhetoric. Previous research making this claim 
examines whether public opinion changes immediately before and after 
major presidential speeches, whereas I demonstrate through case studies 
that presidential successes and failures are more complex, with rhetoric 
being filtered through the media and over a longer period than imme-
diately before and after a speech.15 Other research claims that instead of 
appealing to the masses in their rhetoric, presidents appeal to partisans who 
are already supportive.16 I document the effectiveness of presidential rheto-
ric—filtered positively through the media—in influencing public attitudes 
on foreign policy, even after controlling for factors such as partisanship and 
ideology. Some research suggests that decreasing public attention to news 
after the cold war and the negative tone of news mean that presidents 
fail to cultivate public support through the news.17 Other scholarship 
concludes that presidents inconsistently succeed in selling their agendas 
to the public through presidential speeches.18 Some evidence suggests that 
presidents gather public support by appealing to local audiences in local 
newspapers, while others stress influence of media and public agendas on 
presidential priorities.19 I do not take issue with the importance of local 
media. This book’s findings, however, suggest that presidential persuasion 
through the media extends beyond local newspapers because national 
media are vital in building public support for presidential messages. One 
potential reason for the discrepancy between my findings and others’ find-
ings is that previous research examined media coverage prior to September 
11, 2001, whereas my case studies of presidential rhetoric occurred after 
September 11. In the post-September 11 era, attention to foreign policy 
and presidential rhetoric was high, and coverage of the president’s foreign 
policy agenda was considerably more favorable than previous studies con-
ceded. Some academic scholarship from the last few decades discusses the 
importance of presidential persuasion and “going public,” emphasizing an 
increasingly “rhetorical presidency.”20 I argue that this focus is warranted 
in light of presidents’ many rhetorical successes after September 11. I 
measure presidential success and failure in a simple, parsimonious way by 
analyzing public opinion surveys and reviewing whether the president is 
able to build majority public support for his initiatives.

This book is also relevant to media studies. I present evidence that 
reporters are thoroughly dependent on official rhetoric and that they com-
monly reinforce official agendas rather than disrupting them. This con-

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



7Introduction

trasts with scholarship claiming that reporters undermine political officials 
by overemphasizing political bickering in Washington, especially within 
political parties.21 A supposed “bad news” bias is discussed in numerous 
scholarly studies.22 My findings suggest, to the contrary, that reporters do 
not usually challenge political officials. Plenty of “bad news” exists in that 
reporters emphasize conflict between political leaders, but that reporting 
seemingly has done little to undermine the effectiveness of presidential 
rhetoric on foreign policy issues. The practice of “objectivity” cuts against 
the bad news phenomenon, contributing to the reluctance of journalists 
to actively challenge official agendas. Objective reporting usually ensures 
the transmission of official narratives. To demonstrate the dominance of 
these narratives, I document the consistent association between increased 
attention to news on major political issues and increased support for the 
president’s position for conflicts in Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan, Libya, Egypt, 
and Bahrain.

Concerning public opinion, scholarly studies disagree on whether 
Americans are competent or incompetent in forming policy attitudes. Elite 
theorists conclude that most Americans are incapable of influencing policy 
in informed ways.23 Past scholarship concludes that citizens lack knowledge 
of details on foreign conflicts and that Americans mainly rely on cues from 
political elites and political parties.24 These works express a distrust of the 
public’s ability to influence policy in a meaningful way. These studies differ 
from “democratic theory” studies, which portray Americans as generally 
rational and competent.25 The latter studies suggest that many Americans 
pay attention to political issues and events and that changes in political 
attitudes are a result of paying attention to changing events and political 
conditions. In short, Americans are “rational” in their attitudes (this is 
sometimes referred to as “rational public” theory). I present evidence that 
draws on both elite theory and democratic theory, concluding that the 
public is neither completely ignorant nor completely informed. The public 
is often confused or distracted by misperceptions, but both are the product 
of engagement in distorted political-media discourse that is one-sided in 
favor of government propaganda or “spin.”26 In situations when the public 
is exposed to one-sided information, the “rational” response is to express 
ignorance of competing points of view. Under such conditions, Americans 
display characteristics that fit both elite theory and democratic theory.

Finally I examine what factors determine the public’s support for, 
and opposition to, war. Previous research explores competing explanations 
for antiwar sentiment. Public support for war is dependent on—particu-
larly in the early stages of conflicts—acceptance of the reasons provided for 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



8 Selling War, Selling Hope

using force. After examining public opinion data on U.S. military actions 
during the 1980s and 1990s, Jentleson concludes that public approval is 
based on acceptance of the policy goals articulated by political officials. 
A popular stated goal among Americans is the prevention of aggression 
by one country against another.27 Other research finds that acceptance of 
the “stakes” involved in the conflict are also relevant to public approval.28

Some research claims that the major cause of war opposition is 
the perception that the United States is failing (or expected to fail) in 
achieving its strategic objectives.29 Other studies discount the importance 
of expected success as the driving force driving war attitudes.30 Some 
conclude that concern with military casualties is the main motivation 
for growing opposition, while others claim that political partisanship is 
the major factor.31

Casualties

Concern with casualties is seen as a major reason for opposing war. John 
Mueller argues that “a simple association” was apparent in the Iraq war: 
“as casualties mount, support decreases. Broad enthusiasm at the outset 
invariably erodes.” Mueller maintains that a similar pattern was evident in 
the Korean and Vietnam wars. Support decreased as casualties—whether 
of draftees, volunteers, or reservists—mounted” and “reluctant supporters 
were rather quickly alienated.”32 Mueller frames the effects of casualties as 
powerful enough to obscure strategic gains made in later years of military 
conflicts. He claims:

After 2007, things actually did improve in Iraq to the point 
where, by 2009 or 2010, some could claim that victory had 
been achieved. The public clearly got the message: by late 
2008, the percentage of people who thought U.S. efforts were 
making things better rose from 30 to 46 percent . . . the per-
centage concluding that the war was being won rose from 21 
to 37 [percent]. . . . Despite this change, however, support for 
the war did not increase; . . . the successful prosecution of a 
war, it appears, is unlikely to convert people who have already 
decided it is not worth the costs.33

The decline in Iraqi violence by 2007 appeared to matter little to Ameri-
cans. While those who felt the war was progressing increased from 2008 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



9Introduction

onward, opposition remained high.34 Concern with civilian casualties also 
appears to produce opposition to war.35

Expected Success

Other scholars, however, reject Mueller’s claim that casualty concerns drive 
antiwar sentiment. Gelpi argues that casualties are a secondary concern and 
that Americans oppose wars primarily because they feel they are unwin-
nable. Americans are “defeat-phobic” rather than “casualty-phobic,” with 
“the key variable” being “the perceived likelihood that the mission will 
succeed. . . . The American public regularly makes judgments about the 
potential costs and benefits of a military operation; . . . if and when the 
public is optimistic about a successful outcome, it is far more willing to 
bear the human cost of war.”36 Gelpi claims: “Public support for a military 
operation will erode sharply in the face of mounting casualties when the 
public believes the war is failing but will remain relatively robust when 
the public believes the war is succeeding.”37 Many scholars, journalists, 
and political officials support Gelpi’s claim that concern with victory is 
the central consideration.38

Partisanship and Elite Cues

Partisanship influences attitudes on war. Those hailing from the president’s 
party are more likely to endorse his foreign policy goals compared to those 
from the competing party.39 Holsti finds “wide partisan gaps” between 
Republicans and Democrats on perceptions of the Iraq war.40 Berinsky 
concludes that partisans follow the lead of party officials who “share 
their basic political predilections.”41 Supposedly there is little room for 
events to independently influence public perceptions. Rather, partisanship 
is the filter through which individuals evaluate war. Berinsky refers to this 
development as “elite cue theory.”42 Military casualty estimates exert “a 
substantively small and statistically insignificant effect” on support for war.43 
Instead, “members of the public will look to prominent political actors 
as guides for their positions on the war,” with partisan Americans who 
are highly attentive to political news more likely to mimic their parties’ 
positions.44 This last finding is verified in numerous studies.45

Berinsky’s conclusions suggest that events play little role in influencing 
public opinion. This claim is highly controversial. Research from the last 
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few decades contends that Americans do pay attention to events and that 
attention to events influences policy attitudes.46 Research by Mueller, 
Gelpi, and others suggests that events influence war attitudes. Baum 
and Groeling claim that reality matters in encouraging antiwar dissent, 
especially in later stages of conflicts.47 Prolonged military engagements 
produce greater casualties over the lifespan of the conflict. With Iraq, the 
occupation became more violent between 2003 and 2007. As the country 
destabilized and as civilian and military casualties increased, opposition 
increased time as the public tired of prolonged violence. Baum and 
Groeling predict that “as the public gathers more independent information 
[about a military conflict] over time, the potential gap between reality and 
its representation (or framing) in the mass media is likely to recede.”48 
They present evidence that the “influence of the Bush administration 
on public support for war” consistently “receded since the start of the 
conflict,” with presidential rhetoric eventually associated with increased 
opposition to war.49

Perceived Immorality

My research adds nuance and depth to disagreements about causes of war 
opposition. I find that all the above factors—expected success, casualty 
concern, and partisanship, are significant in influencing opinions. Previ-
ous scholarship, however, wrongly concludes that concern with American 
casualties is only a concern when the public feels that progress in war 
is inadequate.50 With regard to Iraq, public concern with casualties—as 
an influence on increasing opposition to war—was also relevant during 
periods when perceptions of war progress were improving. My findings 
transcend previous studies, however, by suggesting that perceived immoral-
ity of war is the most significant predictor of opposition.

Outline

This book addresses the changes in presidential foreign policy rhetoric 
from 2001 through 2013. I begin by examining presidential communica-
tion in the Afghanistan war from 2001 onward (chap. 1). I continue with 
a review of the Bush administration’s campaign to sell war with Iraq from 
2002 to 2003 (chap. 2) and with the Bush administration’s failure to sell 
the occupation of Iraq (chap. 3). Next I examine Bush’s and Obama’s 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



11Introduction

framing of Iran as a nuclear threat (chap. 4). Finally, I analyze the trans-
formation in presidential rhetoric in the Arab Spring (chaps. 5 and 6) as 
the Obama administration downplayed the rhetoric of fear in favor of 
the rhetoric of human rights and democracy.

Chapter 1: The Rhetoric of Fear and Hope in Afghanistan

I analyze two periods in the Afghanistan war: 2001 to 2002, and 2009 
onward. In both periods, Afghanistan was heavily covered in the news 
first because of the U.S. invasion and then because of the military escala-
tion. Following September 11, the shock of the attacks convinced most 
Americans to support war. President Bush amplified support for war using 
presidential rhetoric and sympathetic media. The news emphasized a “war” 
frame—discussing planning for an armed conflict—over a “law and order” 
frame, which could have discussed possible extradition and trial of bin 
Laden and other terrorist suspects. Public attention to reporting produced 
growing support for war. The analysis of Afghanistan from 2009 onward 
focuses on Obama’s warnings about growing Taliban power and the presi-
dent’s claim that a “surge” in troops was necessary to fight terrorism. I 
document how the increase in violence and casualties in Afghanistan from 
mid- to late 2009, and growing coverage of violence, produced increased 
opposition to war. Obama asserted control over the Afghanistan narrative 
by late 2009 and reversed growing war opposition. This chapter demon-
strates two competing trends in “objective” reporting. On the one hand, 
objectivity required that journalists accurately cover major events in U.S. 
wars in order to retain their professional credibility. By covering growing 
violence in Afghanistan, reporters amplified dissent against war by “mir-
roring” in their reports an increasingly critical reality characterized by 
growing U.S. deaths. In the end, however, objectivity worked in favor of 
the war agenda, as Obama’s dominance of reporting in late 2009 helped 
garner public support.

Chapter 2: Selling the Iraq War

Chapter 2 explores presidential rhetoric on Iraq. I review the arguments 
Bush made between 2002 and 2003 concerning alleged WMDs, ties to 
al Qaeda, and promises to promote human rights and democracy. The 
rhetoric of fear was the primary component of the war campaign, with 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



12 Selling War, Selling Hope

human rights and democracy playing a secondary role. After describing 
presidential rhetoric, I review challenges from weapons inspectors and 
other critics, exploring the counterframes expressed against war. Next, I 
analyze media coverage of the prewar period. Coverage was sympathetic 
to the president in September 2002, although criticisms materialized by 
October and November as disagreement about authorizing war emerged 
in Congress. Finally, reporting became more sympathetic to the president 
in early 2003. I examine the effects of coverage on public attitudes toward 
war. I find little evidence of effectiveness in presidential rhetoric in late 
2002, during the congressional debate over war when the president lost 
control of the national narrative on Iraq, but evidence of effectiveness in 
early 2003 when the administration reasserted control of discourse on 
Iraq. I discuss how the journalistic “objectivity” strengthened and ampli-
fied presidential rhetoric, and allowed for the uncritical transmission of 
official messages. As previous studies also showed, during times when 
political leaders are divided on a policy (late 2002), presidential rhetoric 
is less effective in dominating media content and public opinion. When 
there is less conflict between the parties, presidents are freed to dominate 
the media and build public support.51

Chapter 3: Failure: The Iraq War and  
Declining Influence of Presidential Rhetoric

Chapter 3 documents the failure of the rhetoric of fear, as seen in Bush’s 
inability to maintain public support for the Iraq occupation. I exam-
ine major themes in presidential speeches from 2003 to 2008. I review 
how presidential messages were covered in media and how Americans 
responded to them. Major changes in public opinion occurred during 
the occupation because public attitudes were associated with fluctuating 
media coverage of violence and casualties. Public attention to major news 
events was associated with growing support for, and opposition to, war. 
Seemingly positive events exerted a positive impact on war support. I also 
discuss the impact of negative news events on encouraging opposition to 
war. Despite fluctuation in public opinion, I document a larger pattern 
of growing opposition to war. Most no longer felt the war was “worth” 
fighting by late 2004 to early 2005, and majority support for a timetable 
for withdrawal emerged by mid-2005 to 2006.

Chapter 3 addresses scholarly disputes over why Americans opposed 
war. Numerous factors fueled opposition, including concern with whether 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



13Introduction

the war was likely to succeed, concern with casualties, partisan concerns—
with Republicans more likely to support war and Democrats more likely 
to oppose—and a concern that the war was immoral. Analyzing national 
public opinion surveys, I conclude that feelings that war was immoral 
were the most powerful force driving war opposition.

Chapter 4: An Iranian Threat?  
Recycling the Rhetoric of Fear and Hope

Chapter 4 reviews presidential rhetoric on Iran’s alleged nuclear weapons 
development. As with Iraq, journalists largely repeated official rhetoric 
about a threat, while marginalizing dissent. Reporters accepted claims 
from Bush and Obama that Iran represented a danger to the United States 
despite the uncertainty within official intelligence estimates. Reporters’ 
commitment to “objectivity” meant that they did not challenge presiden-
tial rhetoric at a time when there were no congressional efforts to ques-
tion the president. I examine the influence of media coverage on public 
opinion, documenting the power of the president and media to socially 
construct public opinion to exacerbate fear of Iran.

Chapter 5: From Fear to Democracy:  
Presidential Rhetoric in the Arab Spring

With the declining effectiveness of fearful language in the War on Terror, 
Obama transformed presidential rhetoric to emphasize the rhetoric of 
democracy. While discussion of democracy and human rights was present 
in Bush’s rhetoric, security-related reasons for war (WMDs and al Qaeda–
related) dominated administration messages. Bush’s “freedom agenda” did 
gain greater traction, however, during the midyears of the Iraq occupation 
following the failure to find WMDs. Chapters 1 through 4 suggest that 
the rhetoric of fear was the dominant theme during Bush’s tenure. The 
Arab Spring represented a transformation in presidential rhetoric toward 
emphasizing democracy and human rights. I examine major developments 
related to the Egyptian uprising, the Libyan revolution, and protests in 
Bahrain. I review presidential rhetoric and its emphasis on the hope that 
the United States would promote democracy and human rights. Presi-
dential rhetoric cultivated a positive image of U.S. foreign policy for the 
countries examined.

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



14 Selling War, Selling Hope

Chapter 6: Losing Control:  
Obama’s Rhetoric on Benghazi and Syria

Chapter 6 examines Middle East events that occurred in 2012 and 2013. 
I discuss the civil war in Syria and U.S. claims that Bashar Assad’s regime 
used chemical weapons against its people. Obama appealed to the rhetoric 
of hope—drawing on human rights themes—in attempting to sell the 
public on military action. I also examine the 2012 Benghazi embassy ter-
rorist attack. With regard to Benghazi and Syria, Obama failed to build 
public support for his preferred narratives. The reported use of WMDs in 
Syria and the death of American servicemen and women in Libya pro-
duced a public backlash against Obama, suggesting a rejection of presiden-
tial messages. Public attention to media in these two events was associated 
with growing opposition to the president, with Americans angry at the 
perceived failure of Obama to take terror threats seriously, and wary of 
engaging in yet another war in the case of Syria.

Research Methods

In analyzing presidential rhetoric, I employ a largely qualitative analysis to 
capture presidents’ major messages. This method is sufficient in the case 
studies that are centered on specific times and events. In such settings, with 
a relatively small number of speeches, a close, in-depth qualitative analysis 
provides nuance for the rhetorical messages conveyed. Concerning media 
content, I include a wide variety of news outlets when examining cover-
age of presidential messages. I sample news content from agenda-setting 
newspapers, including the New York Times and Washington Post, because of 
the widespread recognition that these outlets influence what other media 
report. I also examine broadcast media, including NBC and CBS, because 
these outlets appeal to the great number of Americans relying on public 
television—tens of millions according to recent data.52 A variety of local 
and regional newspapers, including the Houston Chronicle, Chicago Daily 
Herald, and St. Louis Post-Dispatch, are reviewed alongside national papers. 
I selected these outlets precisely because they were not special compared 
to other local media. As with other local media, they rely on wire service 
news stories from the Associated Press and Reuters, meaning the patterns 
observed reflect what is read across the country. Local print media appeal 
to the masses—nearly half of adults—so their inclusion in this study was 
vital in terms of documenting what the public was seeing with regard to 
presidential rhetoric, media messages, and foreign policy.53

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



15Introduction

Classic observational media studies find that mainstream journal-
ists are trained to be objective—refusing to place their personal partisan 
views into news.54 This practice makes identifying any overt forms of bias 
that can be traced back to journalists’ ideological agendas difficult. Since 
journalists are objective, I seek to measure any possible bias in stories by 
examining what types of political sources are cited in and dominate policy 
discussions in the news. I do this by examining how often official and 
nonofficial sources are referenced in addition to measuring the messages 
articulated by these actors. If there are any forms of implicit bias in the 
news, they should be observable based on the types of sources cited by 
journalists.

Finally, I measure partisan media, including MSNBC and Fox. In 
the “new media” era there are concerns about whether one can gener-
alize about media content, especially with the rise of partisan punditry 
on cable and radio. There is serious concern that media audiences have 
become fragmented with the proliferation of channel options, with many 
Americans opting out of politics altogether.55 Many conclude that partisan 
media produce significantly different content and influence public opinion 
in different ways than traditional media.56 Some studies suggest that with 
the rise of partisan media, talking about overarching trends in the media 
is difficult because different types of media content (partisan and nonparti-
san) are now the norm.57 In a time when online news is gathering promi-
nence, fragmentation is clearly an issue.58 While this new era represents 
a deviation from the previous media system, we have reason to question 
how much has changed. Punditry-based media commentary—especially 
on cable television—has never appealed to mass audiences, which the 
“narrowcasting” designation suggests.59 Furthermore, recent research finds 
that online news tends to be dominated by a few large, traditional media 
corporations and media sources; they are not a serious break from the 
status quo.60 Even if these “new media” outlets do represent a change 
from the past, the case studies in this book suggest overarching patterns 
in media messages across partisan and objective media. In the cases of 
Iraq and Iran, all media agreed that both countries represented “threats” 
to national security. With Afghanistan, support for war in 2001 and sup-
port for escalation in 2009 appeared among liberal and conservative media 
pundits. Few partisan pundits disagreed with the intervention in Libya, 
and in cases where the president’s leadership was challenged (the Egyp-
tian uprising), I find that partisan media did little to stoke opposition to 
presidential messages. In my case studies, pundits’ criticisms of Bush and 
Obama often emphasized pragmatic disagreements with the application 
of U.S. foreign policy, rather than with the core assumptions of those 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



16 Selling War, Selling Hope

policies. I document tremendous uniformity in political messages across 
a variety of television and print outlets for foreign policy issues. These 
themes allow me to identify broader patterns in media coverage that 
influence public attitudes.

When I speak of “political-media debates” throughout this book, I 
am addressing these overarching patterns across the national media that 
influence public opinion. Concerning public opinion, I analyze national 
public opinion surveys that measure public exposure to various issues in 
the news, while also surveying the public’s attitudes concerning these 
issues. I look for correlations between amount of media consumption 
and increased acceptance or rejection of presidential messages and seek 
to match those relationships with dominant themes disseminated in the 
media. I also make use of a variety of experiments to provide further 
confirmation of the effects of media content on public attitudes.
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1

The Rhetoric of Fear and Hope 
in Afghanistan

The 2009 U.S. military escalation in Afghanistan saw the Obama adminis-
tration commit 17,000 troops in February, followed by another 13,000 in 
October, and 30,000 more in December for approximately 100,000 troops 
engaged in counterinsurgency operations against the Taliban. As President 
Obama explained following the first “surge” of troops in February, the 
infusion was “necessary to stabilize a deteriorating situation” that “has 
not received the strategic attention, direction and resources it urgently 
requires.”1 Although the United States had been at war in Afghanistan 
since shortly after the September 11 attacks, Obama made the conflict a 
renewed priority. The escalation was promoted in the name of defeating 
the Taliban and preventing al Qaeda’s reemergence.

This chapter examines presidential rhetoric immediately after Sep-
tember 11 and reviews the problems Obama faced in later years of the 
conflict. I also examine Obama’s efforts to mobilize public support for 
a surge in troops as the president embraced the rhetoric of fear in the 
name of fighting terror. This campaign was successful in influencing the 
political-media discourse in favor of Obama’s surge. Dominating public 
discourse on Afghanistan, Obama sold the escalation based on the anxiet-
ies inducted by terrorism. The rhetoric of hope—in the administration’s 
promise to dismantle the terrorist threat—eased public fear.

The Shock of September 11

It may be clichéd to claim that September 11 changed everything by 
marking the beginning of a new era for U.S. foreign policy. Certainly 
those attacks shocked Americans, who repeatedly witnessed news clips of 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



18 Selling War, Selling Hope

the planes striking the World Trade Center towers, watching in horror 
as the buildings crumbled. Disbelief soon gave way to anger and support 
for military retaliation. Americans expressed profound vulnerability in the 
wake of the attacks. A mid-September 2001 poll found that 51 percent 
of Americans were “very worried” or “somewhat worried” that “you or 
someone in your family will become a victim of a terrorist attack.”2

Americans situated their response to September 11 within a wartime 
framework before Bush even made the case for intervention in Afghani-
stan. Polling from mid-September found that 79 percent of Americans 
described the attacks as “acts of war” rather than “as a crime” to be dealt 
with through a law enforcement approach.3 Support for war was strong. 
Seventy-five percent of respondents in one post-September 11 poll agreed 
the United States “should take military action against a nation that know-
ingly allowed the terrorists who are responsible for these attacks to live in 
their country, even if the country played no role in the attack.”4 Public 
support for military intervention meant that Bush had little difficulty in 
selling pro-war messages.

Making the Case for War

Bush began his campaign to sell war the day after September 11. Ameri-
cans’ fear of the terrorism grew as the president reminded them of the 
very real dangers they faced. In his September 11 address, Bush announced 
the onset of the “war against terrorism,” although no specific country 
was singled out for attack. He lamented, “America was targeted for attack 
because we’re the brightest beacon for freedom and opportunity in the 
world.” The attacks were described as personifying pure evil and repre-
senting “the very worst of human nature.” Promising a swift retaliation, 
Bush announced he would “make no distinction between the terrorists 
who committed these acts and those who harbor them.”5 Bush’s promise 
not to distinguish between terrorists and host countries mirrored pub-
lic support for military action against countries even if they did not 
knowingly provide shelter to terrorists. Bush appropriated the rhetoric of 
hope—depicting Osama bin Laden and his supporters as committed to 
dismantling the cherished freedoms of the American people.

The president made the case for war on September 20, 2001. Bush 
focused specifically on Afghanistan, al Qaeda, Osama bin Laden, and the 
Taliban. He established a distinction between terrorists who “practice a 
fringe form of Islamic extremism” and the “vast majority of Muslims 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



19The Rhetoric of Fear and Hope in Afghanistan

clerics” who reject al Qaeda’s ideology as “a fringe movement that per-
verts the peaceful teachings of Islam.” Bush’s speech was not meant to 
encourage a cultural war between Christians and Muslims; the focus was 
on fighting terrorism.

Reactionary commentators depicted Islam as a danger to Ameri-
can security in later years, but such rhetoric was not as common in the 
aftermath of the attacks.6 The president focused his ire on al Qaeda in 
Afghanistan and on “thousands of these terrorists in more than 60 coun-
tries. . . . They are recruited from their own nations and neighborhoods 
and brought to camps in places like Afghanistan where they are trained 
in the tactics of terror. They are sent back to their homes or sent to 
hide in countries around the world to plot evil and destruction.” Bush 
condemned the Taliban for “repressing its own people” and “threatening 
people everywhere by sponsoring and sheltering and supplying terrorists. 
By aiding and abetting murder, the Taliban regime is committing mur-
der.” He made a number of nonnegotiable demands on the Taliban with 
noncompliance threatened by immediate war. The demands included the 
immediate delivery of “all the leaders of al Qaeda who hide in your land” 
and closure of all terrorist camps in Afghanistan.

Bush’s speech was notable in its promise that the War on Terror 
would continue indefinitely. “Our war on terror begins with al Qaeda, but 
it does not end there. It will not end until every terrorist group of global 
reach has been found, stopped, and defeated.” Bush committed the United 
States to “the destruction” and “defeat of the global terror network.” This 
campaign would not end “with a decisive liberation of territory and a swift 
conclusion.” The “course of this conflict” was “not known” and would 
take years, representing “a lengthy campaign unlike any other we have 
ever seen.” This prediction was born out in the more than ten years since 
Bush’s 2001 speech as U.S. military forces were committed to Afghanistan, 
Iraq, and “counterterror” predator drone strikes in numerous countries.

One of the most noteworthy comments in the September 20 speech 
was the ultimatum to the rest of the world on the need to uncondition-
ally support the War on Terror. Bush demanded: “Every nation in every 
region now has a decision to make: either you are with us or you are 
with the terrorists.”7 Such language was uncompromising in creating a 
binary between good and evil. U.S. military campaigns across the globe 
must be supported with no reservations by allied countries, lest they be 
labeled supporters of terrorism. Bush’s warning allowed no room for allies 
to support the goal of fighting terrorism, while resisting specific military 
campaigns deemed incompatible with that goal.
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Bush ordered military strikes on Afghanistan following the Taliban’s 
noncompliance with U.S. demands. The U.S. attack, which began on 
October 7, 2001, led to the overthrow of the Taliban and the scattering 
of al Qaeda throughout the region. While bin Laden was not captured, al 
Qaeda was no longer able to use Afghanistan as a base of operations, and 
many of its members fled to neighboring Pakistan. The Taliban became 
an insurgent group in its own country as Northern Alliance warlords 
moved into and took over the capital city of Kabul by mid-November. 
By December, the Pentagon announced that the Taliban was defeated, 
although the war against Taliban forces continued.8

Journalists Embrace the War on Terror

Following the shock of September 11, journalists were sympathetic to 
war. Editorials and coverage favored the military response Bush supported. 
Echoing the president, the media amplified the rhetoric of fear and hope—
fear of terrorism and hope that the United States would eliminate those 
threats. The rhetoric of hope included promises that American democ-
racy would persevere with the defeat of terrorist groups. The president 
did not construct public fear; it already existed after September 11. The 
media, however, amplified public fears of terrorism after September 11. 
Presidential rhetoric produced even greater support for war than already 
existed. Media coverage amplified hope that the president was up to the 
task of leading the country during a time of anxiety.

Major newspaper editorials announced the need to support the presi-
dent. The editors of the New York Times (Times) declared on September 15: 
“For now, at least, the one state where American military power might be 
effectively used is Afghanistan, where the Taliban-led government is host to 
Osama bin Laden.”9 Neutralizing bin Laden “would be no easy task,” but 
the military campaign was needed “to disrupt the use of Afghanistan as a 
terrorist base and to weaken the military capability of that country’s ruling 
Taliban movement.”10 The Washington Post (Post) editors declared: “military 
force must certainly play a role in the coming campaign, and Afghanistan 
now looks like one place where it may be needed. The United States can 
no longer allow Osama bin Laden to operate there—much less his training 
camps for aspiring terrorists.” Both newspapers stood behind the invasion 
of Afghanistan by echoing the president’s rhetoric of fear and hope.

Media content was sympathetic to military action. Headlines in the 
Post before the war were four times more likely to emphasize military 
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preparations over efforts to negotiate with the Taliban and extradite bin 
Laden. Discussion of military action appeared six times as often in head-
lines as did references to allied opposition to war.11 Reporting after Sep-
tember 11 promoted war as the proper response to the attacks, as opposed 
to treating the atrocity as a criminal or law-and-order issue.12 Newspapers 
reported that the United States was at war even before the onset of the 
Afghanistan campaign. American media discussed terrorist attacks on for-
eign soil (for example the 1998 attacks on the U.S. embassies in Kenya 
and Tanzania) from a “crime” or “disaster” framework, whereas war was 
presumed inevitable after September 11.13 Television coverage emphasized 
a war frame twice as often as a law-and-order frame.14

Support for a military response was justified by appropriating the 
rhetoric of hope—with references to “American exceptionalism” and 
the United States’ supposedly unique efforts to fight terrorism. Editori-
als embraced American exceptionalism through moral proclamations of 
“U.S. virtue” and “condemnations of evil enemies.” Editorials commonly 
referenced evil, corruption, and state-sponsored terrorism in reference to 
the Taliban’s housing of al Qaeda.15

Little attention was devoted to the human costs of war. Times head-
lines after the invasion through the overthrow of the Taliban were three 
times more likely to discuss military progress than to address humanitar-
ian issues resulting from the bombing campaign. Headlines emphasizing 
military progress outnumbered those referencing Afghan civilian deaths 
by 18:1.16 On CNN, 38 percent of military coverage emphasized “the 
technology of the battle” and 62 percent focused on “general military 
activity,” whereas 17 percent discussed civilian casualties.17 Few journalists 
emphasized humanitarian concerns because the rhetoric of fear and hope 
took center stage.

Patriotic pressures encouraged the suppression of humanitarian con-
cerns. Editors instructed reporters to avoid narratives emphasizing Afghan 
suffering and to highlight American hardship following September 11. 
CNN Chair Walter Isaacson ordered reporters “to balance images of civil-
ian devastation in Afghan cities with reminders that the Taliban harbors 
murderous terrorists. . . . [It] seems too perverse to focus too much on 
the casualties or hardship in Afghanistan.” He reminded reporters not to 
“forget it is that country’s leaders who are responsible for the situation 
Afghanistan is now in.” Rick Davis, the head of standards and practices 
at CNN, reiterated Isaacson’s concerns: “Military actions are in response 
to a terrorist attack that killed close to 5,000 innocent people in the 
U.S. . . . The Pentagon has repeatedly stressed that it is trying to minimize 
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civilian casualties in Afghanistan, even as the Taliban regime continues to 
harbor terrorists who are connected to the September 11.”18 Nationalistic 
pressures pushed coverage toward emphasizing military progress. Davis’s 
comments suggest that reporters were deferring to official sources at the 
Pentagon on humanitarian issues. In the ten largest U.S. newspapers, from 
the day after September 11 through the onset of war, no editorial claimed 
that military intervention was inappropriate and none assumed that the 
intervention would fail. Official sources were consulted almost exclusively, 
while nonofficial sources were ignored or ridiculed.19

Polling after September 11 found that most Americans were inter-
ested in antiwar views; but those perspectives were rare in the media.20 
In line with public opinion, new stories were more likely to interpret 
September 11 as an act of war, rather than a criminal, law-and-order-
based issue.21 Both reporters and the public saw the attacks as targeting 
the United States because of its “democracy and freedom” and “our values 
and way of life.”22 Journalists and the public supported the use of force in 
Afghanistan.23 Focusing on the strong overlap between public and media 
support for war suggests that the media reflected the public’s interests 
and needs. However, public interest in antiwar views raises the question 
of whether support for war would have been as strong if alternatives to 
war were explored in the media.

Public Opinion

Political officials and media amplified previous public fears of terrorism 
and support for war. Much of Bush’s success in embellishing support for 
war revolved around his September 20 speech. Surveys following the 
speech found that the vast majority of Americans followed it, and most 
reacted positively.24 Of those who followed the speech, 81 percent reacted 
very favorably, with another 14 percent responding somewhat favorably. 
Just 3 percent responded in a neutral, somewhat unfavorable, or very 
unfavorable way.25 Eighty percent of Americans felt the president’s speech 
made them feel “more confident in this country’s ability to deal with 
this crisis.”26

Attention to the speech was associated with growing support for 
Bush’s policy agenda. Figure 1.1 suggests that support for the president 
grew as attention to Bush’s rhetoric increased. Those paying attention 
were significantly more likely to support Bush’s handling of September 11, 
to support the using force against terrorists, to support the Afghan war, 
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and to support Bush’s calls for a broader War on Terror.27 In summary, 
presidential rhetoric helped increase war enthusiasm among an already 
supportive public.

The administration heightened public fear of terrorism. The media 
also influenced public opinion. Drawing from the October 2001 monthly 
poll on September 11, figure 1.2 indicates that public attention to political-
media discourse produced greater concerns with the threat of terrorist 
attacks and greater satisfaction that nonviolent alternatives to war were 
sufficiently explored in national discourse. These relationships were statis-
tically significant after controlling for other factors such as respondents’ 
sex, race, education, age, income, ideology, and political party.28 Figure 1.3 
demonstrates that most Americans were closely following news on the 
Afghan war. At least 80 percent of Americans reported following news 
on the U.S. military effort between October 2001 and February 2002 
either “very closely” or “fairly closely.” From 2001 to 2002, the public 
strongly favored military action.29 Figure 1.4 suggests that most Americans 
approved of military action to fight terrorism, supported the Afghanistan 
war, and believed the war was going well.30

Attention to political-media discourse was significantly associated 
with increased concern over terrorist threats and with satisfaction that 
nonviolent alternatives were sufficiently explored. As shown in figure 
1.5, public opinion surveys from November 2001 and January 2002 sug-
gest that attention to political-media discourse on Afghanistan produced 
increased enthusiasm for war. Those paying closer attention to political-

Figure 1.1. Presidential Rhetoric and Support for Bush’s War on Terror 
(September 2001)

Source: ABC/Washington Post Survey (September 2001).
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Figure 1.2. Public Attitudes on Terror Threats and Alternatives to War 
(October 2001)

Source: Pew Research Center Survey (October 2001).
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Figure 1.3. Public Attention to War in Afghanistan (October 2001–February 
2002)

Source: Pew surveys.
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Figure 1.4. Public Support for War after September 11 (October 2001– 
January 2002)

Sources: CBS, New York Times, Newsweek surveys.

Percent  
agreeing  

with  
each  

position

Approve military 
action against 
terrorism

Afghan war is 
going “very well” 
or “somewhat 
well”

Approve of 
military action in 
Afghanistan

 October  November December January 
 2001 2001 2001 2002

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



25The Rhetoric of Fear and Hope in Afghanistan

media discourse were more likely to feel that U.S. efforts fighting ter-
rorism were succeeding. War support grew by 10 percentage points or 
more across the questions in figure 1.5 for those following political-media 
discourse. The relationships in figure 1.5 are statistically significant after 
controlling for respondents’ sex, race, age, education, income, ideology, 
and political party.31

Conclusions for the 2001 Afghan Conflict

Americans supported the Afghanistan war even without sympathetic media 
coverage. The public fear of al Qaeda terrorism by itself was enough to 
justify mass support for war. Outside of that preexisting support, Bush 
succeeded in enhancing public fear and hope through his September 20, 
2001, speech, and through positive media messages. The power of the 
president and media to cultivate war support stands in contrast to the 
failure of the president to maintain support in early to mid-2009. That 
failure is explored below.

Out of Control: Afghanistan in 2009

For much of the 2000s, Afghanistan was the forgotten war, with public 
attention focused on Iraq. Reporters neglected the war as casualties in 

Figure 1.5. Political-Media Effects on Public Opinion of War on Terror 
(November 2001–January 2002)

Source: Pew surveys.
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26 Selling War, Selling Hope

Iraq grew. Despite massive coverage of Afghanistan in late 2001 and early 
2002, the conflict fell out of the headlines and public mind by mid- 
to late 2002 onward.32 It was not until the 2008 election that Obama 
redirected attention toward the forgotten war, promising to escalate the 
conflict to defeat the Taliban and prevent al Qaeda’s reemergence. Once 
American military casualties grew noticeably in 2009, media attention was 
redirected to Afghanistan.

By 2009, Obama was facing increased instability in Afghanistan with 
the resurgence of Taliban attacks on U.S. forces. That year saw the largest 
number of Americans killed—317—up to that point.33 In light of these 
casualties, Obama made Afghanistan the central front in the War on Ter-
ror.34 U.S. military and Afghan civilian deaths increased significantly during 
2008 and 2009. As the Guardian reported in January 2009, North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO) statistics suggested a 31 percent increase in 
violence during 2008, with approximately 7,000 “violent incidents.”35 U.S. 
coalition deaths grew between 2007 and 2008 by 32 percent, while Afghan 
deaths increased by nearly 40 percent.36 One NATO official explained of 
the spiraling violence: “We have seen a tactical shift with the insurgents 
using roadside bombs and similar tactics against Western troops while 
attacking local forces, such as policemen or elders, more conventionally.”37 
Violence levels remained high, with a 14 percent growth in Afghan deaths 
from 2008 to 2009 and 105 percent growth in American deaths.38

Growing violence threatened the Afghan government with the Tali-
ban military campaign to overthrow the country’s political system. Two 
days prior to the August 2009 presidential election, the Taliban stepped 
up suicide bombings and rocket attacks against the government. As the 
Times reported: “The attacks, aimed at the heart of the capital and the 
workplace of President Hamid Karzai, provided yet another indication 
of the insurgents’ determination to keep people away from the polls and 
undermine Thursday’s election.”39

Accompanying the introduction of tens of thousands more U.S. 
troops into Afghanistan was General David Petraeus’s warning that the 
counterinsurgency campaign would not produce an immediate decline 
in violence. Petraeus predicted short-term growth in violence because 
“an expected [Taliban] backlash in the spring and summer [of 2010] 
means officials and the public should wait until December 2010 to evalu-
ate progress of the U.S. military strategy.”40 Despite predictions of grow-
ing violence, Obama also promised an eventual decline in violence in  
Afghanistan.

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



27The Rhetoric of Fear and Hope in Afghanistan

Growing Antiwar Sentiment

Early to mid-2009 marked a significant change in public opinion against 
the war. In January Americans were split, 45 percent to 45 percent, on 
whether the war in Afghanistan was going “very” or “fairly well” on 
the one hand, and “not too well” or “not at all well” on the other.41 In 
February, 47 percent supported the war, while 51 percent opposed it.42 
Public opinion in early 2009 was at a tipping point; a majority could 
have become hostile to or supportive of the war. As figure 1.6 suggests, 
throughout 2009, support for the conflict declined across many questions. 
In all questions, support fell from more than 50 percent from early to 
mid-2009 to less than majority support by October.43

Why did Americans begin to oppose war in 2009? Polls from years 
prior found that slight majorities opposed the conflict at various times 
in the past (for example, in January 2007 and July 2008), but it was not 
until 2009 that polls demonstrated month-to-month majority opposition.44

As demonstrated by figure 1.7, a majority of Americans were closely 
following the conflict in Afghanistan in every one of six Pew Research 
Center surveys conducted during 2009.45 Attention to Afghanistan meant 
that news coverage carried the potential to change attitudes in either a 

Figure 1.6. Declining Support for War (December 2008–November 2009)

Sources: ABC/Washington Post, CNN/ORC, CBS/New York Times, and Marist College surveys.
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28 Selling War, Selling Hope

supportive or antagonistic direction, depending on what information was 
conveyed in reports. Increasingly negative information, however, was most 
common as coverage of American casualties grew significantly.

Public attention to Afghanistan was associated with growing opposi-
tion to war as U.S. casualties increased. Figure 1.8 documents the rela-
tionship between growing casualties and opposition. A modest decline 
in casualties was accompanied by a reduction in coverage of casualties 
from February to April 2009. The decline in coverage corresponds with 
a decline in opposition to the war between March and May. A second 
trend, shown in figure 1.8, is the growth in casualties and coverage of 
casualties, from less than ten deaths per month in April to nearly sixty 
per month by October.46 Journalists responded by reporting casualty sto-
ries more frequently. Public opinion moved in a negative direction; war 
opposition increased from less than 50 percent of Americans in March to 
nearly 60 percent by November.

Journalists recognized that growing casualties threatened the war’s 
credibility. For example, the Times editorialized in August 2009 that it was 
“understandable that polls show that many Americans are tiring of the 
eight–year-old war” when military officers were warning that the situa-
tion in Afghanistan was “serious” and “deteriorating.”47 The Post editors 
complained a month later that “U.S. casualties this summer . . . meant 
that Mr. Obama will probably come under considerable pressure to deny 
the additional troops [he sought] and change course.”48 In short, both 
newspapers acknowledged that Americans were displeased with growing 
casualties.

Figure 1.7. Public Attention to Afghanistan (March–December 2009)

Source: Pew surveys.
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29The Rhetoric of Fear and Hope in Afghanistan

Obama’s Escalation and the Evolution of Dissent

Antiwar dissent grew significantly during the Iraq and Afghanistan wars. At 
first, the September 11 terrorist attacks produced massive public support 
for President Bush, who enjoyed a 90 percent approval rating.49 Ameri-
cans hoped that Bush would punish those responsible for the September 
11 attacks. Over time, however, support for the president declined. Most 
Americans disapproved of Bush’s handling of the Iraq war by mid-2004.50 
Majorities concluded the Iraq war was not worth the costs by late 2004. 
Majority support for withdrawing “a large number” of troops emerged in 
early 2004, and majority support for an overall withdrawal of troops was 
evident by mid- to late 2005.51 In Afghanistan, the first signs of majority 
opposition emerged in 2007 and 2008, and sustained majority opposition 
was evident by mid- to late 2009.

Antiwar dissent has evolved over time. Identically worded questions 
from both periods suggest that opposition to war emerged more quickly 
in the Iraq war than during the Vietnam War. As Gallup concluded, “a 
majority of Americans began to call Iraq a ‘mistake’ within about a year 
and three months of its beginning, while it took over three years for a 
majority to call Vietnam a mistake.”52 Public disillusionment with gov-
ernment grew dramatically after the emergence of the Pentagon Papers, 
demonstrating that U.S. leaders misled the public about the Vietnam War 

Figure 1.8. The Interplay between Casualties, Reporting, and War 
Opposition, Afghanistan (2009)

Sources: LexisNexis Academic Database, iCasualties, and CNN/ORC surveys.
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30 Selling War, Selling Hope

and the Watergate scandal. Figure 1.9 reveals that a strong majority of 
Americans in the early to mid-1960s agreed that government was “run 
for the benefit of all” and that they could “trust government to do what’s 
right most of the time,” but that rating fell to a low of nearly 20 percent 
for both questions by 1980.53 Public trust grew again after September 11, 
although it later fell.

Dalton questions whether the Pentagon Papers and Watergate scandal 
produced the distrust in government that characterizes the modern era.54 
He identifies similar declines in public trust in other first world countries 
as evidence that antigovernment sentiment is not localized to American 
society. Dalton’s findings need not be taken to suggest that political events 
are unimportant in explaining why Americans oppose war. Scholars draw 
attention to the “Vietnam Syndrome,” suggesting that Americans oppose 
wars with no end in sight and defined by growing casualties.55 Americans 
seem increasingly unwilling to grant presidents wide latitude in pursuing 
foreign conflicts following Vietnam.

President George H. W. Bush recognized the Vietnam Syndrome 
prior to the 1991 Gulf War. Bush adhered to the “Powell Doctrine,” which 
was based on the short-term use of overwhelming force and a concrete 
timetable for drawing down military operations. The Powell Doctrine 
stressed the importance of “a clear exit strategy” articulated “right from 
the beginning,” with use of force “a last resort.”56 Bush concluded in 1991: 
“I don’t think that support [for war] would last if it were a drawn-out 
conflagration. I think support would erode, as it did in Vietnam.”

Figure 1.9. Public Trust in Government over Time (1964–2008)

Source: American National Election Study surveys.

Percent  
agreeing  

with  
each  

position

Government run 
for benefit of all

Trust government 
to do what’s right 
most of the time

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



31The Rhetoric of Fear and Hope in Afghanistan

The Vietnam Syndrome influenced George H. W. Bush’s foreign 
policy because he did not seek a military occupation of Iraq. In contrast, 
George W. Bush’s occupation was based on the rejection of comparisons 
between Vietnam and Iraq.57 Bush was unconcerned with antiwar oppo-
sition, sending an additional 30,000 troops in 2007 in the “surge” and 
promising to reduce Iraqi sectarian violence.

By ignoring public opposition, Bush damaged his presidential leg-
acy. By early 2009 Bush’s approval rating on Iraq fell to its lowest level 
ever—34 percent, which represented a 44-percentage point decline from 
Bush’s 78 percent approval rating in April 2003.58 Bush’s overall approval 
rating reached a low of 22 percent in early 2009, which CBS reported 
left him “one of the most unpopular departing presidents in history.”59 
Obama appeared quite concerned about the Afghan war and his presi-
dential legacy following Bush’s experience in Iraq. Military planners under 
Obama were aware of the role casualties play in stoking opposition to 
war. Associated Press reporting about growing casualties: “Pressure from the 
public and opposition [to] politicians is growing as soldiers’ bodies return 
home. . . . Europeans and Canadians are growing weary of the war—or 
at least their involvement in combat operations.”60

Obama voiced concerns about military casualties in the run-up to 
the December 2009 escalation in Afghanistan. Times reporting highlighted 
Obama’s discussion with foreign policy advisors about “the human toll as 
he wrestled with what to do about the eight-year-old war. . . . He had 
mentioned to them his visits to wounded soldiers at the Army hospital in 
Washington, explaining that ‘I don’t want to be going to Walter Reed for 
another eight years.’ ” Obama also voiced concern with casualties in his 
December 2009 Afghanistan speech to Americans: “As your Commander-
in-Chief, I owe you a mission that is clearly defined.” Obama promised an 
eighteen-month timeline, after which withdrawal of troops would begin. 
Obama recognized Americans’ sensitivity to mounting casualties:

We have been at war for eight years, at enormous cost in lives 
and resources. Most of all, I know that this decision asks even 
more of you—a military that, along with your families, has 
already borne the heaviest of all burdens. As president, I have 
signed a letter of condolence to the family of each American 
who gives their life in these wars. I have read the letters from 
the parents and spouses of those who deployed. I have visited 
our courageous wounded warriors at Walter Reed [Hospital]. 
I have traveled to Dover to meet the flag-draped caskets of 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



32 Selling War, Selling Hope

18 Americans returning home to their final resting place. I see 
firsthand the terrible wages of war. If I did not think that the 
security of the United States and the safety of the American 
people were at stake in Afghanistan, I would gladly order every 
single one of our troops home tomorrow.61

Obama’s comments reveal an awareness of how casualties foster resent-
ment toward war.
The Afghan war witnessed a progression of the public culture of dissent. 
Obama’s December 2009 speech represented a historical landmark. In no 
other war in American history did a U.S. president escalate a military 
occupation while simultaneously promising a drawdown of troops along a 
specific timeline. Promised troop cuts stood in contrast to Bush’s 2007 Iraq 
surge. Bush’s surge was unaccompanied by any plan for removing troops. 
Bush explained in 2008 that withdrawal would only be dictated by assess-
ments of war progress. As the Times reported, “any decision depended on 
security and the stability of the Iraqi government.”62 Bush did announce a 
plan for withdrawal in 2008 as part of a U.S.-Iraqi Status of Forces Agree-
ment (SOFA), but that agreement was the product of pressures from the 
Iraqi government to declare a withdrawal date. The administration never 
intended to leave Iraq in 2011 and hoped to pressure Iraq to reconsider 
the withdrawal agreement.63

Obama’s promised withdrawal in 2011 suggested that Americans 
were increasingly unwilling to tolerate conflicts with growing human 
costs. The deaths of a few dozen U.S. soldiers 2009 increased opposition 
to Obama’s war. Out of all the possible dates, why did Obama set a time-
table for withdrawal beginning in July 2011? Furthermore, why seemingly 
contradict that timetable, as Secretary of Defense Robert Gates did, by 
claiming after Obama’s December 2009 speech that withdrawal would be 
determined by “conditions on the ground” in Afghanistan? These contrary 
positions provided the administration a flexible withdrawal timetable that 
allowed Obama to react to public opinion and changing conditions in 
Washington and Afghanistan in time for the 2012 election. If the war was 
publicly perceived as hurting Obama’s reelection chances, discussion of 
troop reductions could be entertained and even accelerated, with Demo-
crats portraying themselves as the “antiwar” party. Antiwar posturing was 
central to the 2012 election because the administration claimed a com-
mitment to simultaneously fighting terrorism and beginning an orderly 
withdrawal.64 This antiwar image contrasted with the Romney campaign, 
which supported continued occupation.65
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Obama’s declared support for withdrawal, and his qualification that 
the timeline would be determined by conditions on the ground, provided 
the president with another advantage. If Republicans succeeded during 
the 2012 election in convincing Americans of the need to remain in 
Afghanistan, Democrats could continue the occupation without fear of 
public backlash. To avoid being seen as weak on national security, Demo-
crats could “out-hawk” Republicans by continuing or escalating the war 
as necessary due to unfolding “conditions on the ground.”

2008 Election Rhetoric

In the 2008 election Obama depicted Afghanistan as the neglected war 
and framed Iraq as a diversion from the War on Terror. Obama warned 
in July 2008: “If another attack on our homeland comes, it will likely 
come from the same region where September 11 was planned . . . and 
yet today, we have five times more troops in Iraq than Afghanistan.”66 
Speaking of the “strategic consequences of Iraq and its dominance of 
our foreign policy, Obama lamented that the occupation “distracts us 
from every threat that we face. . . . This war diminishes our security, our 
standing in the world, our military, our economy, and the resources that 
we need to confront the challenges of the twenty-first century. By any 
measure, our single-minded and open-ended focus on Iraq is not a sound 
strategy for keeping America safe.”67 Obama dismissed a war “that had 
absolutely nothing to do with the September 11 attacks,” a point widely 
recognized following the Iraq invasion.68

Obama’s opposition to the Iraq war was based on concern for the 
U.S. reputation abroad, which was tarnished by Bush’s disinterest in world 
opinion. Bush’s warning to other countries that “either you are with us 
or you are with the terrorists” in the fight against terror suggested con-
tempt for any disagreement with U.S. policy.69 Obama’s antiwar rhetoric 
resonated with audiences and voters who were displeased with Bush’s 
polarizing rhetoric. Obama’s embracing “hope” and “change” at a time 
when citizens were distraught with Bush for escalating an unpopular war 
became the hallmark of his campaign.

In July 2008, Obama presented his vision for the “War on Terror.” 
Promising to “lead this country in a new direction,” Obama vowed he 
would reconcile with American allies in light of U.S. alienation from 
many countries following Bush’s polarizing rhetoric. Obama promised 
he would remove “combat brigades” from Iraq within sixteen months of 
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taking office, leaving only a “residual force” for “targeting any remnants of 
al Qaeda,” “training and supporting Iraq’s security forces,” and “protect-
ing our service members and diplomats.” For Afghanistan, Obama would 
“make the fight against al Qaeda and the Taliban” the “top priority” by 
sending “at least two additional combat brigades to Afghanistan” to “focus 
on training Afghan security forces and supporting an Afghan judiciary.” 
They would “take out terrorist camps” and “crack down on cross-border 
insurgents.” A renewed financial commitment to the Afghan war was nec-
essary, Obama argued, to provide for more troops and to secure funding 
for investments (in which he promised more than $1 billion) to “help 
Afghans grow their economy from the bottom up.”70 Obama’s focus was 
on security concerns in Afghanistan and Pakistan; humanitarian issues and 
economic growth were secondary considerations. As president, Obama 
continued to stress that the military dimension of the campaign took 
precedence over nation-building.71

The December Surge

Obama’s campaign to sell military escalation in Afghanistan was advanced in 
an unorthodox way in September 2009 when General Stanley McChrystal 
publicly pressured the president for a troop increase. The national discus-
sion on escalation culminated in December 2009 when Obama made the 
case for the addition of 30,000 U.S. troops. The McChrystal controversy, 
and Obama’s addition of 17,000 troops in October 2009, sent a message 
to the media that the United States was set on escalating the war.72 Troop 
increases occurred in February and October, but were not accompanied 
by a presidential campaign to sell the war. The rhetorical campaign would 
not take place until December 2009.

In September 2009, the Post broke a story about General McChrys-
tal’s sixty-six–page confidential assessment to the Obama administration 
warning of “mission failure” in Afghanistan.73 McChrystal concluded: 
“Failure to gain the initiative and reverse insurgent momentum in the 
near-term (next 12 months) . . . risks an outcome where defeating the 
insurgency is no longer possible.” The Post reported that Obama indicated 
no decision would be made about sending more troops until he had 
“absolute clarity about what the strategy is going to be.”74 McChrystal’s 
assessment was leaked to the media and was not a formal part of Obama’s 
campaign to sell escalation. Still, the leaked report represents a challenge to 
the administration that is based more on strategy than principle. Obama 
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promised to add troops in Afghanistan when he was running for president 
and did so throughout 2009. The administration’s deliberations in late 2009 
were over how many more troops to add and how long they would remain.

As the Post reported, Obama and his advisors spent two months 
after McChrystal’s report was released strategizing on Afghanistan before 
announcing the December surge. The Post reported by early November 
that Obama was faced a choice between a shorter and longer period for 
adding troops: “On this day, Nov. 11, the president scanned the choices 
with a trace of irritation. At a meeting more than two weeks earlier, he had 
asked for a plan to deploy and pull out troops quickly—a ‘surge’ similar to 
the one that his Republican predecessor had executed in Iraq, but with a 
fixed date to begin withdrawals. What was in front of Obama—scenarios 
in which it took too long to get in and too long to get out—was not 
what he wanted.” Reportedly, Obama’s main problems with McChrystal’s 
escalation proposal were that it added troops too slowly, it added more 
troops than the president preferred, and it did not include a withdrawal 
timeline.75

Obama’s Speech at West Point Military Academy

Obama’s December speech at West Point Military Academy was the focal 
point in the effort to sell the surge. Obama used the rhetoric of fear to 
defend the initiative. Whereas Bush’s rhetoric focused on Iraqi weapons of 
mass destruction (WMDs) and ties to al Qaeda, the Afghan context was 
different. No one accused the Taliban of providing WMDs to al Qaeda. 
Rather, Obama claimed the need to prevent Afghanistan from becoming a 
safe haven for al Qaeda, to confront the Taliban, and to disrupt al Qaeda’s 
base of operations. These goals represented the core of the campaign of 
hope, with Obama promising to protect American lives from the threat 
of terrorism.

Obama’s Afghanistan speech was similar to Bush’s rhetoric follow-
ing September 11 in claiming a reluctant commitment to war. Obama 
announced, “We did not ask for this fight. On September 11, 2001, 
nineteen men hijacked four airplanes and used them to murder nearly 
3,000 people. They struck our military and economic nerve centers. They 
took the lives of innocent men, women, and children without regard to 
their faith or race or station.” The reference to September 11 was meant 
to emphasize the fight against al Qaeda, which Obama suggested could 
become resurgent without renewed action. Attempts to link terrorism to 
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the surge were controversial in light of the 2009 finding that al Qaeda no 
longer operated in Afghanistan. Obama seemed to concede this point in 
his speech, stating that “al Qaeda’s base of operations was in Afghanistan, 
where they were harbored by the Taliban” (emphasis added). Acknowledg-
ing the displacement of al Qaeda from Afghanistan, Obama discussed the 
effects of the 2001 U.S. military operations: “within a matter of months, 
al Qaeda was scattered and many of its operatives were killed. The Taliban 
was driven from power and pushed back on its heels.” However, Obama 
framed the surge as necessary to limit al Qaeda’s influence by rolling back 
the growth of Taliban violence against the Afghan government: “After 
escaping across the border into Pakistan in 2001 and 2002, al Qaeda’s 
leadership established a safe-haven there. Over the last several years, the 
Taliban has maintained common cause with al Qaeda, as they both seek 
an overthrow of the Afghan government. Gradually, the Taliban has begun 
to take control over swaths of Afghanistan, while engaging in increasingly 
brazen and devastating acts of terrorism against the Pakistani people.”

Obama appropriated the rhetoric of hope to frame U.S. military 
operations as vital to protecting U.S. security. Depicting Afghanistan and 
Pakistan as the “epicenter of the violent extremism practiced by al Qaeda,” 
he warned that “new attacks are being plotted as I speak. This is no idle 
danger; no hypothetical threat.” A failure to act meant that the dangers 
“will only grow if the region slides backwards, and al Qaeda can oper-
ate with impunity. We must keep the pressure on al Qaeda, and to do 
that, we must increase the stability and capacity of our partners in the 
region.” Obama asserted a direct connection between the Afghanistan 
war and terrorist threats on U.S. soil, announcing that “in the last few 
months alone, we have apprehended extremists within our borders who 
were sent here from the border region of Afghanistan and Pakistan to 
commit new acts of terror.”

Obama did not frame Taliban violence against the Afghan govern-
ment as an immediate threat, but as an emerging one. “There is no immi-
nent threat of the government being overthrown, but the Taliban has gained 
momentum. Al Qaeda has not re-emerged in Afghanistan in the same 
numbers as before September 11, but they retain their safe-havens along the 
border.” Obama’s reference to al Qaeda’s failed reemergence “in the same 
numbers as before September 11” left something to the imagination. The 
comment seemed to imply that al Qaeda retained a significant presence 
in Afghanistan, although the size of this threat was unaddressed. At the 
very least, this ambiguous framing suggested al Qaeda retained a presence 
that could grow if the United States did not further intervene. Obama’s 
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Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta suggested this point in his late 2009 
announcement that “al Qaeda fighters are still trying to make inroads into 
Afghanistan” and that these fighters “continue to show up” in the country.76 
Obama reflected this view when he discussed “disrupting, dismantling, and 
defeating al Qaeda in Afghanistan and Pakistan” (emphasis added).

Similar to Bush’s rhetoric on Iraq, Obama employed humanitarian 
rhetoric on a secondary level to defend the surge. Adopting the rhetoric 
of hope, Obama led Americans to believe that the United States was 
promoting democracy and freedom. He spoke in the December speech of 
the “legitimate government [that] was elected by the Afghan people” that 
was hampered by “insufficient security forces” to protect against Taliban 
attacks. The struggle “against violent extremism,” Obama cautioned, “will 
be an enduring test of our free society, and our leadership of the world.” To 
protect Afghanistan, Obama promised to “train competent Afghan security 
forces” and “strengthen” those forces and the government “so they can 
take lead responsibility for Afghanistan’s future.”

Postsurge Rhetoric

By November 2010, Obama renewed his promise that withdrawal would 
begin by July 2011. Speaking of the counterinsurgency campaign, Obama 
remarked:

We’ve inflicted serious losses on the Taliban and taken a num-
ber of its strongholds. Along with our surge, our allies also 
increased their commitments, which helped stabilize more 
of the country. Afghan security forces have grown . . . and 
in some provinces and municipalities we’ve already begun to 
transition responsibility for security to the Afghan people. In 
the face of violence and intimidation, Afghans are fighting and 
dying for their country, establishing local police forces, opening 
markets and schools, creating new opportunities for women 
and girls, and trying to turn the page on decades of war.

Following the U.S. military operation in May 2011 that led to the death 
of Osama bin Laden in Pakistan, Obama boasted that al Qaeda “is under 
more pressure than at any time since September 11; . . . we have taken 
out more than half of al Qaeda’s leadership. And thanks to our intelli-
gence professionals and Special Forces, we killed Obama bin Laden, the 
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only leader that al Qaeda had ever known. This was a victory for all 
who served since September 11.” Information pulled from bin Laden’s 
compound in Abbottabad, Pakistan, Obama claimed, revealed an organiza-
tion under “enormous strain” that was “unable to effectively replace [the] 
senior terrorist that had been killed,” and that was now “on a path to 
defeat.”77 Obama withdrew 10,000 troops from Afghanistan by the end of 
2011, reducing U.S. forces in the country by 33,000 in September 2012, 
leaving 66,000 U.S. troops.78 U.S. generals pushed for remaining troops to 
remain until the end of 2013, although the president’s plan did not call 
for removal until the end of 2014.79

Challenges to the Surge

Obama’s insistence on fighting terrorism resonated with a country that 
experienced September 11. The justifications for the Afghan surge reso-
nated with Americans concerned with al Qaeda terrorism. On the other 
hand, public concern with military casualties in Afghanistan cut against 
the war’s popularity. Criticisms of the war included strategic and humani-
tarian concerns. Strategic challenges focused on whether Obama’s prom-
ises of “progress” were realistic. While the president portrayed the Afghan 
government as an important U.S. partner, charges of official corruption 
raised questions about whether the surge would succeed. Nation magazine 
reporter Christian Parenti, who traveled to Afghanistan to report on the 
war, articulated concerns with corruption and found the escalation to be 
“insane as a policy.” Parenti elaborated:

I don’t think the Obama administration believes it’s going to 
win in Afghanistan. They made a decision that you can’t lose 
two wars simultaneously . . . and to cover themselves politi-
cally in terms of electoral theater they’re going to make this 
big effort in Afghanistan, try and push the Taliban back from 
provinces around Kabul . . . make a little bit of progress, and 
then get re-elected and begin the process of disengaging. . . . I 
don’t think the Obama administration thinks it’s going to win 
militarily against the Taliban, and I don’t think they’re stu-
pid enough to think the institutions of the Afghan state are 
going to function. It’s considered one of the most corrupt 
governments in the world. . . . Nothing gets done, the Afghan 
government has very limited ability to raise taxes, 95 percent 
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of its income comes from foreign aid, and very little for the 
people of the society is produced from that.80

Corruption charges against the Afghan government included ballot tam-
pering, narcotics dealing, and collusion with warlords with repressive 
human rights records.81 Institutional corruption was a concern because it 
raised questions about the government’s ability to serve the Afghan people.

The Afghan government was also criticized for its alliance with 
regional warlords who run much of the country. The warlords retain ter-
rible human rights records. In the Helmand province where U.S. military 
operations were concentrated, the local warlord was reportedly responsible 
for kidnapping and raping preteen boys, among other charges.82 Warlord 
abuses reportedly included murdering civilians and prisoners and burying 
them in mass graves, violently assaulting towns and villages, and arbitrarily 
arresting or abducting civilians.83 U.S. officials acknowledged working with 
repressive local warlords because of the tactical advantages of such alliances 
against the Taliban.84 Collaboration with repressive warlords and corrupt 
national officials led critics to question whether the U.S.-Afghan alliance 
could realistically meet the Afghan people’s needs.

Obama acknowledged problems with the Afghan government in 
his December 2009 speech, but he did not deem official corruption a 
hindrance to the counterinsurgency effort. Critics wondered how realistic 
Obama’s expectations were for training the Afghan army and police. Time 
reported that “the president’s West Point speech was mute on his plans 
for the growing Afghan army.” Al Jazeera’s reporting highlighted Obama’s 
failure to discuss perceived overestimates of the size of the Afghan military 
and police. Conventional estimates suggested that Afghanistan retained 
90,000 to 100,000 standing forces, although more critical estimates put it 
at no more than 35,000 to 55,000. Al Jazeera reported: “The whole exit 
strategy for international troops depends on the size and the capability of 
Afghan security forces. It is clear after eight years that both the U.S. and 
Afghan government don’t even know how many soldiers and policemen 
there really are.”85

Other strategic challenges centered on concerns about the strength 
of the al Qaeda presence in Afghanistan and whether U.S. antiterrorism 
goals were justified. By late 2009, U.S. intelligence suggested that only 
one hundred al Qaeda operatives were in Afghanistan.86 General David 
Petraeus confirmed the estimate, concluding that al Qaeda suffered “very 
significant losses” and that the group no longer operated in Afghanistan 
in any meaningful sense.87

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



40 Selling War, Selling Hope

The small concentration of al Qaeda in Afghanistan raised questions 
about the escalation. Was Afghanistan really a vital front of the struggle 
against terror? Were troop infusions needed for a country that no longer 
hosted a significant al Qaeda presence? Such questions were raised by war 
critics. Questions also remained regarding the feasibility of defeating the 
Taliban. What criteria would be used to assess the Taliban’s deterioration? 
If the group’s destruction was unrealistic, what would stop it from inviting 
in al Qaeda operatives following the surge? If the goal was to prevent 
al Qaeda from reemerging, then did this mission require a permanent 
occupation? Finally, why did Obama speak of “disrupting, dismantling, and 
defeating al Qaeda in Afghanistan” when intelligence suggested al Qaeda 
no longer operated in the country in any meaningful way?

These questions gave critics pause, especially when the president was 
so vague in defining success. Richard Holbrooke, Obama’s representative 
to Afghanistan, fueled suspicion that the surge was not fully thought out. 
When reporters asked in mid-2009 how Obama would define success in 
Afghanistan, Holbrooke explained that the campaign would be measured 
by a “Supreme Court test” where “we’ll know [progress] when we see 
it.” Holbrooke’s comment referred to the statement of former Supreme 
Court Justice Potter Stewart, who, when asked to identify pornography, 
stated, “I shall not today attempt further to define the kinds of material 
I understand to be embraced, but I know it when I see it.” Holbrooke’s 
comment was met with reservation by some journalists and policy advo-
cacy groups. Tim Fernholz of the American Prospect referred to Holbrooke’s 
comment as “not comforting,” while the Center for American Progress 
remarked that “the American public is going to need better than ‘we’ll 
know it when we see it’ to gauge whether or not our program is going 
according to plan.”88

The moral counternarrative to Obama’s surge was driven by the 
conclusion of American generals that only a negotiated settlement with 
the Taliban could end hostilities.89 Middle East scholar Juan Cole reiter-
ated this conclusion:

What is the goal [of the escalation]? If it is to wipe out the 
Taliban, the Taliban are a social movement that has a certain 
amount of support in the Pashtun areas and wiping them 
out would be a genocide. Very unlikely to be accomplished 
and very brutal if it were done. If the goal is to establish a 
stable Afghan government that could itself deal with chal-
lenges like the remaining Taliban, that’s state building on a 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



41The Rhetoric of Fear and Hope in Afghanistan

large scale. Afghanistan’s a mess; it’s been through thirty years 
of war . . . it has no visible means of support, it’s a fourth 
world country . . . the kind of army Afghanistan would need 
to control all that territory would be 100,000–200,000 troops 
and cost $1–2 billion a year . . . and the government doesn’t 
have that kind of money. . . . So there’s a real question of 
whether Afghanistan actually has the resources to accomplish 
what the U.S. wants it to do.90

Secretary of Defense Robert Gates reiterated Cole’s conclusion, speaking 
of “the limits of the American ability to actually defeat the Taliban; they 
were an indigenous force in Afghan society, part of the political fab-
ric.” Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) Director Leon Panetta advocated 
instead that the United States “drive wedges between those who could be 
reconciled with the Afghan government and those who could not be.”91

Humanitarian criticisms emphasized the strains placed on the Afghan 
public because of the war. The surge accompanied a growth in civilian 
casualties. From 2009 to 2010, civilian deaths increased by 31 percent, 
with the number of casualties at its highest level since 2001.92 Defend-
ers of the war could point to evidence that 75 percent of the civilian 
deaths in 2010 resulted from the Taliban’s actions, with the United States 
responsible for just 16 percent. Supporters could also point to the 26 
percent drop in civilian casualties caused by the United States from 2009 
to 2010, while Taliban attributed civilian deaths increased by 28 percent 
in the same period.93 Efforts to distinguish the United States from the 
Taliban are common in U.S. discourse. American soldiers are seen as 
minimizing civilian casualties and collateral damage, while U.S. enemies 
knowingly target civilians.

Efforts to distinguish between U.S. and Taliban violence were chal-
lenged at times in reporting. The Guardian questioned the charge that 
growing civilian deaths were “caused by Taliban attacks, [and] not U.S. 
forces.” It emphasized a declassified U.S. State Department cable of a 
conversation between U.S. National Intelligence Council Chairman Peter 
Lavoy and a State Department employee whom Lavoy informed that “the 
international community should put intense pressure on the Taliban in 
2009 in order to bring out their more violent and ideologically radical 
tendencies. This will alienate the population and give us an opportunity 
to separate the Taliban from the population.” Reports surfaced that the 
United States razed entire villages in Afghanistan following the surge.94 
This strategy runs contrary to the official U.S. counterinsurgency strategy 
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(known as “Coin”), as the military supposedly protects civilians against 
Taliban fighters in order to win public support. The Guardian also reported 
that punishing noncombatants was as a goal of NATO forces. Central 
Asia and Taliban expert Michael Semple recounted: “I have heard serious, 
thinking [NATO] officers articulate the idea that provoking Taliban fight-
ers into acts of extreme violence against the population could be taken as 
a sign of Coin progress, prior to the final victory when the people turn 
against them [the Taliban].”95 “Extreme violence” against civilians became a 
regular part of the war in following the surge, as U.N. officials warned of 
the Taliban’s use of “horror attacks” against civilians intended to “produce 
a counterweight to the perception [that] the surge is working.”96

Neither Obama nor any other president openly subscribed to collec-
tive punishment of civilians during war. Such actions violate the Geneva 
Conventions, which outlaw the targeting of noncombatants. Still, NATO 
and U.S. officials supported this approach in Afghanistan. Whether the 
Obama administration was aware of such deliberations is not known. 
However, divorcing the president in the chain of command from goals 
articulated by U.S. officials is difficult. The president is responsible for the 
actions of those below him. Furthermore, State Department and NATO 
communications regarding collective civilian punishment were available via 
the Guardian’s reporting at the height of the surge in early 2011. Such 
open access makes Obama’s claiming that he could not have been aware 
that collective punishment strategy made its way into U.S. war strategiz-
ing difficult to accept.

War critics did not need State Department cables to conclude that 
the surge produced increased violence against civilians. U.S. intelligence 
figures and scholars made this claim prior to the surge. International rela-
tions scholar Robert Pape explained: “As we’ve gone forward to try and 
increase our control of the country with more troops and concentrating 
that control in the heartland of the Pashtuns, the areas most sympathetic 
to the Taliban, what we’ve seen is an increase in anti-American and anti-
Western suicide and other violence, not a decline.”97

Some intelligence officials also expressed criticisms of the Afghani-
stan escalation. Graham Fuller, former CIA station chief in Kabul, warned: 
“Both wars [in Iraq and Afghanistan] have made the Middle East and 
the world much more dangerous for Americans and for any American 
presence overseas. It [the Afghan war] is creating much greater hostility 
toward the United States and creating a lot more people who would 
be happy to kill Americans or join in some kind of terrorist operation.” 
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Robert Baer, a former Middle East CIA, officer claimed the surge would 
further destabilize the region: “What’s happening is that the more we 
fight in Afghanistan, the more the conflict is pushed across the border 
to Pakistan. The more we destabilize Pakistan, the more likely it is that 
a fundamentalist government will take over the [Pakistani] army and will 
have al Qaeda–like groups with nuclear weapons.”98 U.S. Senator Carl 
Levin (D–MI) argued that “there are other ways of showing resolve in 
Afghanistan than just augmenting the number of combat troops,” while 
U.S. Representative James McGovern (D–CT) claimed: “The larger our 
military footprint, the more difficult it is to achieve reconciliation . . . and, 
quite frankly, it’s been used as a recruiting tool by the Taliban. The reason 
why we want an exit strategy is in part because I want a clearly defined 
mission, and that means a beginning, a middle, a transition period, and 
an end. And we don’t have an end in Afghanistan.”99

Humanitarian concerns were common among the Afghan people. 
On the one hand, a February 2009 BBC poll found that nearly seven 
in ten Afghans were happy the United States overthrew the Taliban in 
2001, and more than six in ten supported having U.S. forces in Afghani-
stan. But just 33 percent thought the United States would succeed in 
destroying al Qaeda and disrupting the Taliban. Majorities believed (1) 
the Taliban would ultimately emerge victorious, or (2) fighting would 
continue between the United States and the Taliban, or (3) the Afghan 
government would negotiate a settlement with the Taliban. None of these 
scenarios spoke to a U.S. military victory.

Most Afghans rejected the surge. Seventy-seven percent found U.S. 
airstrikes “unacceptable” for “defeat[ing] the Taliban and anti-government 
fighters” because these attacks “endanger too many innocent civilians.” 
Afghans did not distinguish between “moral” U.S. violence and “immoral” 
Taliban attacks. Afghans were more likely to blame the United States for 
civilian casualties, as opposed to “anti-government forces” that live “among 
civilians.” Afghans were more likely to emphasize economic problems, 
poverty, and the lack of jobs. Seven in ten judged job availability and 
economic opportunities to be “very” or “somewhat” bad. A majority felt 
that the conditions of the country’s roads, bridges, and infrastructure, as 
well as the supply of electricity, were “very” or “somewhat” bad. Most 
admitted difficulty affording basic goods.100

BBC polling suggests that Obama and Afghan civilians were far apart 
in their priorities. The president emphasized terrorism, which resonated 
more effectively with Americans. Most Afghans worried the escalation 
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would lead to further destabilization and that the lack of functioning 
infrastructure and economy represented graver problems. Afghan rejection 
of the U.S. agenda was predictable considering that Afghanistan has been 
ravaged by war for more than three decades. The country is a “failed 
state,” unable to provide for the basic needs of its population, and receives 
among the worst “human development” ratings of all countries.101

Undermining the War

Journalistic objectivity helps account for patterns in media coverage of the 
Afghan war. Objectivity—defined as the uncritical transmission of official 
rhetoric—translated into tacit support for war. The Afghanistan case study 
also reveals the role of growing violence and casualties in driving public 
opposition to war. Objective reporting, however, also manifested itself in 
a second way—through journalists’ mirroring of reality, which included 
the reporting of an increasingly chaotic situation in which U.S. troops 
regularly found themselves in harm’s way. Objectivity, defined as both 
official deference and the mirroring of reality, accounts for patterns in 
reporting on Afghanistan throughout 2009.

One could argue that the media’s emphasis of growing violence 
is not evidence of independence from government.102 Journalists simply 
reported a reality that shed critical light on the war. Regardless of whether 
one sees the media as an independent or dependent actor, it played a role 
in fostering antiwar dissent. Drawing on figure 1.8, one sees that opposi-
tion to war increased by an average of 2.75 percent per month when 
casualties were growing; opposition declined by more than 3 percent per 
month when casualties were falling.

By identifying journalists’ power to amplify critical realities, I am not 
suggesting that journalists were pursuing an “agenda” to undermine the 
war. To retain professionalism and credibility, journalists devoted additional 
attention to U.S. deaths as casualties were reaching record monthly highs. 
Reporters could have ignored such stories. Doing so, however, would have 
damaged their organizations’ reputations because they would be seen as 
blatant propaganda outlets for the president and the state. While politi-
cal officials attempt to deflect attention from stories that cast them in 
a negative light, expecting Obama to intimidate reporters into ignoring 
or marginalizing a story as big as record military casualties is unrealistic. 
That information could not be omitted from public discourse without a 
massive loss of public confidence in journalists.
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Editorializing for War

When it came to framing the U.S. military engagement, agenda-setting 
newspapers, including the Times and the Post, supported Obama’s escala-
tion in principle, while offering pragmatic criticisms. While calling for 
negotiations with the Taliban, Times editors agreed by early 2009 that the 
United States needed a strategy to combat “how fast things are coming 
apart in Afghanistan” due to the Taliban assault on the national gov-
ernment. The paper commended Obama’s addition of 17,000 troops in 
February, which it claimed was needed to assault “al Qaeda’s sanctuaries 
on both sides of the Afghanistan-Pakistan border.”103

In line with its liberal politics, the Times displayed some concern 
with casualties in the conflict, which complemented the government’s 
stated commitment to protecting civilians. The paper approved of Obama’s 
appointment of General Stanley McChrystal as the military commander 
in Afghanistan. The appointment was “an overdue change in military 
strategy” where “the measure of [the war’s] effectiveness will not be the 
number of enemy killed. It will be the number of Afghans shielded from 
violence.” The Times reflected on a Pentagon review of “significant errors 
by military personnel that contributed to the high civilian death toll” such 
as ignoring the prohibition on bombing highly populated residential areas 
“in the absence of imminent threat” and “failing to reconfirm a target 
after a bombing delay.” It conceded that Afghans were angry over the war’s 
destruction, although this was not seen as legitimate reason to end the war:

They [the Afghan people] have little enthusiasm for a war 
in which foreign troops and Taliban fanatics shoot at each 
other with seeming indifference to the civilians caught in the 
cross-fire. Last year [2008] some 2,000 Afghan civilians were 
killed. . . . Reducing that toll will require tighter and more 
strictly enforced rules of engagement. . . . General McChrys-
tal’s most important job will be to change the way ordinary 
Afghans view the fight against the Taliban and its al Qaeda 
allies. Counterinsurgency operations need support (and intel-
ligence tips) from the local population to succeed.104

The Times paternalistically dismissed Afghan opposition to war as 
something that could be reversed by a new counterinsurgency strategy. 
Afghan opposition, however, continued throughout the surge. One survey 
reported by the Post found that in late 2010, 56 percent of Afghans held 
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an unfavorable view of the United States.105 Although most residents in the 
Helmand and Kandahar areas (where counterinsurgency operations were 
concentrated) cited improved security, 79 percent living in those regions 
said that U.S. troops should withdraw by summer 2011.106 One could 
frame this position as analogous to Obama’s promise to begin removing 
troops in 2011. This conclusion, however, is contradicted by the finding 
that Afghan opposition was based on the feeling that the United States was 
“playing a negative role in Afghanistan.”107 Opposition to war was driven 
by the alternative priorities of the Afghan people. In 2010, 83 percent 
of Afghans supported government efforts to “address the security situa-
tion through negotiation and reconciliation with armed anti-government 
elements.” Approximately three-quarters felt their government’s efforts at 
reconciliation would “help stabilize the country.” These sentiments stood 
in contrast to Obama’s 2009 troop surge, which included no commitment 
to negotiations.108 The Times’s dismissal of Afghan preferences overlapped 
with U.S. official contempt for opposition to the surge. As General David 
Petraeus explained, U.S. paternalism was evident in efforts to fit Afghan 
public opinion around a policy of military escalation: “We clearly have to 
continue to provide the message to the Afghan people about why we’re 
here and what it is that we want to do, not just for our own national 
objectives and coalition objectives but also for the people of this country 
and for the government of Afghanistan.”109

In late 2009, the Times’s support for the surge as an antiterror 
measure was strong. With violence escalating in Afghanistan, the paper 
lauded Obama for having “correctly begun shifting attention and resources 
away from Iraq to Afghanistan and Pakistan, which is the more insidious 
threat.”110 Humanitarian justifications were secondary and included sup-
port for a “civilian surge” to “speed deployment of American civilians 
to help Afghan leaders carry out development projects, strengthen local 
governance and establish justice systems.”111 The Times’s main concern 
was with a government that was “barely hanging on in the face of an 
increasingly powerful Taliban insurgency.”112 The president claimed that the 
United States “cannot walk away from the war and outlined an ambitious 
and high-risk strategy for driving back the Taliban and bolstering the 
Afghan government so American troops can eventually go home.” While 
the paper found Obama’s December speech “persuasive,” the editors won-
dered if 100,000 U.S. troops “will be enough to turn the war around.”113

The Times mixed optimism with uncertainty when assessing the 
surge. It criticized Bush’s Afghanistan strategy, while praising Obama’s. 
“For far too long—mostly, but not only under President George W. 
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Bush—Afghanistan policy has had little direction and no accountability. 
Mr. Obama started to address those problems at [his December] West 
Point [speech].”114 While the country “needs to hear more about how he 
intends to pay for the war and how he will decide when Afghanistan will 
be able to stand on its own,” Obama’s approach deviated from “Bush’s 
strategy of fighting on the cheap,” which was a “guarantee of defeat.” The 
Times also agreed with withdrawal deadline, “so long as it is not set in 
stone.” Flexibility, the paper argued, indicated “America’s commitment is 
not open-ended,” while still allowing for the infusion of troops.115

Times editorials on Afghanistan voiced the liberal perspective on the 
surge. Post editorials also supported the surge, but at times questioned 
Obama’s commitment to war. Assessments from early 2009 were optimistic, 
as the paper responded positively to a president who embraced counterter-
rorism. Obama’s counterterror strategy was deemed necessary to “combat 
the al-Qaeda threat,” reverse the Taliban’s power, and “for “protecting and 
winning over the populations where the enemy operates.”116

The Post later questioned Obama’s resolve after he expressed limited 
reservations about escalation. In a September 2009 editorial, the paper 
found it “startling” that Obama was seemingly “wavering,” stating, “I’m 
not interested in being in Afghanistan for the sake of being in Afghani-
stan.”117 Initial skepticism gave way to embrace following the December 
speech. The Post approved of Obama’s “clear-headedness” in outlining “a 
strong but carefully calibrated commitment” and “counterinsurgency strat-
egy aimed at protecting the Afghan population,” while having “distinctly 
circumscribed the mission for U.S. forces.”118 Public support for “an end 
date” to war was deemed unworthy of discussion. The Post called Obama 
“politically brave” for resisting “war-weariness at home”; he was “right” to 
be dismissive of the “Democratic left” for arguing “that the Afghan war is 
unwinnable.” Those calling for a “timetable for withdrawal” were advocat-
ing a “retreat . . . given that the Taliban and al-Qaeda now also aim to 
overturn the government of nuclear-armed Pakistan, the risks of a U.S. 
withdrawal far exceed those of continuing to fight the war—even were 
the result to be continued stalemate.”119 The Post warned that Americans 
should realize that “stabilizing the country will require many years of 
patient effort and the pain of continued casualties.”120

Post and Times editorials dismissed many Americans’ feeling that 
the war was unacceptable because of growing casualties. Both papers dis-
missed the conclusion that the surge escalated destruction and human 
rights violations. Neither paper could have been aware of the findings 
from the Guardian that United States and allied planners envisioned the 
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counterinsurgency campaign as part of an effort to encourage violence 
against civilians so they would turn against the Taliban. Those stories were 
not yet reported in 2009. However, both papers were aware of majority 
sentiment that escalation would be accompanied by growing destruction. 
The Times and the Post sided with a president who prioritized escalation 
over humanitarian concerns. Humanitarian rhetoric was a part of both 
papers’ editorializing, but was premised on neglecting the human costs 
associated with war.

Amplifying Officials, Marginalizing Dissent

While reporting on Afghanistan in early to mid-2009 emphasized growing 
violence in the country, coverage by late 2009 was sympathetic to the surge. 
Obama benefitted from the decline of military casualties in November and 
December. That decline—along with Obama’s December rhetorical offen-
sive—created an informational climate favorable to escalation. Journalistic 
objectivity also aided the president. Both parties favored the surge. Since 
objectivity requires transmission of official rhetoric, the bipartisan agreement 
on the surge set the context for favorable coverage. Table 1.1 documents 
presidential dominance in reporting over Republican and foreign political 
sources. This dominance translated into an advantage in framing the news.

While Republicans supported Obama’s surge, they questioned the 
desirability of a withdrawal timetable.121 The failure of Republican voices 
to garner attention, however, made the Republican challenges ineffective. 
Table 1.1 suggests that references to the Obama administration were 3.9 to 
6.2 times more likely to appear in stories than references to congressional 
Republicans.122 Foreign political actors such as Afghan President Hamid 
Karzai and Pakistani President Asif al-Zardari appeared infrequently as well. 
In short, President Obama dominated the national discourse.

Favorable coverage helped to cultivate public support. Figure 1.10 
documents Obama’s success in disseminating his terrorism narrative. Ref-
erences to “terrorism” and “al Qaeda” in stories mentioning Afghanistan 
increased significantly from mid- to late 2009.123 Two major spikes in the 
associations between Afghanistan, terrorism, and al Qaeda coincide with 
Obama’s October and December additions of 13,000 and 34,000 troops. 
Growing association of Afghanistan with al Qaeda suggests Americans were 
increasingly primed to associate the war with fighting terrorism—despite 
the fact that U.S. intelligence recognized al Qaeda no longer meaning-
fully operated in Afghanistan. Figure 1.11 indicates a virtually identical 
trend for cable news.
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Discussion of Afghanistan in primetime cable programming was 
different from mainstream coverage. Openly adopting partisan views, 
primetime pundits favored and criticized Obama. Fox News supported 
the surge, but criticized Obama’s withdrawal plan. Sean Hannity rejected 
the timetable, claiming that al Qaeda and the Taliban would “just hide 

Table 1.1. Coverage of Major Actors in Afghanistan during the Escalation 
(November 15–December 31, 2009)

Mentions of each actor as a percent of all actors

Media Outlet

 New 
 York Washington Houston NBC CBS Fox MSNBC 
Actors Times Post Chronicle News News News News

Obama 
administration 58% 65% 64% 74% 72% 73% 56%

Congressional 
Republicans 15% 11% 14% 12% 16% 16% 25%

Karzai 23% 18% 21% 13% 12% 11% 16%

Zardari 4% 5% 1% 1% 0% 0% 3%

Source: LexisNexis.

Figure 1.10. U.S. Conflict in Afghanistan: Framing a Terrorist Threat (June–
December 2009)

Source: LexisNexis.
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out for 18 months” between the surge and beginning of withdrawal.124 
Bill O’Reilly dismissed the “exit strategy” as “bogus,” predicting that the 
United States would experience tremendous pressure not to remove troops 
if the mission was incomplete.125 Conversely, pundits for MSNBC’s pri-
metime lineup supported Obama. Ed Schultz announced: “I can support 
the escalation, if the war starts to close in 18 months, and we’re on our 
way home.” Schultz’s concern was with an extended war that “could take 
years to actually get our troops out of there.”126 Keith Olbermann focused 
his criticisms on Pentagon generals’ potential refusal to begin a phased 
withdrawal.127 Discussion of Obama’s surge among cable pundits displayed 
the predictable partisan biases that define commentary at MSNBC and 
Fox News. There are reasons to wonder, however, whether these biases 
affected public attitudes in a significant way. This point is discussed near 
the end of this chapter.

Did strategic and humanitarian criticisms of the war appear regu-
larly in the news? Evidence suggests they did not show up with much 
frequency.128 From November to December 2009, just two Times stories 
and no Post stories featured Afghan civilian deaths.129 This is meager cover-
age compared to the nearly one hundred stories in both papers equating 
Afghanistan with terrorism during December alone. As documented in 
figure 3.8, coverage of U.S. casualties also declined to near nonexistence by 
December. Discussion of negotiations with the Taliban—a tactic preferred 
by war critics—was rare. No stories or editorials in the Post mentioned 

Figure 1.11. Framing Terrorism and Afghanistan in Cable News (June–
December 2009)

Source: LexisNexis.
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51The Rhetoric of Fear and Hope in Afghanistan

negotiations from mid-November through December, although it was 
briefly raised in an op-ed.130 Just one news story referenced negotiations 
in the Times.131

Other challenges fared no better. Despite Obama’s dismissal of recon-
struction as “beyond what can be achieved at a reasonable cost,” admis-
sions that reconstruction was not part of U.S. plans were neglected.132 
From mid-November through December, just three stories referenced 
reconstruction in the Post and only one in the Times. This can be con-
trasted with more than one hundred stories emphasizing “terrorism” and 
al Qaeda in the same period. Finally, intelligence suggesting that just one 
hundred al Qaeda fighters were in Afghanistan was erased from report-
ing in November and December. References to this statistic were almost 
completely absent from the Times and the Post.133 Not a single piece in 
the Post mentioned the figure and just one Times op-ed referenced it.134 
Reconstruction, negotiations, and humanitarian issues and challenges to 
the antiterror agenda failed to appear in the news in large part because 
political officials were not expressing those concerns. In a media where 
objectivity requires deference to official voices, views rejected by political 
leaders are marginalized.

A review of news and commentary suggests that coverage under-
mined the war in mid-2009, but favored Obama by late year. If growing 
casualty coverage caused the public to turn against war, positive news 
could increase support. This is precisely what one observes when examin-
ing public opinion late 2009.

Selling the Surge

From October 2009 through January 2010, Americans became more sup-
portive of the surge. By December, public opinion was still conflicted 
about the war, but the administration succeeded in increasing support 
enough to escalate the war. Figure 1.12 suggests that majority support was 
reached in most survey questions.135

Other survey items also suggested majority support. In December, 62 
percent of Americans supported adding troops, with just 45 percent favor-
ing withdrawal.136 Public support for escalation was qualified, however, 
as 66 percent also favored Obama’s plan “to start removing troops from 
Afghanistan in 2011.”137 Growing public support for the surge appears to 
have been the product of more than a proactive president because public 
support increased before Obama delivered his December speech.

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



52 Selling War, Selling Hope

The decline in military casualties from October to November is 
one probable reason for lessening opposition. Another likely possibility 
is that media disseminated pro-surge messages in response to Obama’s 
February and October troop additions and in anticipation of Obama’s loom-
ing defense of the surge. Pro-war presurge coverage included favorable 
newspaper editorials, growing emphasis on the “terrorism” frame, margin-
alization of dissent, and the Obama administration’s dominance of news. 
Pro-administration bias was amplified by growing intensity of coverage. 
The Project for Excellence in Journalism found that Afghanistan was the 
most covered story in early 2009. Afghanistan received more attention than 
other competing stories such as the economic crisis, health care, Obama’s 
Nobel Peace Prize, and the swine flu.

As the Project for Excellence in Journalism concluded, the increase 
in attention to Afghanistan before Obama’s December speech “mark[ed] 
an emphatic end to the sense of Afghanistan as a low-level conflict occur-
ring largely out of public view and could change the political backdrop 
against which the impending Obama decision on how to prosecute the 
war will have to be made.”138 Between August and October, Afghanistan 
was the third most heavily covered story behind U.S. economic troubles 
and the health care debate.139 In November it was the second most heav-
ily covered story.140 Attention was significantly lower from 2007 through 
early to mid-2009.141 These findings do not suggest that Afghanistan was 

Figure 1.12. Public Support for Afghan War (October 2009–January 2010)

Sources: NBC/Wall Street Journal, CNN/ORC, ABC/Washington Post, and Quinnipiac surveys.
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53The Rhetoric of Fear and Hope in Afghanistan

totally under the radar in mid-2009 and earlier; the Times reported that 
“a more significant increase [in coverage] happened over the summer [of 
2009] as the Afghan presidential election neared and the troop discus-
sions ensued.”142 It was during this period that reporting of U.S. casualties 
increased.

Why did coverage hue so closely to Obama’s agenda in late 2009? 
According to the Project for Excellence in Journalism, “much of the 
storyline about Afghanistan has focused on the internal policy debate in 
the U.S. as Obama began weighing options for U.S. strategy.” Coverage 
of that debate accounted for two-thirds of media reporting. By late 2009, 
the Project for Excellence in Journalism found that Obama dominated 
stories, compared to other figures involved in the war such as General 
Stanley McChrystal and Secretary of Defense Robert Gates.

In anticipation of the escalation, American journalists migrated to the 
Afghan city of Kabul. The Times reported on this surge in journalists: “no 
longer overshadowed by Iraq, the ‘forgotten war’ in Afghanistan, as news 
outlets had once called it, is suddenly very visible. Television networks 
have opened small bureaus, and major newspapers have assigned more staff 
members to the country, and its neighbor to the east, Pakistan.” Anticipa-
tion of Obama’s surge—dating back to the 2008 election promises—led 
journalists to spend more time on Afghanistan. This point confirmed in 
Times reporting, and “news executives said they had taken their cues [in 
increasing Afghanistan coverage] in part from the United States presidential 
election. . . . Afghanistan was a frequent subject during the campaign,” 
and the issue began “heating up” during the 2009 troop escalations.143

For media coverage to influence public opinion, a significant number 
of Americans need to be paying attention. Figure 1.13, summarizes data 
collected by Pew and the Project for Excellence in Journalism, suggesting 
that media exercised an agenda-setting function.144 When increased atten-
tion was devoted to Afghanistan, public attention spiked. Clearly, media 
reinforced the war’s importance in the public’s mind. Public attention 
aided Obama in cultivating war support. By the fall of 2009, most Ameri-
cans looked to reporting to get information about Afghanistan. Sixty-one 
percent of Americans explained that the media were the “most important” 
in “helping form opinions about” the war. Just 22 percent cited “talking 
with friends and family,” while 15 percent cited “personal experiences” 
as “important.”145 Discussing Afghanistan with “family and friends” was 
likely to be dependent on news coverage since most had no firsthand 
experience with Afghanistan. While some were likely to get information 
on Afghanistan from family and friends serving in Afghanistan, that num-

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



54 Selling War, Selling Hope

ber was quite small for the entire public. Other data suggest a prominent 
role for media. Coverage of casualties was associated with growing war 
opposition. Similarly, increasingly positive coverage for Obama in late 2009 
was associated with growing support for war. From the December Pew 
survey in figure 1.14, one sees that individuals paying “a lot” of attention 
to political-media discourse on Afghanistan were more likely to support 
war across many questions. The relationship between attention and support 
was statistically significant after controlling for respondents’ partisanship, 
ideology, age, education, race, sex, and education.146 The Pew data make 
clear that media played a central role in cultivating war support.

Despite growing support for the surge, one might wonder whether 
partisan media undermined Obama’s efforts. The data thus far suggest that 
he succeeded in selling the surge despite right-wing criticisms. Public 
support for war grew in late 2009, and those paying attention to political-
media discourse were more supportive of the surge. Conservative media 
supported Obama’s surge, while rejecting his withdrawal timetable.147 With 
regard to the surge, partisanship played no role in stoking opposition. In 
the questions from figure 1.14, partisanship was a significant predictor of 
opinions on the war. However, Republican partisanship produced increased 
support for war. Sixty-one percent of Republicans agreed the Afghan 

Figure 1.13. Media Agenda-Setting on Afghanistan: Attention to the War 
as a Function of Reporting (2009)

Source: Pew surveys.
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55The Rhetoric of Fear and Hope in Afghanistan

war was going well, compared to 47 percent of Democrats. Seventy-four 
percent of Republicans supported the surge, compared to 55 percent of 
Democrats. On the other hand, just 39 percent of Republicans had con-
fidence in Obama to handle the Afghan war. This criticism likely related 
to apprehension toward Obama’s timetable, which Republican officials 
and conservative media pundits rejected. However, opposition to Obama’s 
long-term withdrawal agenda was separate from support for his short-term 
plans for a surge. The surge received bipartisan support and was framed 
sympathetically in the media. The lesson with Afghanistan is that for poli-
cies such as the surge receiving bipartisan agreement, the president is able 
to cultivate media and public support.

While Obama succeeded in selling the surge, opposition grew in 
following years. Figure 1.15 suggests that by early 2013, majority oppo-
sition was evident for each survey question.148 While opposition grew 
from 2010 to 2013, this does not mean Obama failed in selling the war. 
The president promised a short-term escalation from 2009 to 2010 and 
a drawdown afterward. Growing opposition to war matched Obama’s 
understanding that Americans oppose wars with no end in sight.

Conclusions

The Afghanistan war suggests that the rhetoric of fear and hope persisted 
under Obama. The president successfully increased media and public sup-

Figure 1.14. Mass Media and Public Opinion on the Afghan Surge 
(December 2009)

Source: Pew survey (December 2009).
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56 Selling War, Selling Hope

port for the surge, reversing the negative effects of critical casualty cover-
age earlier in the year. For communication and public opinion scholars, 
this chapter’s findings bare additional lessons. On the media, the lesson 
is that journalists can challenge presidential agendas as long as they are 
expected to do little more than mirror a reality (growing casualties) that 
itself counters presidential rhetoric. When this critical reality subsided, 
however, as one saw with the decline of casualties, journalists failed to 
challenge official rhetoric. This is to be expected when objectivity is 
defined as deference to official voices. Following the decline of casual-
ties from October to December, journalists became a conveyor belt for 
transmitting the president’s messages.

For public opinion scholars, this chapter demonstrated that public 
opinion was “rational” in that Americans reacted in predictable ways to 
the emerging new information—rejecting an increasingly bloody war and 
embracing a president who dominated the Afghanistan narrative when 
casualties finally subsided. Consistent with elite theory the public dis-
played ignorance in its assessments of the surge—particularly in Ameri-
cans’ lack of engagement with dissident views. If democratic deliberation 
requires a consideration of a range of critical and supportive views on 
war, then Americans failed to meet this expectation. Messages dissemi-

Figure 1.15. Growing Opposition to the Afghan War (December 2009–
March 2013)

Sources: CNN/ORC, ABC/Washington Post, and Quinnipiac surveys.
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57The Rhetoric of Fear and Hope in Afghanistan

nated in the media were socially constructed to privilege the president 
and dismiss criticisms of war. Claims that Afghanistan was a vital front in 
the War on Terror were embraced, while strategic and humanitarian criti-
cisms were marginalized. Finally, this chapter demonstrates that the media 
were effective in not only influencing what the public thinks about, but 
also in influencing policy beliefs. By influencing what issues the public 
thought about—in this case the increased association between terrorism 
and Afghanistan—the president also influenced Americans’ policy attitudes 
in support of war.
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2

Selling the Iraq War

President Bush’s campaign for war with Iraq began in late 2002. Asked 
why the campaign did not begin earlier, White House Chief of Staff 
Andrew Card explained: “From a market point of view, you don’t intro-
duce new products in August.” Bush’s marketing campaign was incredibly 
one-sided in its framing of Iraq as possessing weapons of mass destruction 
(WMDs) and ties to terrorist groups.

The effort to sell the war is explored in this chapter. The use of 
presidential rhetoric against Iraq demonstrates the power of fear and hope 
in cultivating war support. Fearful messages were filtered through a com-
pliant media to a susceptible public that already shared fears of terror-
ism after September 11. I examine messages disseminated in presidential 
speeches, tracing how those messages were filtered through the media. I 
trace the effects of presidential rhetoric on public support for war. Along 
with cultivating fear, the Bush administration sold the promise of hope that 
the United States would take action to rid the world of the “butcher of 
Baghdad,” and roll back the terror threat. A major theme of this chapter 
is the power of political officials to socially construct narratives concern-
ing foreign “threats.”

The War with Iraq

From 2002 to 2003, Bush embarked on one of the largest pro-war pub-
lic relations campaigns in history. This campaign ended successfully with 
public support galvanized behind Bush’s war agenda. The president stressed 
Iraq’s alleged WMDs and ties to terrorism. The administration claimed that 
U.S. action was authorized under international law. It cited Iraq’s alleged 
violation of U.N. Security Council resolutions aimed at disarming the 
country of WMDs. Bush cited Security Council resolution 686 (1991), 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



60 Selling War, Selling Hope

which called on Iraq to identify and disarm all existing WMDs. Bush’s 
September 2002 speech to the United Nations in New York preceded 
U.N. Security Council resolution 1441—passed in November 2002—
which provided Iraq “a final opportunity to comply with its disarmament 
obligations.”1

Bush’s speeches capitalized on Iraq’s alleged failure to disarm. 
Although it is now known that Iraq fully disarmed by the late 1990s, 
this conclusion was less certain prior to the war. Although U.N. weapons 
inspectors raised questions in early 2003 about Iraq’s alleged threat, no one 
was 100 percent certain that Iraq had disarmed. Bush took advantage of 
this uncertainty to direct attention to the alleged danger. In his September 
2002 speech before the United Nations, Bush warned:

In 1991, the Iraqi regime agreed to destroy and stop develop-
ing all weapons of mass destruction. . . . .Iraq has broken every 
aspect of this fundamental pledge. The regime [has] admitted 
to producing tens of thousands of liters of anthrax and other 
deadly biological agents for use with Scud warheads, aerial 
bombs, and aircraft spray tanks. U.N. inspectors believe Iraq has 
produced two to four times the amount of biological agents 
it declared. . . . Iraq is expanding and improving facilities that 
were used for the production of biological weapons.2

Bush claimed that Iraq “likely maintains stockpiles of VX, mustard, and 
other chemical agents. . . . The regime is rebuilding and expanding facili-
ties capable of producing chemical weapons.”3

Identical themes were presented in later speeches. In the October 
2002 Cincinnati speech, Bush spoke of Iraq as a “grave threat” to peace, 
warning the threat would grow “worse with time.” He declared: “If we 
know Saddam Hussein has dangerous weapons today—and we do—does it 
make any sense for the world to wait to confront him as he grows even 
stronger and develops even more dangerous weapons?” Bush recounted 
to viewers that Iraq produced “thousands of tons of chemical agents” and 
“ordered chemical attacks on Iran, and on more than forty villages in 
his own country” that “killed or injured at least 20,000 people.”4 Bush 
warned that British intelligence suggested “the Iraqi regime could launch 
a biological or chemical attack in as little as 45 minutes after the order 
were [sic] given.”5

Warnings intensified in early 2003. Bush highlighted in his State 
of the Union address Iraq’s supposed mobile biological weapons labs, a 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



61Selling the Iraq War

claim Secretary of State Colin Powell repeated in his February 2003 U.N. 
speech.6 The specter of mobile labs raised the perilous image of a regime 
that possessed not only secret weapons, but also the ability to quickly 
move those weapons and evade weapons inspectors.

Bush also focused in detail on Iraq’s alleged biological weapons 
threat. He argued: “The United Nations concluded in 1999 that Sad-
dam Hussein had biological weapons sufficient to produce over 25,000 
liters of anthrax—enough doses to kill several million people. He hasn’t 
accounted for that material. He’s given no evidence that he has destroyed 
it. The United Nations concluded that Saddam Hussein had materials suf-
ficient to produce more than 38,000 liters of botulinum toxin—enough 
to subject millions of people to death by respiratory failure. . . . He’s 
given no evidence that he has destroyed it.”7 The dominant theme in this 
presentation was the absence of tangible evidence. The simple assumption 
that unaccounted-for weapons must in reality exist was a questionable 
methodology for demonstrating an Iraqi threat. An alternate interpreta-
tion might be to conclude that chemical and biological stockpiles had 
deteriorated due to their natural shelf-life. This was the interpretation of 
U.N. weapons inspectors such as Scott Ritter prior to the Iraq war. Bush 
would not interpret Iraq’s inability to fully document its disarmament as 
refutation of an Iraqi “threat,” but as evidence that Hussein was even more 
devious than imagined in deceiving inspectors.

Bush’s campaign of fear extended to warnings that Iraq was “seek-
ing nuclear weapons.”8 Vice President Dick Cheney announced in August 
2002 that “many of us are convinced that Saddam will acquire nuclear 
weapons fairly soon.”9 Bush echoed this claim: “Iraq employs capable 
nuclear scientists and technicians. It retains physical infrastructure needed 
to build a nuclear weapon.”10 He famously referred to attempts by Iraq to 
procure “high-strength aluminum tubes” to be used in gas centrifuges to 
“enrich uranium for a nuclear weapon.”11 In his now infamous “sixteen 
words” from the 2003 State of the Union address, Bush asserted that 
“the British government has learned that Saddam Hussein recently sought 
significant quantities of [yellow cake] uranium from Africa”—specifically 
from Niger.12

Iraqi possession of WMDs might not pose an immediate threat to 
U.S. national security if Iraq lacked a delivery mechanism for deliver-
ing weapons across the globe. Bush addressed this concern by tying Iraq 
directly to al Qaeda. An Iraq–al Qaeda alliance would provide Hussein 
with a delivery system against Americans if al Qaeda smuggled WMDs 
onto U.S. soil.
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Bush routinely linked Iraq with al Qaeda, although he never explic-
itly stated that Hussein was responsible for September 11. Rather, Bush 
routinely suggested indirect associations. Some examples from Bush’s 
speeches included:

Iraq and al Qaeda have had high-level contacts that go back a 
decade. Some al Qaeda leaders who fled Afghanistan went to 
Iraq. . . . Iraq has trained al Qaeda members in bomb-making 
and poisons and deadly gases. And we know that after Sep-
tember the 11th, Saddam Hussein’s regime gleefully celebrated 
the terrorist attacks on America.13

Some citizens wonder, after 11 years of living with this prob-
lem [Iraqi WMDs], why do we need to confront it now? And 
there’s a reason. We’ve experienced the horror of September 11. 
We have seen that those who hate America are willing to crash 
airplanes into buildings full of innocent people. Our enemies 
would be no less willing, in fact, they would be eager, to use 
biological or chemical, or a nuclear weapon.14

The gravest danger facing America and the world is outlaw 
regimes that seek and possess nuclear, chemical, and biological 
weapons. These regimes could . . . give or sell those weap-
ons to terrorist allies, who would use them without the least 
hesitation.15

Before September 11, many in the world believed that Sad-
dam Hussein could be contained. But chemical agents, lethal 
viruses and shadowy terrorist networks are not easily contained. 
Imagine those 19 hijackers with other weapons and other 
plans—this time armed by Saddam Hussein.16

The campaign to sell the war was strategically calculated to begin the 
day after the one-year anniversary of September 11.17 The timing suggests 
a desire to convey a link between Iraq and the September 11 attacks. 
On September 12, 2002, President Bush intensified the push for war: 
“We meet one year and one day after a terrorist attack brought grief to 
my country. . . . Yesterday, we remembered the innocent lives taken that 
terrible morning. Today, we turn to the urgent duty of protecting other 
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lives.”18 In the speech, Bush warned that “Saddam Hussein aids and pro-
tects terrorists, including members of al Qaeda.”19

Attempts to link Iraq to September 11 occurred at a time when 
Americans were looking to punish someone for the deaths of 2,000 
Americans. Linking Iraq to September 11, Bush called on Hussein to “end 
all support for terrorism,” warning: “With every step the Iraqi regime takes 
toward gaining and deploying the most terrible weapons, our own options 
to confront that regime will narrow. And if an emboldened regime were 
to supply these weapons to terrorist allies, then the attacks of September 
11 would be a prelude to far greater horrors”20 Secretary of Defense 
Donald Rumsfeld announced that Hussein could deploy “sleeper cells 
armed with biological weapons to attack us from within—and then deny 
any knowledge or connection to the attacks.”21

To foment public anxiety on Iraq, alleged connections to terror-
ism, al Qaeda, and September 11 were repeated regularly. Bush’s Septem-
ber 2002 speech to the United Nations contained eleven references to 
al Qaeda, terrorism, and September 11.22 The president’s October 2002 
Cincinnati speech and the 2003 State of the Union address contained 
forty-eight and thirty-three references, respectively, to al Qaeda, terror-
ism, and September 11.23 Repetition was vital in a country where many 
Americans are apathetic on political issues and diverted by nonpolitical 
media programming.

Central to the Bush administration’s argument linking Iraq and al 
Qaeda was the claim that the absence of evidence was evidence of an 
imminent threat. National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice voiced 
the idea that no concrete evidence of coordination was needed, arguing 
“there will always be some uncertainty” in assessing how close Iraq was 
to developing nuclear weapons, but “we don’t want the smoking gun to 
be a mushroom cloud.”24 President Bush embraced the “mushroom cloud” 
reference as well.25 The campaign to sell war based on flimsy evidence 
of an Iraqi–al Qaeda alliance was aided by the recognition that a shad-
owy terrorist network secretly planned terrorist attacks on U.S. soil with 
intelligence officials not fully aware of the urgency of the threat. The 
mushroom cloud claim represented a dangerous precedent with regard to 
transparency because it allowed political leaders to make a case for war 
that was based on the assumption that direct evidence of an Iraqi terror 
plot was not necessary.

For the Bush administration to sell the war effort, it also needed to 
fill fearful American minds with hope that the president would protect 
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Americans against terrorism. On the eve of the U.S. invasion (March 19, 
2003), Bush spoke to Americans about the need “to defend the world 
from grave danger”—to “pass through this time of peril and carry on the 
work of peace” throughout the globe. The United States would “bear the 
duty and share the honor of serving in our common defense.” Celebrating 
the “skill and bravery” of American troops, Bush reassured the public that 
the “peace of a troubled world and the hopes of an oppressed people now 
depend” on “the men and women of the United States Armed Forces.” He 
committed to “our friends and allies [who] will not live at the mercy of 
an outlaw regime that threatens the peace with weapons of mass murder.”26

The second pillar of Bush’s campaign of hope focused on human 
rights. Bush constructed an image of the United States punishing Hussein 
for crimes against humanity. In his September 2002 U.N. speech, Bush 
spoke of Hussein’s “extremely grave violations” of human rights as “all 
pervasive.” He condemned Hussein’s “arbitrary arrest and imprisonment, 
summary execution, and torture by beating, burning, electric shock, starva-
tion, mutilation, and rape [of Iraqis]. Wives are tortured in front of their 
husbands; children in the presence of their parents—all of these horrors 
concealed from the world by the apparatus of a totalitarian state.”27 Bush 
reassured Americans that the invasion would “be directed against the law-
less men who rule” Iraq, not against civilians. To Iraqis, Bush promised: 
“We will deliver the food and medicine you need. We will tear down 
the apparatus of terror and we will help you to build a new Iraq that is 
prosperous and free. . . . The tyrant will soon be gone. The day of your 
liberation is near.”28

The final pillar of Bush’s rhetoric of hope was the declaration that 
he was committed to democracy. Articulating a link between the Iraq 
war and World War II, Bush proclaimed: “There was a time when many 
said that the cultures of Japan and Germany were incapable of sustaining 
democratic values. Well, they were wrong. Some say the same of Iraq today. 
They are mistaken. The nation of Iraq, with its proud heritage, abundant 
resources and skilled and educated people, is fully capable of moving 
toward democracy and living in freedom.”29 Democracy was promised as 
part of Bush’s “freedom agenda” in the Middle East, with “a new regime 
in Iraq” serving “as a dramatic and inspiring example of freedom for other 
nations in the region.”30 The president warned that efforts to “advance 
liberty and peace” would “not be achieved overnight, but it can come 
over time. The power and appeal of human liberty is felt in every land. 
And the greatest power of freedom is to overcome hatred and violence, 
and turn the creative gifts of men and women to the pursuits of peace.”31
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Critical Assessments of Bush’s Rhetoric

The campaign against Iraq may be remembered as one of the most flagrant 
misinformation campaigns in U.S. history. The Bush administration’s 
arguments were fraudulent, as is now acknowledged. Attempts to link 
Saddam Hussein to September 11 and al Qaeda lacked merit. Hussein 
did not possess WMDs before the invasion, and Iraq was not allied with 
al Qaeda. The administration relied on distorted, inaccurate information 
in arguing for war. It ignored intelligence gaps and exaggerated worst-
case scenarios as if they were fact rather than conjecture.32 Despite 
concerns about WMDs, U.N. weapons inspections disarmed Iraq in the 
1990s, and any remaining stockpiles deteriorated over time. The lack of 
a threat was confirmed in reports by high-level U.S. intelligence after the  
invasion.33

One major concern was the politicization of intelligence. Vice Presi-
dent Cheney and his staff visited the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) 
headquarters at least ten times before the war, seemingly to pressure intel-
ligence officials to embrace the administration’s position on Iraq. Cheney 
dismissed warnings from CIA officials raising questions about whether 
Iraq was seeking uranium for nuclear weapons production.34 CIA analysts, 
speaking under the condition of anonymity, reportedly “felt pressured to 
make their intelligence reports on Iraq conform to Bush administration 
policies.”35 According to one CIA official, the administration’s “hammer-
ing” of analysts on Iraq was more extreme than anything he witnessed 
in his more than three decades with the organization.36

Attention to politicization of intelligence grew following the Iraq 
invasion. Former CIA analyst Melvin Goodman faulted the CIA for hav-
ing “cherry-picked” evidence to make the case for war. He deemed Iraq 
“the worst intelligence scandal in the history of the United States.”37 
Goodman wrote, “Ultimately, the CIA and the intelligence communi-
ty went too far in trying to accommodate the demands of the Bush 
administration. . . . The Bush administration, particularly Cheney, Rice, 
and Rumsfeld, made it clear [to analysts] what it wanted in the way of 
intelligence and kept sending reports back to be redone until it got the 
answers that it wanted. As a result, the CIA began to practice self-censor-
ship and stopped distributing credible intelligence that argued against Iraq 
WMD[s] and links to al Qaeda.”38 Following the invasion, Congress never 
explored the question of administration manipulation of intelligence, and 
subsequent academic analysis skirted whether the administration politi-
cized the intelligence gathering process on Iraq.39
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Chemical and Biological Weapons

The conclusion that Iraq was not a threat was based on the research of the 
Iraq Study Group (ISG), which searched for WMDs after the invasion. ISG 
leader David Kay summarized the late 2003 report in his testimony before 
Congress that “we were almost all wrong” about Iraq’s WMD “threat.”40 
Kay’s findings were verified in a 1,500-page 2004 ISG report, conclud-
ing that Iraq destroyed its chemical and biological weapons programs in 
1991 and that Iraq’s “ability to reconstitute a nuclear weapons program 
progressively decayed” following weapons inspections in the 1990s.41 A 
2004 report from U.N. weapons inspectors judged that Iraq no longer 
possessed WMDs after 1994.42

Critics of the war seized on the ways in which the 2002 U.S. 
National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) was manipulated to convey an Iraqi 
threat.43 The intelligence community released a public version of the 
estimate, which was significantly different from the classified version. As 
Knight Ridder reported: “The public version of the U.S. intelligence com-
munity’s key pre-war assessment . . . was stripped of dissenting opinions, 
warnings of insufficient information and doubts about deposed dictator 
Saddam Hussein’s intentions.” According to the news service: “The public 
version of the NIE claimed that ‘most analysts assess Iraq is reconstitut-
ing its nuclear weapons program’ and that ‘if left unchecked, it probably 
will have a nuclear weapon within this decade.’ ” In contrast, the classified 
NIE cited by the State Department’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research 
(INR) found that “the activities we have detected do not, however, add 
up to a compelling case that Iraq is pursuing what INR would consider 
to be an integrated and comprehensive approach to acquire nuclear weap-
ons.”44 Caveats suggesting uncertainty in the U.S. intelligence community 
were removed from the public NIE. Statements such as “we judge that,” 
“we assess that,” and “we lack information on many key aspects of Iraq’s 
WMD programs” were omitted.45 Finally, the public NIE maintained that 
Iraq could use biological agents in “bombs, missiles, aerial sprayers, and [by] 
covert operatives potentially against the U.S.” The classified NIE included 
no such warning.46 Warnings about Iraq’s ability to launch WMDs within 
forty-five minutes of an order by the Iraqi government were inaccurate. 
As the Washington Post (Post) reported in February 2004, the forty-five-
minute claim was dismissed by U.S. intelligence sources.47

International weapons inspectors also challenged the Iraq threat nar-
rative. Before the war, inspectors such as Scott Ritter, Hans Blix, and Rolf 
Ekeus questioned whether Iraq threatened the United States. Report-
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ing from the Telegraph found that Blix warned British Prime Minister 
Tony Blair “about the possibility that no WMDs would be found” due 
to inspectors’ failure to uncover any weapons.48 Ekeus explained in a 
Dateline interview that “there were no real weapons left in [sic] the end 
of 1998 [when inspections ended]. It was clear . . . that there could be 
hardly any stockpiles. There could be old weapons here and there but 
definitely no massive stockpiles.” Ekeus voiced skepticism “for years” about 
the claim that Iraq possessed WMDs.49 Ritter, who inspected Iraq in the 
1990s, warned that Iraq was already disarmed. While Iraq “had a massive 
chemical weapons program [in 1991] . . . after seven years of work by 
inspectors, there was no more [WMD] program. It had been eliminated.” 
Ritter concluded that Iraq had been 90 to 95 percent disarmed when 
inspectors left the country in 1998.50 The inspectors’ testimony suggested 
serious doubts about whether Iraq was a threat. The Bush administration 
dismissed these inspectors’ concerns and reportedly attempted to person-
ally discredit numerous intelligence officials who asked questions about 
the war.51

A prominent example of intelligence manipulation was the admin-
istration’s chemical weapons-mobile labs claim. The source of this alleged 
danger was an Iraqi government defector, nicknamed “Curveball,” whose 
credibility was severely disputed by allied intelligence agencies. German 
and British intelligence warned that Curveball’s claims were not cred-
ible. At least one CIA official raised this concern with George Tenet, 
the head of the CIA. Tenet suppressed this information, along with CIA 
Deputy Director McLaughlin, who both reportedly lied to Secretary of 
State Colin Powell about a second source existing to verify Curveball’s 
claims on mobile labs.52 This deception was significant in that Powell 
later promoted this discredited intelligence at the United Nations when 
making a case for war.

No Evidence of Nuclear Weapons

Intelligence agents and weapons inspectors rejected prewar claims that 
Iraq was developing nuclear weapons. U.S. diplomat Joe Wilson traveled 
to Niger to investigate Bush’s claim that Iraq sought to import yellow 
cake uranium from the country for developing nuclear weapons. Wilson 
summarized the findings in a New York Times (Times) editorial charging 
the Bush administration with having “twisted” intelligence in order “to 
exaggerate the Iraqi threat.” Wilson concluded that the documents alleging 
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Iraq attempt to purchase uranium were forgeries, containing numerous 
inaccuracies.53

Weapons inspectors also rejected the assertion that Iraq procured 
aluminum tubes for enriching nuclear materials. The International Atom-
ic Energy Agency (IAEA) and its director general Mohamed ElBaradei 
concluded that the tubes were “not directly suitable” for the centrifuges 
needed to enrich uranium to weapons-grade level.54 As the Post reported 
in early 2003, the IAEA concluded that “two months of inspections in 
Iraq and interviews with Iraqi officials have yielded no evidence to support 
Bush administration claims that Iraq is secretly trying to revive its nuclear 
weapons program.” ElBaradei referred to eight supposed nuclear facilities 
American and British officials cited, reporting that “systematic” inspec-
tions “turned up no proof to support the claims.”55 The administration 
ignored critical intelligence on the aluminum tubes issue. Knight Ridder 
reported that Bush “officials and intelligence officers” admitted that the 
administration systematically ignored critical intelligence assessments that 
dismissed the claim that the tubes were intended for nuclear weapons 
production. The decision to focus on alternative intelligence stressing a 
threat was “typical of the way the administration has been handling intel-
ligence about Iraq.”56

Fictitious Ties to Al Qaeda

Investigations by the federal government found no evidence of collabora-
tion between Iraq and al Qaeda. The 2004 September 11 Commission 
report found “no credible evidence” of “a collaborative relationship” and 
no indication “that Iraq and al Qaeda cooperated on attacks against the 
United States.” The panel rejected the claim that Iraqi officials and al 
Qaeda operatives met in Prague, Czechoslovakia, and Sudan during the 
1990s and early 2000s, as well as the charge that Iraq collaborated with 
bin Laden to build “an Islamic army.”57 As the Times reported, a congres-
sional panel found that “President Bush and his aides built the case for 
war by exaggerating available intelligence and by ignoring disagreements 
among spy agencies” regarding “Saddam Hussein’s [alleged] links to al 
Qaeda.”58 A Pentagon report reviewed more than 600,000 Iraqi govern-
ment documents found after invading Iraq and confirmed there was no 
“smoking gun” link between Iraq and al Qaeda.59 Although the Bush 
administration spent months indirectly associating Iraq with September 11, 
Bush admitted after the invasion that Hussein did not assist in planning 
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the attacks.60 When confronted by a reporter who stated that no connec-
tion existed between the Iraq government and al Qaeda, Bush caustically 
responded: “Yeah, that’s right. So what?” The president’s admission was a 
pivotal moment in history, demonstrating that misinformation was integral 
to selling the war.61

Presidential Propaganda

Many Americans wondered whether the administration knowingly manip-
ulated intelligence to justify war. This inquiry intensified after the United 
States failed to find Iraqi WMDs. Former administration Press Secretary 
Scott McClellan lamented that the war was sold using “political propa-
ganda,” and some academics charged the administration with engaging 
in “mass deception.”62 Opinion polling suggested that Americans were 
split on this question. Polling from October 2003 found that 43 percent 
thought Bush “deliberately misled the American public” about the Iraq 
threat. A December 2005 poll revealed that 52 percent felt that “the Bush 
administration intentionally misled the public” when “making its case for 
the war.”63

Evidence emerged after the invasion suggesting Bush manipulated 
information to justify war. The administration was aware of the criticisms 
made by international weapons inspectors, weapons experts, and others 
raising questions before the war. The administration knew that Joe Wilson 
disconfirmed Iraq’s supposed efforts to purchase uranium from Niger. 
Wilson’s findings led the administration to illegally leak the identity of 
Wilson’s wife (an undercover CIA agent) to the media in order to pun-
ish Wilson for publicly expressing his reservations against the war.64 The 
administration was informed of the IAEA conclusions that there was no 
Iraqi nuclear threat. IAEA chief Mohamed ElBaradei suggested that the 
administration should be investigated for war crimes. He referred to Bush’s 
2003 State of the Union address (in which Bush made reference to the 
alleged threat of Iraq’s aluminum tubes) as “remarkable” after ElBaradei 
reported to the U.N. the day before the speech that the aluminum tubes 
claim was unfounded.65 Weapons expert David Albright also recounted 
that Secretary of State Colin Powell’s staff was informed prior to the war 
about the dubious aluminum tubes claim, but that “the administration 
persist[ed] in making misleading judgments about the tubes.66

Evidence from British Prime Minister Tony Blair’s government con-
firms that the Bush administration knew that inspectors knew of no 
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specific WMDs that existed in Iraq by mid-2002, but that they were still 
committed to going to war. The “Downing Street Memo,” exposed in 
mid-2005, documented a now-declassified discussion between Blair and 
his senior advisors, revealing several controversial findings. First, by mid-
2002 Bush was committed to going to war, contrary to statements from 
the administration that it preferred to avoid war if Iraq would simply 
comply with inspections. “Military action was now seen as inevitable” 
despite the fact that no WMDs had been found.67 Second, the “case” for 
war based on WMDs “was thin” since “Saddam was not threatening his 
neighbors, and his WMD capability was less than that of Libya, North 
Korea, or Iran.”68 Third, the United States “had no patience with the U.N. 
[inspections] route.” “The intelligence and the facts” about Iraqi WMDs 
were “being fixed around the policy” of regime change.69 Bush “made 
clear” to Blair “that he was determined to invade Iraq without a second 
[U.N.] resolution [to authorize an invasion].”70 This point was reinforced 
in a December 2005 interview with Bush in which he indicated that even 
if there was no evidence of Iraqi WMDs prior to the war, he would have 
still ordered the invasion.71 Finally, Bush was committed to manipulating 
the U.N. to create a pretext for war. When “faced with the possibility of 
not finding any [weapons] before the planned invasion, Bush talked about 
several ways to provoke a confrontation, including a proposal to paint a 
United States surveillance plane in the colors of the United Nations in 
hopes of drawing fire, or assassinating [Saddam] Hussein.”72 The Downing 
Street Memo, however, was marginalized in U.S. political commentary, 
most likely because it suggested that Bush misrepresented critical prewar 
intelligence and misinformed the public about his intentions.73

Manipulation also encompassed dubious attempts to connect Iraq 
with al Qaeda. Former Bush counterterrorism advisor Richard Clarke 
charged Bush and Rumsfeld with ignoring intelligence conclusions that 
Iraq was not allied with al Qaeda. As Clarke recounted: “I think they 
wanted to believe that there was a connection, but the CIA was sitting 
there, the FBI was sitting there, I was sitting there saying we’ve looked 
at this issue for years. For years we’ve looked and there’s just no connec-
tion.”74 President Bush responded negatively to Clarke’s skepticism:

The president dragged me into a room . . . and said, “I want 
you to find whether Iraq did this.” Now he never said, “Make 
it up.” But the entire conversation left me in absolutely no 
doubt that George Bush wanted me to come back with a 
report that said Iraq did this. . . . I said, “Mr. President. We’ve 
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done this before. We have been looking at this. We looked at 
it with an open mind. There’s no connection.” He came back 
at me and said, “Iraq! Saddam! Find out if there’s a connec-
tion.” And in a very intimidating way.75

After authoring a report on Iraqi ties to al Qaeda, Clarke summarized 
the findings:

We got together all the FBI experts, all the CIA experts. . . . We 
sent the report out to the CIA and FBI. . . . They all cleared 
the report. And we sent it up to the president and it got 
bounced by the National Security Advisor. It got bounced 
and sent back saying: “Wrong answer. . . . Do it again.” I have 
no idea, to this day, if the president saw it. . . . I don’t think 
the people around the president show him memos like that. 
I don’t think he sees memos that he doesn’t—wouldn’t like 
the answer.76

At some point the president was informed that no evidence of an Iraqi–al 
Qaeda link existed as Clarke explained. High-level Bush officials echoed 
the fixation on finding a link between Iraq and al Qaeda. Rumsfeld asked 
his aides following September 11 to “judge whether [their intelligence] 
was good enough to hit SH [Saddam Hussein] at [the] same time [as 
Afghanistan]. . . . Go massive [in collecting evidence]. Sweep it all up. 
Things related and not” (emphasis added). Rumsfeld remarked to Clarke 
that September 11 represented an “opportunity” to attack Iraq, implying 
there was prior interest in regime change.77 Other reports highlight the 
pre–September 11 determination of the administration to invade Iraq.78

Other officials also spoke of politicized intelligence. CIA Director 
George Tenet briefed Bush on intelligence suggesting Iraq did not possess 
WMDs, but the president “dismissed as worthless this information,” prompt-
ing Tenet to drop the issue. CIA chief Tyler Drumheller recounts that his 
agency received prewar intelligence from Iraqi Foreign Minister Naji Sabri, 
who informed the CIA that Iraq no longer possessed WMDs. Nonetheless, 
Drumheller explains “the policy was set. The war was coming, and they [the 
administration] were looking for intelligence . . . to justify the policy.” The 
administration “welcomed intelligence that fit the president’s determination 
to go to war and turned a blind eye to intelligence that did not.”79

Some reporting suggests Bush blatantly manufactured evidence of 
a threat. Based on interviews with intelligence agents, journalist Ron 
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Suskind accused Bush of ordering the CIA to forge a document linking 
Hussein to al Qaeda: “The White House concocted a fake letter from 
[head of Iraqi intelligence Tahir Jalil] Habbush to Saddam, backdated to 
July 1, 2001. It said that September 11 ringleader Mohammed Atta trained 
for his mission in Iraq—thus showing, finally, that there was an operation 
link between Saddam and al Qaeda.”80 CIA Director Tenet reportedly 
responded skeptically when he found out that Habbush secretly informed 
British officials that Iraq possessed no WMDs: “They’re not going to like 
this downtown [at the White House].” This prediction was prescient as 
Bush reportedly asked: “Why don’t they [the CIA] ask him [Habbush] 
to give us something we can use to help make our case?”81 If accurate, 
Suskind’s account suggests the president lied to make the case for war. At 
the very least, Bush consistently employed worst-case scenarios for war 
while dismissing contrary evidence coming from insider Iraqi govern-
ment sources.

Media and Public Support for War

Fear and hope are powerful motivators. A nation that experienced the 
brutality of September 11 was highly susceptible to a campaign of fear 
linking Iraq to terrorism. The Bush administration depicted Iraq as tied 
to al Qaeda, driving fear into the hearts of Americans whose wounds 
were open so recently after September 11. Bush used public anxiety in 
a campaign of fear to build consent for a war that would have been 
difficult to pursue prior to September 11. The belief that Iraq posed a 
danger to the United States was socially constructed by an administration 
that used the media to amplify its rhetoric of fear and hope. Rather than 
seriously questioning Bush’s rhetoric, journalists were heavily reliant on 
official sources from both parties.82 Such reliance meant a strong emphasis 
on Iraq as a supposed threat—a view most Republicans and Democrats 
embraced. Democratic challenges to the president did emerge in news 
reporting by late 2002. The October congressional resolution authoriz-
ing war received support from most Democrats in the Senate, although 
a majority of House Democrats voted against authorization. The Times 
reported that there remained “a sharp split in the Democratic Party over 
how and when to use force.” Democratic challenges focused on “how a 
war would be waged, what its costs would be and how long it would last.” 
Concerns included “doubts that Iraq would imminently develop nuclear 
potential [and] fears that military action would take away from the war 
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on terrorism”; anxiety over the lack “of an exit strategy” with regard 
to the prospect of a long-term occupation; “fear of giving Mr. Bush so 
much power” to prosecute the war without congressional influence and 
worries that an invasion without international support would lead the 
United States to “lose its moral standing” abroad.83

Critical coverage of the president emerged in late 2002 and centered 
on the above criticisms by Democrats. During that period, however, reports 
accepted the notion that Iraq represented a security threat.84 It was common 
practice in the postinvasion era for political leaders to claim that evidence 
prior to the war suggested Iraq possessed WMDs.85 During periods when 
the political parties are fighting over public policy, reporters “index” their 
coverage to the spectrum of critical and supportive views expressed by 
officials.86 But by late 2002, coverage was less favorable to the president.

The media bias in favor of official sources is reinforced in a variety 
of studies. The administration’s heightened use of the rhetoric of terrorism 
and fear was reflected in post-September 11 reporting.87 Part of this was 
due to the legitimate fear of terrorism. Part of this campaign, however, 
was based on the questionable intelligence Bush embraced. The focus on 
threats to American security regularly appeared in media coverage of Iraq. 
Recent research suggests that Iraq coverage heavily emphasized themes 
such as “security” and “peril” in addition to “good” versus “evil” follow-
ing Bush’s speeches that stressed those same themes. The media “echoing” 
of presidential rhetoric suggests that journalists were not independently 
challenging pro-war views as some scholars claim.88

Pro-War Framing in Elite Media

Editorializing in elite newspapers is important because these organizations 
set the agenda for how issues are discussed in other media. Elite papers 
regularly emphasized the administration’s messages, although in different 
ways. The Post echoed Bush’s rhetoric, whereas the Times echoed the views 
of congressional Democrats by agreeing that Iraq constituted a threat, but 
questioning whether the United States should immediately go to war.

Enthusiasm for War

The Post’s editorials supported war. The paper depicted critics challenging 
Bush and his actions as unacceptable. Responding to Secretary of State 
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Colin Powell’s speech to the United Nations, the paper announced that 
Powell “left no room to argue seriously” that Iraq had complied with 
weapons inspectors; “it is hard to imagine how anyone could doubt that 
Iraq possesses WMDs.”89 Post editorials claimed that Hussein manipulated 
weapons inspectors: “Neither the U.N. weapons inspectors nor any per-
manent member of the U.N. [Security] council contends that Iraq has 
‘fully’ cooperated. . . . Those who advocate containment through inspec-
tions ignore the strategy’s costly failure during the 1990s. . . . Iraq stepped 
up its concealment operation, leaving thousands of tons of chemical and 
biological material and dozens of missiles missing.”90 Without Iraq mak-
ing “unexpected changes” to increase inspection transparency, the United 
States “should lead a force to remove Hussein’s dictatorship and locate 
and destroy its chemical and biological weapons and its nuclear program.”

The confrontation with Iraq was supposedly necessary for the preser-
vation of world security, with Iraq posing “a threat not just to the United 
States but to global order.”91 On March 20, 2003, the day after the Iraq 
invasion began, the Post reminded readers of the need for action: “Hus-
sein has threatened his neighbors, and the United States, with war and 
WMDs for two decades; he has violated the cease-fire that ended the 
Persian Gulf War and defied multiple disarmament orders. . . . The war 
that has now begun stands to end the single greatest threat to peace in 
the Middle East; it will help establish that rogue states will not be allowed 
to stockpile chemical, biological or nuclear weapons in defiance of the 
international community.”92

Post editorials matched Bush’s rhetoric on terrorism. One warned 
that Hussein “shelters terrorists who have killed Americans and who would 
like to kill more . . . to allow him once again to outmaneuver the U.N. 
and continue his quest for nuclear weapons would subject Americans to 
unacceptable risks.”93 Iraq may “try to stage terrorist attacks . . . attacks 
on the home front” by “Iraqi agents or terrorists from al Qaeda or other 
groups.”94 This comment was made with regard to the Department of 
Homeland Security’s raising of the color-coded terror threat from “yel-
low” to “orange” days before the invasion, suggesting that the danger to 
Americans from Iraq had increased.95

Raising the color-coded terror warning immediately before the inva-
sion was highly controversial. As USA Today reported in 2005, former 
head of the Department of Homeland Security Tom Ridge “periodically” 
heightened the color-coded terror warning with “only flimsy evidence to 
justify raising the threat level.” He “often disagreed with administration 
officials who wanted to elevate the threat level to orange or ‘high’ risk, 
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but was overruled.” Ridge explained “more often than not we were the 
least inclined to raise it [the threat level] despite political pressure from 
the president.”96 Research suggests that increased reporting of alleged ter-
rorist threats was associated with increased public support for the Bush 
administration.97 The possible manipulation of terror threats and terror 
reporting, however, was not a focus of prewar reporting.98

The Post stressed the need to promote democracy and human rights 
in Iraq, although this was a secondary theme in editorials. Reiterating 
Bush’s rhetoric, the paper’s editors claimed the Iraq invasion would “free 
the long-suffering Iraqi people, who have endured one of the cruelest and 
most murderous dictatorships of the past half-century.”99 More specifically:

The people of Iraq and its region would benefit from an 
end to the tyranny of Saddam Hussein. . . . He has tortured, 
gassed and slaughtered his people and has invaded two neigh-
boring nations. The liberation of Iraq’s people would present 
the United States and its allies with a difficult and prolonged 
challenge of nation-building. . . . If the goal of preserving a 
unified Iraq under the administration of a democratic regime 
were achieved, it could give decisive impetus to nascent move-
ments for reform that exist throughout the Middle East.100

News reports in the Post also framed Iraq as an imminent threat, while 
stories questioning administration claims were relegated to the back pages. 
Howard Kurtz, the former editor for the paper, assessed the Post’s reporting 
and found that from August 2002 through March 2003, the paper pub-
lished more than 140 front-page stories that heavily emphasized adminis-
tration rhetoric.101 Kurtz summarized: “There were about 140 front-page 
pieces in the Post making the administration’s case for war. It was ‘the 
president said yesterday,‘ ‘the vice president said yesterday,‘ ‘the Pentagon 
said yesterday.‘ . . . But there were only a handful of stories that ran on 
the front page that made the opposite case or raised questions. Was this 
really true? What was the level of truth? Did the CIA really know? What 
were those aluminum tubes?”102

The Post acknowledged a pro-Bush bias in a 2004 retrospective on 
its Iraq reporting. The evaluation was based on interviews with more than 
a dozen reporters and editors, and concluded: “The Post published a num-
ber of pieces challenging the White House, but rarely on the front page. 
Some reporters who were lobbying for greater prominence for stories that 
questioned the administration’s evidence complained to senior editors who, 
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in the view of those reporters, were unenthusiastic about such pieces. The 
result was coverage that, despite flashes of groundbreaking reporting, in 
hindsight looks strikingly one-sided at times.” A pro-war mindset occupied 
the Post. The paper’s Pentagon correspondent, Thomas Ricks, recounted 
that critical stories appeared “on A18 and A24” because “there was an 
attitude among editors: look we’re going to war, why do we even worry 
about all this contrary stuff?” Reflecting on Iraq, Pulitzer Prize–winning 
journalist Karen DeYoung reflected that her parent company played the 
role of “the mouthpiece for whatever administration is in power.”103

Cautiously Beating the Drums for War

In 2004 the Times printed a critical analysis of their prewar Iraq reporting. 
While drawing attention to “an enormous amount of journalism [on Iraq] 
that we are proud of,” the editors appeared somewhat uncomfortable in 
assessing their paper’s performance: “Editors at several levels who should 
have been challenging reporters and pressing for more skepticism were 
perhaps too intent on rushing scoops into the paper. Accounts of Iraqi 
defectors were not always weighed against their strong desire to have 
Saddam Hussein ousted. Articles based on dire claims about Iraq tended 
to get prominent display, while follow-up articles that called the original 
ones into question were sometimes buried.”104

Times editorials echoed Democratic views, posing procedural criti-
cisms about the timing of the war and whether the invasion was necessary. 
Like members of both parties, the paper agreed that Iraq was a threat. 
Commenting on Bush’s Iraq speech on the first anniversary of September 
11, Times editors congratulated the president for making “a compelling 
case” for “eliminating Iraq’s unconventional weapons and insisting that 
Baghdad comply with the Security Council’s longstanding disarmament 
orders.”105 The paper assumed that Iraq represented “a serious threat to 
international order.” It took for granted Bush’s assumption that Iraq pos-
sessed WMDs and that it was resisting disarmament.106 Like the Post, the 
Times embraced Bush’s rhetoric on democracy and terrorism. It high-
lighted “Baghdad’s brutal repression of minorities, its wholesale violations 
of human rights, its tolerance for terrorism and its failure to repatriate 
prisoners” from the 1991 Gulf War.”107

The difference between editorials in the Times and the Post was one 
of procedure over substance. Whereas the Post gave unqualified support 
to Bush, the Times posed strategic questions about the timing of an inva-
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sion the need to allow U.N. weapons inspectors more time, drawbacks of 
failing to gain allied support, and the need to garner support from the 
United Nations and exhaust diplomatic options, as well as concerns about 
the cost of an occupation and potential American lives lost. Congressional 
Democrats embraced these criticisms when they debated the need for 
war.108 Of all these concerns, only the final concern over lives spoke to 
moral aversion to war. As the Times argued, “absent a clear and immedi-
ate threat, decisions about whether to go to war ought not to be made 
in haste.”109 The paper preferred Bush “not be in a rush to go to war,” 
and sought “domestic and foreign backing for dealing with Iraq.”110 The 
president would “need to treat Congress and the U.N. Security Council 
as partners and not as mere compliant bodies that can be bludgeoned 
into acting.”111

The Times acknowledged that the United States possessed “the mili-
tary means to prevail over Saddam Hussein’s weakened forces,” but worried 
that war carried “enormous risks” in “the inevitable loss of life” and the 
“danger of sowing political instability across the Middle East,” as well as 
concern about “bearing the considerable financial and political burdens of 
reconstructing Iraq as a stable, democratic country.”112 The moral concern 
over loss of life melted away once the invasion began as the Times threw 
its weight behind war. The Times wrote the day after the invasion that 
this was “a war with two missions: disarming Iraq and then transforming 
it into a free and hopeful society.” “Even those who sharply disagree with 
the logic behind this war are likely to end up feeling reassured, almost 
against their will, by the successful projection of American power.”113 Such 
editorializing provided significant support for the administration.

Reporting on Iraq was also sympathetic to the president. A review 
of Times reporting in the month following Bush’s September 2002 speech 
on Iraq found that 73.6 percent of stories suggested Iraq did or may have 
WMDs. Just 9.3 percent suggested that Iraq did or may not have had 
such weapons, and only 14 percent contained mixed messages that Iraq 
may or may not have possessed WMDs.114 A more detailed assessment of 
Times reporting later in this chapter suggests that the September findings 
hold across the entire prewar period.

Pro-War Reporting

The Times and the Post are referred to as “agenda-setting” media because 
of their influence on reporting across the country. Previous research sug-

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



78 Selling War, Selling Hope

gests that news coverage echoed Bush’s messages on Iraqi WMDs. At a 
time when official rhetoric from both parties emphasized the danger of 
Iraq, reporters responded by fitting their coverage to official narratives.115 
A Center for International Security Studies analysis of prewar coverage 
concluded that reporters conformed to official rhetoric in numerous ways. 
First, “journalists accepted the Bush administration formulation of the 
‘War on Terror’ as a campaign against WMD,” suggesting that al Qaeda 
and Iraq were linked. Second, “most media outlets represented WMD[s] as 
a monolithic menace, failing to adequately distinguish between weapons 
programs and actual weapons or to address the real differences among 
chemical, biological, nuclear, and radiological weapons.” Finally, “many sto-
ries stenographically reported the incumbent administration’s perspective 
on WMD[s], giving little critical examination of the way officials framed 
the events, issues, threats, and policy options.”116

Across numerous outlets, coverage reiterated administration rheto-
ric. Figure 2.1 suggests a high level of uniformity in prewar reporting. 
The media primed audiences to view Iraq as a security risk by regularly 
associating it with WMDs. This association, while rather infrequent in the 
summer of 2002, increased dramatically by September, when the admin-
istration attempted to sell the public on the Iraqi “threat.”117 Associations 
between Iraq and WMDs declined in October and November, when 
congressional Democrats criticized the push for war. After Congress passed 

Figure 2.1. Coverage of Iraq and Weapons of Mass Destruction (June 
2002–March 2003)

Source: LexisNexis.
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79Selling the Iraq War

legislation authorizing use of force, oppositional voices largely disappeared 
from the news. By December 2002 to early 2003, associations between 
Iraq and WMDs grew. Evidence from cable outlets suggest much the same 
pattern observed in organizations examined above. Figure 2.2 suggests 
that coverage on Fox News and MSNBC mirrored that seen in figure 
2.1.118 On WMDs, coverage on Fox News was not noticeably different 
from other media.

Fox commentary also voiced reactionary attacks on antiwar critics. 
Talk show hosts Sean Hannity and Bill O’Reilly threatened to cut off 
the microphones of war critics seen as unacceptably challenging Bush’s 
claims about Iraq. Critics were told to “shut up” once the war began.119 
While most news outlets transmitted pro-war themes, Fox went a step 
further, voicing contempt for antiwar dissent.

Associations between al Qaeda and Iraq were regularly repeated in 
the media. For example, references to Osama bin Laden dominated Associ-
ated Press news stories published in countless local newspapers from late 
2001 to early 2002, but gave way to regular references to Saddam Hussein 
by late 2002 to early 2003.120 This process led to a seamless transition in 
the War on Terror from focusing on bin Laden to Hussein, in line with 
administration rhetoric conflating the two individuals. Comprehensive 
analyses of presidential rhetoric and Times reporting in 2002 found that 

Figure 2.2. Cable News Reporting on Iraq and Weapons of Mass 
Destruction (June 2002–March 2003)
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80 Selling War, Selling Hope

language associating Iraq and terrorism appeared increasingly often in this 
period.121 Many stories made “a general connection between Iraq and the 
issue of terrorism” and al Qaeda.122 Figure 2.3 verifies the growing asso-
ciation of Iraq with terrorism.123 Associations between Iraq and terrorism 
reached a high in September 2002 for most media examined, although 
such reporting either hit a plateau or began to subside during October and 
November 2002 as the Bush administration lost its advantage in control-
ling the national discourse on Iraq. Congressional Democrats changed the 
public discussion by late year to focus on the perceived drawbacks of war. 
After the end of congressional debate on Iraq, however, the administration 
succeeded in dominating the public discourse, with references to Iraq and 
terrorism again increasing in early 2003.

Cable coverage also exuded a pro-war framing. Figure 2.4 documents 
an increase in associations between Iraq and terrorism from mid-2002, 
followed by a decline by late year, and resurgence in 2003. In linking 
Iraq to terrorism, Fox suggested that those challenging this narrative were 
disloyal Americans. O’Reilly portrayed antiwar protestors as communists, 
anti-American, and “fringe” extremists. He wondered whether protestors 
were “unknowingly play[ing] into Iraq’s hands,” and warned that “many 
marching for peace simply hate the USA.”124 Antiwar views were framed 
as extreme and threatening national security.125 Compared to reporting 

Figure 2.3. Coverage of Iraq, al Qaeda, and Terror (June 2002–March 2003)

Number  
of  

stories  
linking Iraq 

and  
terrorism

Ju
ne

 2
00

2

Ju
ly

 2
00

2

Au
gu

st
 2

00
2

Se
pt

em
be

r 
20

02

O
ct

ob
er

 2
00

2

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

02

De
ce

m
be

r 
20

02

Ja
nu

ar
y 

20
03

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
00

3

M
ar

ch
 2

00
3

New York 
Times

Houston 
Chronicle

CBS

NBC

Washington 
Post

Source: LexisNexis.

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



81Selling the Iraq War

on WMDs and terrorism, themes stressing democracy and human rights 
were less emphasized in presidential rhetoric and media.126 Such promises 
became relatively more common in Bush’s rhetoric during the occupation 
after it became clear that no WMDs would be found.

Figure 2.5 suggests that the humanitarian narrative appeared often 
in news stories from late 2002 to early 2003.127 However, relative to 
reporting on WMDs and terrorism, humanitarian themes were less salient. 
Comparing figures 2.5 and 2.6, and depending on the outlet, stories 
emphasizing humanitarian themes in late 2002 ranged between 10 to 50 
stories a month, compared to WMD stories numbering from 20 to 70 
and terrorism stories from 20 to 120 a month. Similar discrepancies were 
seen between February and March 2003; humanitarian stories accounted 
for between 15 to 55 stories per month, while WMD stories and terror-
ism stories ranged from 50 to 80 and 50 to 350 stories respectively per 
month. In summary, humanitarian rhetoric played only a secondary role 
in selling the Iraq war.

Cable coverage echoed Bush’s secondary emphasis on humanitar-
ian rhetoric. Figures 2.2, 2.4, and 2.6 suggest that humanitarian rhetoric 
appeared less often on Fox and MSNBC than did rhetoric emphasiz-
ing WMDs and terrorism. As with other media, cable coverage saw a 
spike in humanitarian language in September 2002, when Bush intro-
duced his marketing campaign for war. This spike was followed by a 

Figure 2.4. Cable Coverage of Iraq, al Qaeda, and Terror (June 2002–
March 2003)

Source: LexisNexis.
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82 Selling War, Selling Hope

Figure 2.5. A Secondary Democracy and Human Rights Narrative (June 
2002–March 2003)
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Figure 2.6. Democracy and Human Rights on Cable News (June 2002–
March 2003)
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decline in November, as congressional Democrats debated war authoriza-
tion. Humanitarian framing again increased by early 2003 after Congress 
authorized war.

As with commentary on WMDs and terrorism, discussion of human-
itarian issues on Fox was similar to other media. Fox pundits celebrated 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



83Selling the Iraq War

Bush’s “grand vision” of “set[ting] the world free” from Saddam Hussein’s 
tyranny. Supporters promised a “fairly short war”—and “thank[ed] conser-
vatives” for confronting “a brutal, despicable, evil tyrant.”128 Such rhetoric 
celebrated the war but ignored past U.S. support for Hussein’s repression 
of the Iraq people during the 1980s.129

The rhetoric of fear in late 2002 and early 2003 dominated U.S. 
political-media discourse, a practice that was a product of journalistic 
norms and the practice of objectivity. Journalists are taught to be objective, 
never placing their personal partisan views into reports. Objectivity means 
that reporters adopt a bipartisan bias in favor of reporting the views of 
both parties. By covering what both parties are saying, journalists defend 
themselves from claims of one-sidedness while retaining access to official 
sources. This does not mean that reporters are unbiased, but merely that 
their bias typically fails to favor one party over the other. The ritual 
of objectivity translates into a heavy reliance on officials. When official 
sources are united on an issue—for example on whether Iraq possessed 
WMDs—then news coverage mimics that consensus.130 When one party 
supported the invasion, and the other was worried about whether the 
war was strategically advisable, this range of opinions defined coverage, as 
happened in October 2002.

Research on prewar reporting uncovered an official source bias. 
One study of network television in early 2003 found that more than 
three-quarters of news guests were former or current government officials. 
Antiwar views accounted for just 1 percent of all guests. The preference 
for pro-war sources continued after the war began. For reporting on NBC, 
ABC, CBS, CNN, Fox, and PBS, 64 percent of sources and 71 percent 
of guests were pro-war. Antiwar voices constituted just 10 percent of all 
sources.131 Other research found a similar level of pro-war journalism.132

Critical coverage did occur briefly in late 2002 when Congress 
debated whether to support war. However, critical coverage declined after 
Congress authorized the invasion.133 Previous research found a higher vol-
ume of critical coverage in late 2002, when Congress was debating war.134 
But by early 2003 the focus changed to emphasizing Iraqi WMDs, the 
inspection process, and war planning. The alleged WMDs threat was the 
most dominant theme prior to war.135 The Bush administration dominated 
reporting on Iraq, and opposition to war in the news came mainly from 
Iraqi government officials, who were unlikely to exert much of an impact 
on American public opinion.136 After the end of congressional debate, 
antiwar Democratic voices virtually disappeared in the news.137 WMD 
stories consistently favored the Bush administration’s portrayals of Iraq.138

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



84 Selling War, Selling Hope

In late 2002, the Bush administration briefly lost its dominant posi-
tion in the framing of the Iraq war. Forty-four percent of sources con-
sulted during the fall congressional debate were Democrats, a dramatic 
increase from months prior and far higher than in the period following 
the congressional vote for war.139 Oppositional Democratic sourcing in 
local television, national television, and national newspapers was promi-
nent during the congressional debate period. Democratic sources nearly 
matched administration sources in the news, although that parity quickly 
disappeared after the congressional vote for war.140 The change in report-
ing of opposition voices is represented in figure 2.7, identifying the ratio 
of administration to Democratic references in stories.141 Administration 
dominance was far lower in September and October, but grew dramatically 
after the congressional vote for war. Bush’s control of the Iraq narrative 
grew significantly from December 2002 through 2003. In summary, despite 
the administration’s loss of control of the public narrative during a brief 
period in late 2002, the president was extremely effective in dominating 
discourse on Iraq in prewar reporting.

Cable coverage suggested a similar pattern. Figure 2.8 shows that 
Bush was less effective in controlling reporting in September and October 
2002, but more dominant by December 2002 to 2003. Across most of the 

Figure 2.7. Major Actors in News Stories on Iraq (September 2002–March 
2003)
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85Selling the Iraq War

prewar period, Bush was dominant over congressional Democratic voices. 
The official source bias documented in this chapter allowed reporters to 
cover “both sides” of the conflict, while views not expressed by officials 
were marginalized. In short, objectivity meant deference to, not indepen-
dence from, official sources.

Objectivity ensured a passive approach to reporting Bush’s claims. 
As Post reporter Walter Pincus admitted, “We’re partly to blame” for the 
Iraqi WMD fiasco. “We’ve encouraged officials to make use of us. I go 
back to the theory that the press doesn’t care that it is not playing the 
important independent role it is supposed to play in a democracy, at 
least not concerning many serious international issues. It is waiting for 
others to raise those issues.”142 The “others” who must be counted on to 
raise critical questions are political officials as NBC journalist Tim Rus-
set explained when questioned about “the fact that, of 414 Iraq stories 
broadcast on ABC, NBC, and CBS evening newscasts from September 
2002 to February 2003, almost all of the stories could be traced back 
to sources from the White House, Pentagon, and State Department.”143 
The reluctance to challenge presidential messages was assured in light of 
journalists’ lack of access to critical high-level official sources.

Reporters fear being labeled “biased” in their reporting. As ABC’s 
Nightline host Ted Koppel explained regarding challenges to Bush’s  

Figure 2.8. Major Actors in Cable News Stories on Iraq (September 2002–
March 2003)

Source: LexisNexis.
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prewar rhetoric: “When they tell me why they’re going to war, I certainly 
have to give [it] proper deference. . . . If the president says I’m going to 
war for reasons A, B, and C, I can’t very well stand there and say, ‘the 
president is not telling you the truth, the actual reason that he’s going 
to war is some reason he hasn’t even mentioned.’ ”144 Koppel’s admis-
sion is central to the discussion of objectivity; it suggests that journalists 
are pressured to privilege official sources. Reporters pursuing stories that 
anger officials endanger their professional reputations, as documented in 
numerous cases.145

The Bush administration confirmed reporters’ passiveness in the 
run-up to the Iraq war. Bush’s Press Secretary Scott McClellan reflected:

The national press corps was probably too deferential to the 
White House and to the administration in regard to the most 
important decision facing the nation during my years in Wash-
ington, the choice of whether to go to war in Iraq. . . . The 
public should have been made much more aware, before the 
fact, of the uncertainties, doubts, and caveats that underlay the 
intelligence about the regime of Saddam Hussein. The admin-
istration did little to convey those nuances to the people, [and] 
the press should have picked up the slack but largely failed 
to do so because their focus was elsewhere—on covering the 
march to war, instead of the necessity of war.

McClellan’s assessment suggests that the administration did not see report-
ers as playing an adversarial role to the president.

Dependence on government sources contributes to the normal-
ization of official narratives. Reporters working within the Washington 
beltway accept controversial positions without much question. CBS’s 60 
Minutes reporter Bob Simon explored this downplaying of controversy, 
challenging Bush’s claim that Iraq was tied to al Qaeda, calling it an 
“absurdity.” As a reporter based in the Middle East, Simon reflected: “The 
Washington press corps based inside the belt wasn’t as aware as those of 
us who are based in the Middle East and spent a lot of time in Iraq 
[about the falsities of the Iraq–al Qaeda link]. When the Washington press 
corps travels it travels with the president or with the Secretary of State 
in a bubble.”146 Other reporters shared Simon’s insight. Associated Press 
reporter Charles Hanley recounted his experiences with pro-war editors 
while traveling with weapons inspectors in Iraq prior to the invasion:
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Inspection after inspection turned out to be clean. They had 
no violations to report. . . . That [finding] would be stricken 
from my copy because it would strike some editors as tenden-
tious, as sort of an attack or some sort of allegation rather than 
a fact. And we don’t want reporters alleging things, you just 
report the facts. Well it was a fact. It was a very important fact 
that seemed to be lost on an awful lot of journalists unfortu-
nately. . . . The media just continued on this path of reporting 
that the Bush administration alleges that there are weapons of 
mass destruction and never really stopped and said, “it doesn’t 
look like there are.” There’s no evidence. That should have been 
the second sentence in any story on allegations of WMD: “that 
they didn’t present any evidence to back this up.”147

Hanley’s reporting suggests that narratives challenging officials are seen as 
more controversial the closer one is to political officials in Washington. 
Objectivity takes on a different meaning for those operating further from 
Washington because they are less likely to organize their news stories 
around circles of power such as Congress and the White House. Critical 
journalistic insights, however, do not count for much if editors remove 
them from stories, as Hanley’s experiences suggest.

Defining Objectivity

While journalists practice objectivity, this concept does not mean the same 
thing in all settings. The dominant definition of objectivity seems to be 
characterized by a conscious effort to remove one’s own political views 
from reports, instead simply quoting the views of one’s sources while 
discussing a political issue. Realistically, objectivity translates into deference 
to official sources when such sources make up a strong to overwhelming 
majority of those consulted on foreign policy. This standard of objectivity, 
however, was less relevant to nonestablishment newspapers reporting on 
Iraq. The contrast in Iraq reporting between the Knight Ridder news ser-
vice and the Times suggests competing definitions of objectivity, depending 
on the proximity of reporters to Washington officialdom. Whereas the 
Times operated under the assumption that objectivity meant the transmis-
sion of congressional and presidential viewpoints, Knight Ridder’s reports 
regularly consulted high-level official sources and nonelite sources that 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



88 Selling War, Selling Hope

challenged Bush’s Iraq agenda. Knight Ridder questioned political claims 
about Iraqi WMDs. The paper balanced official statements against compet-
ing narratives from international weapons inspectors.

Knight Ridder gained notoriety for prewar reporting that questioned 
Bush’s WMD claims. Reporters Jonathan Landay and Warren Strobel con-
sulted numerous intelligence sources, and cited the findings of weapons 
inspectors suggesting Iraq had disarmed. Landay and Strobel were skepti-
cal of claims from Iraqi defectors that Iraq represented a threat. In one 
example, the organization questioned Bush’s claim that Iraq was develop-
ing nuclear weapons at a time when the Times was featuring allegations 
that Iraq attempted to purchase aluminum tubes to enrich uranium for 
nuclear weapons.148

Knight Ridder’s critical reporting was ignored in national newspa-
pers. Knight Ridder provides news content to a variety of non–Wash-
ington, D.C.–based newspapers, but its content does not appear in major 
media markets such as New York and Washington, D.C. Flying under 
the radar of official discourse, the organization reported many critical 
stories without significant backlash from the Bush administration. How-
ever, Knight Ridder stories were often met with reservations. As Strobel 
remembers: “There was a lot of skepticism among our editors because 
what we were writing was so at odds with what most of the rest of the 
Washington press corps was reporting and some of our papers frankly 
just didn’t run the stories. They had access to the New York Times wire 
and Washington Post wire and they chose those stories instead.”149 Despite 
significant reluctance from some newspapers, Knight Ridder was later 
recognized for its independence in challenging pro-war rhetoric. Former 
CNN CEO Walter Isaacson confessed in an interview with journalist 
Bill Moyers:

Isaacson: I don’t think there was enough skepticism because I 
think most of us believed that Hussein was building biological, 
chemical, and perhaps even nuclear weapons. . . . I think we 
in the press were not critical enough; we didn’t question our 
sources enough. The people at Knight Ridder were calling 
the colonels and the lieutenants and the people in the CIA 
and finding out that the intelligence was not very good. We 
should have all been doing that.

Moyers: How do you explain that the further you get away 
from official Washington the closer you get to reality?

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



89Selling the Iraq War

Isaacson: That’s one of the hazards in this business . . . when 
you rely on top-level sources too much you can lose out on 
getting the real information.150

Knight Ridder’s prewar reporting stands in contrast to that of the Times. 
High-profile Times reporter Judith Miller played a leading role in trans-
mitting administration rhetoric. Miller wrote six features in the Times 
highlighting claims of Iraqi defectors closely allied with the Bush admin-
istration and feeding the media information suggesting Iraq was a threat. 
Knight Ridder treated Miller’s reports as suspect, but the Times embraced 
these stories. Miller’s reporting included a September 2002 story reporting 
that “Iraq stepped up its quest for nuclear weapons and has embarked 
on a worldwide hunt for materials to make an atomic bomb”151; another 
September story alleging “efforts by Saddam Hussein to develop chemi-
cal, biological and nuclear weapons, and the missiles to deliver them”152; 
a November 2002 report suggesting that Iraq “ordered large quantities of 
a drug that can be used to counter the effects of nerve gas, mainly from 
suppliers in Turkey”153; and a March 2003 story stressing that “adminis-
tration officials are determined to find illegal weapons before Hussein 
can send them out of the country and perhaps sell them to other rogue 
nations or terrorist groups.”154

Miller’s reporting became a lightning rod for controversy after the 
failed search for Iraqi WMDs. Miller privately admitted through inter-
nal Times communication that the exile and Bush ally Ahmed Chalabi 
“provided most of the front page exclusives on WMD to our paper.”155 
Chalabi was a controversial figure due to his shrewd news manipulation 
tactics. Chalabi’s Iraqi National Congress would simultaneously provide 
information to the Bush administration and to reporters, knowing report-
ers would contact the administration looking for independent verification. 
Journalists would verify the INC claims, via a second (administration) 
source, when in reality there was no independent corroboration of the 
original claim since Chalabi had fed the information to the executive as 
well.156 The symbolic connections between Chalabi, the media, and the 
president were apparent in Bush’s 2002 State of the Union address in 
which Chalabi—whom the administration personally invited—sat behind 
First Lady Laura Bush. Chalabi was later granted a position on the Iraqi 
Governing Council following the overthrow of Saddam Hussein.

Miller displayed little critical introspection concerning her failure 
to recognize the political motives of Chalabi and others who wished for 
power in post-Hussein Iraq. She recounted: “My job was not to collect 
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information and analyze it independently. . . . My job was to tell readers 
of the Times, as best as I could figure out, what people inside the govern-
ment . . . were saying to one another about what they thought Iraq had 
and did not have in the area of WMDs.”157 Miller’s comments speak to the 
one-sided orientation of objective reporting in terms of privileging high-
level official sources. With Iraq, reporters were conveyor belts for official 
rhetoric. The CIA viewed figures such as Chalabi with suspicion, conclud-
ing that he was feeding intelligence agencies misinformation. Reporters, 
however, accepted him as a credible source because the president embraced 
him. That Miller sidestepped CIA dismissals of Chalabi speaks to the fact 
that “acceptable” sources often did not include reports from intelligence 
experts who were critical of administration claims.

Communication scholarship criticized the media for one-sidedness 
in prewar reporting.158 Journalistic deference to the president ensured that 
many counternarratives to administration rhetoric were downplayed. A 
classic example was the lack of reporting on strategic concerns with Iraqi 
oil. A declassified record of government security documents tracing back 
from the 1940s and 1950s to modern times now exists, suggesting that 
U.S. officials consistently equated dominance of Middle Eastern oil with 
U.S. national security.159 One example is the 1992 policy report, “Defense 
Planning Guidance” (DPG) authored by George W. Bush’s Deputy Secre-
tary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz. Having also served under the first Bush 
administration in the early 1990s, Wolfowitz was one of the architects of 
the 2003 Iraq war. Wolfowitz’s DPG report stated that the “first objec-
tive” of the United States in the post–cold war era “is to prevent the 
reemergence of a new rival. This is a dominant consideration underlying 
the new regional defense strategy and requires that we endeavor to pre-
vent any hostile power from dominating a region whose resources would, 
under consolidated control, be sufficient to generate global power.” The 
report emphasized “access to vital raw materials, primarily Persian Gulf 
oil.”160 Evidence also existed in the postinvasion era of strategic interests as 
Bush and Cheney used Iraqi oil as a pretext for resisting calls to withdraw 
troops, warning that terrorists might use Iraq’s oil as a weapon against the 
United States if radical groups were to take control.161

While evidence existed in the prewar period of historic U.S. oil 
interests in the Middle East, those concerns were rarely articulated in news 
reports. Between June 2002 and March 2003, just two stories in the Post 
and four stories in the Times referenced U.S. interest in Iraqi oil as relevant 
to the war discussion.162 These numbers were quite meager compared to 
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the thousands of Iraq stories emphasizing WMDs, terrorism, democracy, 
and human rights. Discounting strategic interests further, four of the six 
Times reports alleging U.S. oil interest were attributed to Iraqi officials. 
Such sources were unlikely to be taken seriously by American news read-
ers. Due to the official source bias in the media, expecting journalists to 
raise moral objections to war is unrealistic. Nonetheless, ignoring such 
concerns deprived Americans of a critical assessment of the administration.

Media Effects of Pro-War Messages

Previous scholarship demonstrates that media influence what issues people 
think about and how they think about them. While recent studies suggest 
that media also affect political attitudes, these studies are relatively few.163 
The evidence here suggests that on the issue of Iraq, media encouraged 
pro-war attitudes.

Public Opinion

Prewar public opinion was sympathetic to the Bush’s Iraq agenda. Opin-
ion polling reveals a significant increase in support for the invasion by 
early 2003. Fluctuations in public support were related to presidential 
rhetoric and media coverage. Figure 2.9 demonstrates that the core argu-
ments of Bush’s marketing campaign received majority support by late 
2002 to early 2003.164 Perceptions of a threat served as the foundation 
for public war support by March 2003. Figure 2.10 reproduces four time 
series of public opinion data, suggesting growing support for war. The 
fluctuations in figure 2.10 appear to be related to fluctuations in media 
coverage. Public support for taking action against Iraq at first grew from 
August to September 2002, unsurprisingly considering that September 
marked the rollout of Bush’s war campaign. Support for war fell between 
September and October when political-media dialogue was characterized 
by congressional conflict over authorizing force. By early 2003, support 
for war began to increase again, by between 5 to 20 percentage points 
depending on the question examined.165 Growth in support in early 2003 
coincided with Bush’s renewed dominance of political-media discourse. 
These findings suggest that democratic theorists are correct to claim that 
public attitudes are often the product of citizens responding to changes 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



92 Selling War, Selling Hope

Figure 2.9. Public Perceptions of an Iraqi Threat (November 2002–March 
2003)

Sources: ABC/Washington Post and CNN/USA Today surveys.
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in the informational environment. A large number of Americans were 
paying attention to reporting on Iraq from late 2002 and 2003, and 
their assessments were related to fluctuations in presidential dominance 
of political-media discourse.166

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



93Selling the Iraq War

Setting the Agenda

The overwhelming similarity in coverage across media outlets suggests that 
agenda-setting was at work in terms of transmitting content from more to 
less elite news sources. But the agenda-setting function does not end with 
one news outlet influencing another. Official messages are filtered down 
from political leaders to media, then to the public. In this process, one 
sees strong uniformity in media coverage across the news, and significant 
effects of messages on the public. Figure 2.11, demonstrates the effect of 
media content in the Times on its readers. The overlap between reporting 
of WMDs and reader attention to the issue—the latter reflected in the 
number of letters to the editor—is documented. Fluctuations in reporting 
on Iraqi WMDs corresponded with changes in the number of letters to the 
editor on this issue. Increased reporting on Iraq and WMDs in September 
2002 produced growing reader interest in the topic, while reporting and 
reader attention declined from October to November. Increased reporting 
on WMDs in early 2003 produced growing public interest. The media 
agenda-setting power was evident across various sources. Figure 2.12 sug-
gests a relationship between national reporting and attention to Iraq, with 
increased reporting producing growing public interest. From January to 
March 2003, both coverage and public attention to Iraq increased, while 

Figure 2.11. New York Times Agenda-Setting and Support for Bush on Iraq 
(August 2002–March 2003)

Source: LexisNexis.
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94 Selling War, Selling Hope

attention was much lower in late 2002 and mid- to late 2003, when 
Iraq reporting was less frequent.167 In sum, media played a key role in 
influencing public thought on Iraq.168

Previous studies find that Bush’s rhetoric was effective in molding 
public opinion in the War on Terror. Bush’s speeches on September 11 
and September 12, 2002, in front of the Statue of Liberty and at the 
United Nations were landmark events in garnering support for war. Public 
support for war grew by 12 percentage points after Bush’s September 11 
anniversary and U.N. speeches. Support for war increased 9 percentage 
points following Powell’s early 2003 U.N. speech.169

The president’s success in selling war extended past the March 2003 
invasion. Figure 2.13 demonstrates that public acceptance of the reasons 
for war continued even after it was found that Iraq possessed no WMDs 
and had no ties to terrorism.170 Bush’s positions—although widely dis-
confirmed after the invasion—enjoyed significant support for an extended 
time.

Some scholars noted that most Americans thought Iraq had ties to 
al Qaeda prior to the onset of the campaign to sell war. This might suggest 
that presidential rhetoric was not that relevant in convincing the public to 

Figure 2.12. Media Agenda Setting on Iraq (September 2002–November 
2003)

Sources: LexisNexis and Pew surveys.
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95Selling the Iraq War

support war. Althaus and Largio find that 80 percent of Americans thought 
Hussein was linked to September 11 immediately following the attacks 
and that Americans “needed no convincing” of connections between Iraq 
and terrorism.171 Similarly, other research suggested that “neither the media 
nor the president had a strong influence on public concern about Iraq” 
across a variety of war attitudes. Presidential rhetoric, one study found, was 
ineffective in increasing public acceptance that WMDs existed in Iraq; that 
Iraq needed to allow weapons inspectors in to disarm their WMDs; that 
an invasion was needed to fight terrorism; that Hussein was an evil dicta-
tor; and that Hussein needed to be removed through regime change.172

While these studies suggest presidential impotence in selling war, 
much evidence suggests this conclusion is unfounded. That Bush would 
have committed such tremendous energy to selling war if Americans 
“needed no convincing” of an Iraqi WMD or terror threat is highly 
unlikely. The “product” that Bush Chief of Staff Andrew Card introduced 
in the fall of 2002 was the campaign to sell war. Building public support 
was seen as vital to the administration’s agenda. Figure 2.10 confirms this 
point, revealing that a bare majority of Americans supported the admin-
istration on war in August and September 2002. Those numbers fell by 
October when Congress pushed back against war, but rose to the level 
of strong majority support by early 2003, when the Bush administration 
reasserted control over political-media discourse.

Macro-level trends in public opinion tell only part of the story with 
regard to the influence of presidential rhetoric. Examining the attitudes 

Figure 2.13. Continuing Support for War with Iraq (April 2003–June 2004)

Sources: NBC News/Wall Street Journal and Harris surveys.

 
Percent  
agreeing  

with  
each  

position

Ap
ril

 2
00

3

Ju
ne

 2
00

3

Au
gu

st
 2

00
3

O
ct

ob
er

 2
00

3

De
ce

m
be

r 
20

03

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
00

4

Ap
ril

 2
00

4

Ju
ne

 2
00

4

Iraq had WMDs when war 
began

Iraq was supporting al Qaeda

Support invasion to disarm 
Iraq

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



96 Selling War, Selling Hope

of individual news consumers is helpful in explaining the relationship 
between political-media discourse and public opinion. An individual-level 
analysis of public opinion data suggests that pro-war rhetoric played an 
important role in garnering war support. Those individuals paying close 
attention to political-media discourse on Iraq were more supportive of war. 
Close attention to presidential rhetoric was accompanied by a 15-percent-
age point increase in support for war.173 Attention to Bush’s 2003 State of 
the Union address produced growing acceptance that Iraq was tied to al 
Qaeda and that it possessed WMDs; increased support for his handling of 
Iraq, for taking military action, and for using ground troops; and increased 
opposition to further inspections in Iraq.174

Other research reveals similar findings. One study concludes that 
news outlets’ use of administration rhetoric emphasizing the dangers of 
“evil” and the need to “pull together” in a time of crisis was statistically 
associated with growing support for war.175 Periods characterized by grow-
ing administration dominance of media produced increased support for 
war.176 In addition to concern with terror threats, growing media atten-
tion to terrorism accompanied the increased use of presidential rhetoric 
stressing the threat of terrorism.177 Increased attention to terrorism was 
associated with decreased support for dissent against political leaders.178 
The political implications of the rhetoric of fear are significant: politi-
cal officials can more easily manipulate those paralyzed by fear.179 When 
reporters overemphasized terrorist threats, the public became overly para-
noid and more likely to exaggerate the danger of terrorism.180

In this chapter I have spoken of political-media discourse and its 
importance to policy debates. Political-media discourse refers to major 
themes identified in presidential and other political rhetoric that appear 
in media. Political-media discourse is measured by survey questions ask-
ing Americans “how closely” they follow news on issues such as Iraqi 
weapons inspections and news on the political debate over war. Figure 
2.14 suggests that public attention to political-media discourse on Iraq 
was high in late 2002 and early 2003. According to the Pew Research 
Center, Americans who “very closely” or “fairly closely” followed the 
discourse on Iraq ranged from 80 to 90 percent.181 Americans rely heavily 
on information they receive in the media, and have few sources outside 
the media to inform them on foreign policy. This point was confirmed 
in a 2003 Pew survey, which found that 90 percent of Americans cited 
the media as their source for information on Iraq.182

Public reliance on the news for information set the stage for media 
to influence public attitudes. In this chapter, I analyze Pew surveys from 
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late 2002 and early 2003 to measure the influence of reporting on Iraq 
attitudes. My results suggest effects for political-media discourse on public 
opinion in early 2003, but meager to nonexistent effects in late 2002.183

Bush was effective in influencing public opinion in early 2003, but 
less effective in late 2002. Previous research finds that the decline of presi-
dential dominance over reporting on Iraq in October and early November 
2002 was accompanied by mixed effects of reporting on public opinion. 
Increased public attentiveness to political-media discourse on Iraq was 
correlated with growing opposition to Bush’s agenda among Democrats 
and independents, and no influence for Republicans.184 Little evidence 
suggested that Bush effectively sold the war to the public in late 2002. 
Democrats were growing more opposed to the president, most likely 
because of growing opposition in Congress. Democratic partisans were 
seemingly taking cues from party leaders, becoming increasingly opposed 
to war. This finding complements the aggregate findings from Figure 2.10, 
which suggest a decline in public support for the president by October.

My examination of September and October surveys from Pew and 
CBS News finds that public attentiveness to political-media discourse on 
Iraq was not correlated with Americans’ war opinions. In the CBS Sep-
tember survey, attention to political-media discourse was not associated 
with (1) opinions of whether the United States should “remove Saddam 
Hussein from power”; (2) opinions of whether “a clear and present danger 

Figure 2.14. Public Attention to News on Iraq (September 2002–March 
2003)

Source: Pew surveys.
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98 Selling War, Selling Hope

to American interests” required the United States “to act now”; and (3) 
opinions that war was “worth the potential loss of American life.”185 In 
the Pew October survey, growing attentiveness to political-media discourse 
produced no increase in (1) the belief that Bush “explained clearly what’s 
at stake as to why the U.S. might use military force”; (2) agreement that 
the United States should “attack Iraq” even if U.S. allies did not want “to 
join us”; (3) support for “taking military action to end Hussein’s rule”; and 
(4) feelings that Republicans could do a better job making wise decisions 
about how to handle Iraq.186 These results did not bode well for Bush’s 
efforts to generate war support. As Pew found in its January 2003 national 
survey, the public still “want[ed] proof of an Iraqi weapons program,” and 
most felt Bush had “yet to make the case” for war.187

Although Bush failed to increase public war support in October, his 
fortunes changed by early 2003. Following the October congressional vote 
for war, Bush was free to make his case for war without sustained politi-
cal opposition. Reporting began to focus more on inspections amidst the 
growing associations in news reports between Iraq, WMDs, and terrorism. 
The effects of this swing in favor of the president produced greater sup-
port for war, as seen in figure 2.10. Public support was evident in surveys 
from January through March. As suggested in figure 2.15, war support 
increased noticeably among those following political-media discourse on 
Iraq. The attentive were more likely to fear an Iraqi threat, to agree with 
Bush’s false claim that he had not yet decided on war, to associate terrorist 
fears with Iraq, and to support military action.188 Differences between the 
attentive and inattentive ranged from 7 to 20 percentage points. For every 
question examined, public support for Bush’s positions was higher than 
it would have been without the influence of political-media discourse. 
On three of seven questions, public support for administration positions 
crossed the 50 percent threshold only for those paying closer attention 
to political-media discourse.

Figure 2.15 demonstrates the effectiveness of the Bush administration 
in convincing the public of a threat, even while respondents conceded 
that the United States failed to uncover actual weapons. As the data sug-
gest, those paying attention to political-media discourse were more likely 
support invading Iraq even if inspectors found no WMDs, but merely the 
ability to make them. The “absence of evidence is evidence of an imminent 
threat” framework raises serious concern about the quality of democratic 
discourse and transparency, and about the effectiveness of presidential and 
media propaganda. Bush supporters might contend that the mere ability to 
produce WMDs was enough to convince Americans to take action. This 
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argument, however, misrepresents how easy producing such weapons is for 
countries if they are so inclined. The logistics behind enriching uranium 
for nuclear weapons and the creation of such weapons are well known 
around the world today, and information on how produce nuclear weap-
ons is no longer a state-guarded secret as it was in the 1940s and 1950s. 
Many countries possess the ability to produce nuclear weapons, although 
most choose not to develop them. After establishing a nuclear weapons 
program, the production of enriched uranium is not difficult, assuming a 
country is able to secure the nuclear materials to be highly enriched for 
creating weapons-grade uranium. In other words, that the ability to pro-
duce a nuclear weapon is available to motivated countries is not surprising. 
Furthermore, a state’s ability to produce chemical weapons is even easier. 
Ingredients from civilian consumer products can be diverted to create 
chemical weapons. Public surprise over and concern with the ability to 
produce WMDs, then, was very much a function of the effectiveness of 
the president’s propaganda, rather than a response to some new revelation 
about the dangers of weapons proliferation.

It was a significant victory for the president that Americans were 
convinced of the unimportance of evidence in building support for war. 
Administration officials embraced this theme, arguing that the United 
States could not wait for evidence in the form of a mushroom cloud to 
take action. Abandoning evidence-based discourse became more  apparent 

Figure 2.15. Mass Media Effects on Public Opinion of War (January 2003)

Source: Pew survey (January 2003).
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as the administration became more insistent on war as international weap-
ons inspectors failed to uncover evidence of WMDs. The administra-
tion and reporters publicly assumed that the failure to find weapons 
confirmed the “fact” that a secret threat existed—one so devious that 
Hussein was effectively hiding it from public view. CBS reporter David 
Martin expressed this point, claiming: “The fact that inspectors couldn’t 
find them [WMDs] . . . .that just made the case, ‘He [Hussein] is hiding 
something, he is hiding something.’ ”189 An alternative conclusion would 
have been to assess that Iraq did not represent a threat to American safety 
or that evidence of a threat was uncertain. These conclusions were lacking 
in prewar discourse.

This chapter emphasized the power of the president to construct fear, 
as transmitted through a compliant media system, and to amplify preexist-
ing fear in the American mind. That amplification speaks to administration 
efforts to link existing fears of terrorism to Iraq and WMDs. The power 
of fear, however, is merely one component in the drive for war. Hope is 
the second component of an effective war campaign because the public 
must be convinced that the government be granted the authority to 
protect “endangered” citizens against foreign “threats.” In convincing the 
public, Bush constructed an image of the United States as the bringer 
of hope to a citizenry that felt extremely vulnerable after September 11. 
The media transmitted to the public the hope that action against Hussein 
would end the danger of WMD-wielding, terrorist-supporting regimes.

The administration’s effectiveness in selling hope is evident in figure 
2.16. At a time when pro-war political-media discourse was at its strongest, 
attention to Iraq reporting produced increased war support.190 In two of 
the seven questions examined, public support for administration positions 
would not have reached more than 50 percent if it were not for audiences 
consuming pro-war messages. For all seven issues, political-media discourse 
played a role in increasing support for Bush’s pro-war messages. Public 
support was vital to the president so close to the invasion. Figures 2.15 and 
2.16 show that majority support for administration positions was evident 
in eight of the twelve questions examined, even among those paying little 
or no attention to political-media discourse. The relationships between 
media consumption and war support were statistically significant for all 
questions examined in figures 2.15 and 2.16, after controlling for other 
factors such as respondents’ sex, age, education, race, income, ideology, and 
partisanship. This finding suggests that the media were instrumental in 
strengthening support among a public that was already sympathetic to the 
administration’s agenda. With regard to support for Bush’s handling of war 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



101Selling the Iraq War

and support for using force—the two most important questions—support 
was evident from a modest (rather than strong) majority of Americans 
who were not paying attention to discourse on Iraq. Support was far 
higher—approximately 20 to 30 percentage points—among those paying 
attention to Iraq discourse.

Preexisting sympathy should not be surprising considering the cam-
paign to sell the Iraq war came so quickly after September 11, 2001. The 
shock of the September 11 attacks was still fairly fresh in Americans’ 
minds, and public support for the Bush’s antiterrorism agenda transferred 
to support for the Iraq war. While the level of Iraq war support was 
nowhere near as high in late 2002 as support for the Afghan war was 
after September 11, support was strong enough that Bush needed to do 
little more than convince a modest number of Americans to support the 
invasion in order to retain strong majority support.

Preexisting public animosity toward Hussein, dating back to more 
than a decade before September 11, 2001, must be taken into account 
when discussing support for war. As public opinion scholar Ole Holsti 
notes:

Even before the terrorist attacks, the public had harbored over-
whelmingly negative views of Saddam Hussein as a result of 
the invasion of Kuwait that led to the 1992 Gulf War and 
because of growing evidence about his brutal reign. . . . Pew, 

Figure 2.16. Mass Media Effects on Public Opinion of War (February–
March 2003)

Source: Pew surveys.
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Gallup, and CBS/New York Times surveys between 1992 and 
2003 found majorities ranging from 52 percent to 74 percent 
favoring the use of force to remove Saddam. . . . Thus the 
administration’s active campaign to link Iraq with WMDs and 
al Qaeda found an audience ready to believe the worst about 
the Baghdad regime.191

The administration’s war campaign, however, was necessary to cultivate 
support for a campaign that did not benefit from much international sup-
port. Public support among Americans for a “go-it-alone” war did not 
exist prior to September 11, but such support materialized following the 
administration’s public relations campaign for war.

Despite the difficulty involved in moving public opinion, this chap-
ter’s findings suggest that the president and media retain significant power 
to construct and amplify attitudes that were favorable to war. Media influ-
enced more than simply what Americans thought about, but also their 
policy attitudes. Concerning disagreements between democratic and elite 
theorists, public opinion prior to the war appeared to contain elements of 
rationality and ignorance. Public attitudes were “rational” in that increased 
support for war was entirely predictable in the pro-war informational 
environment that existed in early 2003. However, public opinion also 
appeared ignorant in that consent for war was based on a misinformation 
campaign that convinced Americans to support an invasion based on false 
pretenses. In light of both findings, it is probably accurate to speak of the 
American public as exhibiting attitudes that confirmed both democratic 
and elite theory, and a public that was quite “bounded,” or limited in its 
ability to develop rational thoughts.192

Media Independence?

If critics of the Bush administration and media were so dissatisfied with 
the political-media discourse on Iraq, one may wonder what an accept-
able alternative form of discourse would have looked like. Hints may 
be found after the invasion when reporters increasingly challenged Bush 
on his prewar rhetoric. Media reports from 2004 to 2005 widely con-
ceded that Iraq did not possess WMDs. Discussions of the lack of a link 
between Iraq and al Qaeda became more common during this period, 
although evidence clearly existed prior to the 2003 invasion.193 The public 
responded predictably to this change in the informational environment. 
Evidence presented earlier in this chapter suggests that public acceptance 
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of the administration’s reasons for war declined among Americans in the 
year following the invasion. This change in attitudes was related to political 
and media discussion about the falsity of Bush’s claims. Previous research 
suggests that increased attentiveness to political-media discourse on Iraq 
by 2005 was correlated with growing acceptance of the belief that Iraq 
did not possess WMDs.194 By 2004 to 2005, Bush was failing to justify 
the war. Increased public opposition, however, was not due to journal-
ists crusading on an anti-Bush “agenda.” Reporters simply mirrored an 
increasingly critical reality in which rejecting the conclusions that Iraq 
possessed no WMDs became impossible. In situations when reality chal-
lenges presidential rhetoric, media can have an effect on public attitudes by 
undermining false narratives. Would it have been possible to see increased 
media criticism of the president in the run-up to the Iraq war? One does 
not have to speculate about this possibility, considering that coverage of 
the drive for war was already critical during late 2002. But could cover-
age have regularly highlighted the failure of inspectors to find WMDs in 
Iraq or devote more attention to skepticism of Iraqi links to al Qaeda? 
Under a system where “objectivity” commonly translates into deference to 
official sources, expecting this kind of critical coverage outside of nonelite 
outlets such as Knight Ridder is unrealistic. At a time when both political 
parties agreed on the Iraqi “threat,” journalists had no high-level sources 
with which to challenge official propaganda. For more critical coverage 
to be possible, journalistic norms would need to be reconceptualized to 
allow for independence from official voices.

Regardless of what is realistic to expect from journalists, many critics 
concluded that prewar political-media discourse caused great harm to an 
informed public and to democratic deliberation. A variety of presidential 
scholars seconded this point, lamenting the administration’s “mass decep-
tion” that came at the “cost of substantive deliberation” among Ameri-
cans.195 Mass deception undermines democracy. As presidential scholar 
James Pfiffner contends, “at issue here is a matter of democratic leader-
ship. . . . Insofar as President Bush misled the Congress and the citizenry, 
either from deliberate misstatements or through creating an atmosphere 
in which he was not well informed by his advisors, he undermined the 
crucial trust upon which the nation depends.”196

Concluding Lessons

Outside of highlighting media dependence on official sources, other les-
sons should be drawn from this case study. One is that, despite much 
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presidential scholarship claiming the opposite, presidents can (and are) 
quite effective in dominating the foreign policy decision-making process, 
especially in the early periods of foreign conflicts. This dominance occurs 
via informal dominance of media messages, which significantly influences 
public opinion. By using compliant media through the rhetoric of fear 
and hope, Bush constructed and strengthened public support for war. Such 
efforts are far more successful when both political parties are on board, 
such as was the case in early 2003. Another lesson from this chapter is 
that media do more than simply influence what issues people think about 
or how they think about them. They also influence the public’s policy 
attitudes as well. By directing public attention to Iraq’s alleged WMDs 
and ties to terrorism, media influenced what news audiences thought by 
stoking public fear.

Finally, this chapter provided evidence of the powers of political 
officials to socially construct reality according to their preferred narratives. 
The Iraq case study demonstrates this point more strongly than most, in 
that information available prior to and following the occupation demon-
strated the falsity of administration claims. Despite official misinformation 
and propaganda, the president and supportive members of Congress suc-
cessfully garnered support for the war. This case study should give pause 
to those who study rhetoric and political communication. It raises critical 
questions about the extent to which Americans are systematically misin-
formed about major issues. If propaganda and misinformation consistently 
corrupt what news audiences, read, hear, and watch, then an informed 
democratic discourse has little chance of developing. If democracy requires 
competent deliberation on political topics, then the discourse on Iraq fell 
far short of this standard.
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3

Failure

The Iraq War and the 
Declining Influence of Presidential Rhetoric

In March 2013—ten years after the invasion of Iraq—53 percent of 
Americans felt the war was a “mistake.” Opposition had eased somewhat 
since April 2008, when 63 percent of Americans made this same conclu-
sion. In contrast, just 23 percent of Americans in March 2003 and 41 
percent in June 2004 concluded the war was a mistake. By May 2004, 56 
percent concluded the war was not “worth” the “costs” from “the toll it 
has taken in American lives.”1 These surveys suggested an emerging mass 
opposition to war.

The Iraq war was extraordinarily popular in its early days, with 
71 percent of Americans in March 2003 feeling the “use [of] military 
force” was the “right decision.”2 What happened after 2003 that stoked 
opposition? What considerations materialized in Americans’ minds as they 
decided war was no longer “worth” fighting? Were the objections mainly 
strategic, with the war perceived as unwinnable? Or did moral criticisms 
drive the opposition? Scholars disagree about why Americans oppose war. 
This chapter contributes to that debate by comparing competing explana-
tions for antiwar dissent.

I trace the history of the Iraq war from 2003 to 2008 and docu-
ment the failure of President Bush to maintain public approval for war. 
I analyze Bush’s shifting appeals to the rhetoric of fear and democracy 
throughout the occupation. I present evidence that the media directed 
public attention toward events that reinforced and challenged the war, 
although in the end critical events dominated coverage. I discuss the rea-
sons why Americans turned against war, including partisan considerations; 
concern with U.S. and Iraqi casualties; feelings that the war was a failure; 
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concerns that Bush manipulated intelligence for war; and growing moral 
opposition to war itself. Evidence suggests that moral objections were the 
most important driver of opposition.

I find that reporters played a conflicting role throughout the war. 
One the one hand, reporters were objective in that they deferred to the 
official sources on Iraq. On the other hand, objective reporting also pres-
sured journalists to provide audiences with an accurate picture of events in 
Iraq as related to American deaths. (Iraqi deaths were covered less often.) 
By regularly covering negative events such as growing violence, the Abu 
Ghraib controversy, and the failure to find weapons of mass destruction 
(WMDs), reporters incited public hostility to war.

I document the role of the media in influencing policy attitudes. I 
examine the relevance of competing elite and democratic theories. Validat-
ing elite theory, Americans at times embraced presidential rhetoric portray-
ing U.S. policy as humanitarian without considering alternative narratives 
that questioned humanitarian rhetoric. At times, Americans displayed limit-
ed capacity for exercising critical thought independent of political rhetoric. 
Reinforcing democratic theory, the public displayed signs of rationality by 
responding to changing conditions on the ground in Iraq with increas-
ingly negative news being the primary driver of war opposition. This trend 
is not rational simply because it fits one ideological position (antiwar) 
over another (pro-war), but because the public responded in a predictable 
way to real-world events while displaying evidence that they considered 
information that was both critical and supportive of the administration.3 
Developing an opinion after careful consideration of contrasting points 
of view is a hallmark of rational thought. This chapter disconfirms the 
claim that Americans are inattentive to politics and uninformed on for-
eign policy. Neither elite nor democratic theory, however, fully describes 
attitudes on Iraq. Public opinion is somewhere in between these polarized 
characterizations.

Why Do Americans Oppose War?

As discussed in this book’s introduction, substantial disagreement exists 
regarding why Americans oppose war. Previous scholarship heavily focused 
on the importance of casualties (without discussing their relationship to 
moral considerations) or emphasized the importance of expectations of 
success or failure, and partisan pressures, as explanations for shifts in pub-
lic opinion. Moral opposition to war, however, is not generally discussed 
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in public opinion research. Such challenges did exist, however, and were 
articulated by the antiwar movement. They centered on the following 
themes: feelings that the Iraq war was imperialist and contrary to the 
interests of the Iraqi people; concerns that the United States was motivated 
by a geopolitical interest in oil; claims that Bush misinformed or lied to 
the public about WMDs; claims that the war was illegal under interna-
tional law; and anger because American troops and Iraqi civilians were 
killed. Among many antiwar activists, wars are seen as repressive by nature, 
with civilians inevitably killed in significant numbers. Protestors portrayed 
the United States as causing more instability in Iraq and contributing to 
a humanitarian crisis via the escalation of violence.

Moral Opposition to War

Much of what Americans see and hear is socially constructed by political 
officials and is disseminated through media.4 Polling organizations engage 
in social construction. Pollsters decide what questions will be asked and 
how they are worded. By downplaying or ignoring certain questions, 
pollsters may provide Americans with an incomplete picture of public 
opinion. For example, moral opposition to war is rarely addressed in polls.5 
The scholarly literature also neglects the importance of moral opposition 
to war. Many studies address moral opposition at some point, but do not 
take the concept seriously. For example, Gelpi and his coauthors generi-
cally reference perceptions of the “rightness or wrongness of the [Iraq] 
war.”6 “Rightness,” however, is an ambiguous term that could mean many 
things. It could refer to feelings that a war is “right” if military progress 
is being made; it could refer to moral opposition or some other type of 
consideration.7 Even if “right” or “wrong” are interpreted to mean morally 
right or wrong, Gelpi and his coauthors assert that such judgments are 
secondary to “prospective judgments about success.”8 Mueller’s discussion 
of public concern with military casualties is not morality based since 
it could be related to tactical or moral considerations, and he does not 
distinguish between the two.

Scholarly commentary on the Iraq war questions whether the war 
was a “mistake” while equating moral criticisms of war with radicalism.9 
For example, Mueller complains that “bin Laden, as well as huge majorities 
in Muslim countries, believe that the United States invaded Iraq as part of 
its plan to control oil supplies in the Middle East,” although “Washington 
has no intention of doing that.”10 Mueller’s association of moral criticisms 
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of war with radical terrorism creates an atmosphere that limits the types 
of criticisms of U.S. policy that are deemed acceptable. Condemnations 
of the United States for imperialism are deemed unworthy of discussion, 
despite a majority of Americans and Muslims believing oil was a motiva-
tion for the Iraq war.11

The limited research on Americans’ concern with civilian casualties 
avoids depictions of the United States as repressive. This research frames 
civilian casualties as accidental and as a “misfortune” of war. 12 Victims of 
U.S. violence are deemed “unlucky” to be caught up in the wrong place at 
the wrong time. This research assumes that the “U.S. was doing all it could 
to minimize casualties” in Iraq.13 One could alternatively conclude that 
wars produce devastation, destruction, and death. Most victims of war are 
civilians, but this reality is negated by depictions of war as humanitarian.14

None of the studies discussed thus far address the perceived immoral-
ity of war. The failure to examine morality-based opposition is not for a 
lack of available data. CNN commissioned at least a few surveys between 
2003 and 2011 asking Americans whether the Iraq war was “morally jus-
tified,”15 although I have yet to see this data analyzed in any systematic 
way. This gap in our understanding of public opinion must be bridged 
to gain a better understanding of public attitudes on war.

Why do scholars ignore moral war opposition? One possible reason 
has to do with the reluctance of academics to discuss politically contro-
versial viewpoints—especially those seen as outside of the mainstream. It 
has long been known, for example, that Marxist and hegemonic analy-
ses—which challenge the political and economic foundations of Western 
society—are taboo among most social scientists. Neocolonial analyses of 
U.S. foreign policy are typically seen as unacceptable.

Trafficking in unconventional theories puts scholars in a precarious 
position. Academics risk being labeled “biased” and can be attacked for 
“having an agenda” in their research, in contrast to the traditional assump-
tion that academics are “value free.” Engaging in critical analysis may be 
seen as discomforting for many who view themselves as academically 
“objective” or “neutral.” This is not to say that academics are objective, 
but rather that most are closer to the political center than they are closer 
to one of the two ends of the political spectrum.

Objectivity is often celebrated as the highest academic goal. How-
ever, by ignoring controversial positions, one is also displaying bias. Refus-
ing to even consider controversial views—via censorship—is one of the 
strongest forms of bias. One can never know the merits or limits of ideas 
unless they are empirically analyzed. By refusing to consider whether 
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Americans believe that the United States behaves immorally, academics 
provide a distorted image of public opinion.

Another explanation for ignoring moral opposition may relate back 
to ethical implications. If scholars consider the claim that the Iraq war 
was immoral—rather than a noble but “unwinnable” war—they might 
feel obligated to raise questions about that war to their students or col-
leagues. If one raises questions about a war’s morality, then one is already 
engaged in controversy. Professors risk negative reactions—for example 
poor student evaluations in the classroom, hostile reviews from academic 
peers in the peer review process for books and journal articles, difficulty 
securing a job in the interview process, and the denial of tenure or 
promotions. All of these developments are possible in an academic com-
munity that prides itself in remaining objective. Objectivity as an ideology 
can be quite effective in dissuading scholars from voicing controversial 
ideas. Discussing the perceived immorality of U.S. foreign policy carries 
with it ethical implications in that one is seen as “speaking out” against 
the United States. “Speaking out” can include opening one’s classroom 
to substantive criticisms of U.S. foreign policy. Many academics prefer to 
avoid controversy to protect their image as objective in their teaching as 
well. Despite these institutional constraints, we can no longer afford to be 
ignorant to moral challenges to war. Scholars share a professional obliga-
tion to provide students, other scholars, and the public with an accurate 
impression of how the world works. Controversial points should not be 
ignored because it is professionally convenient. A more nuanced, accurate 
analysis of public opinion must consider whether both strategic and moral 
challenges drive war opposition.

The ‘Vietnam Syndrome’

The history of the Iraq war is a history of growing public hostility. While 
the war was popular in its first year, opposition went from a minority to a 
majority of Americans between 2003 and 2007. Past scholarship concluded 
that Americans have set basic limits on foreign policy. Public opinion 
scholar Richard Sobel claims “public opinion constrains, but does not 
set, American foreign intervention policy . . . the public’s attitudes set the 
limits within which policymakers may operate.”16 Sobel points to President 
George H. W. Bush’s now-famous concession during the 1991 Iraq war 
that the United States would seek no wider war with Iraq because of 
public opposition to a military occupation. Bush explained, “I don’t think 
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that support would last if it were a long, drawn-out conflagration. I think 
support would erode, as it did in the Vietnam conflict.”17 I argued this 
point in chapter 1 with Afghanistan given President Obama’s sensitivity 
to public concerns about casualties. That the public imposes limits on 
the president, however, is harder to maintain with Bush and Iraq. Bush 
expressed distrust for public war opposition. In the 2007 “surge,” Bush 
sent tens of thousands of troops to Iraq in open contempt for the public, 
which had elected a Democratic majority to the House of Representatives 
to demand a timetable for withdrawal.18 The “surge” was out of step with 
majority public sentiment.

Americans’ opposition to military occupations is known as the “Viet-
nam Syndrome.” Michael Klare defines it as the “public’s disinclination to 
engage in further military interventions” in “internal third world conflicts.” 
Klare argues that the Vietnam Syndrome “is a prudent and beneficial 
alternative to the interventionist policies which led us into Vietnam in 
the first place” because it “facilitates the search for creative, non-military 
solutions to the problems facing all nations in an increasingly interde-
pendent world.” War supporters, however, view the Vietnam Syndrome as 
a dysfunctional mindset—as “an unacceptable restraint on Washington’s 
capability to protect critical U.S. interests abroad” and as “endanger[ing] 
America’s privileged world position.”19 The Bush administration assumed 
that Americans could be swayed via paternalistic leadership strategies and 
initiatives such as the “surge,” which was celebrated as causing declining 
violence in Iraq.

The Bush administration was out of step with growing antiwar 
dissent. Holsti writes that “the president had very low regard for poll-
sters and was skeptical of evidence from their surveys, believing that his 
own instincts provided a better guide to the public mood. . . . The Bush 
administration pursued a very active public relations campaign to promote 
and sustain support for its Iraq policy, but the flow of influence in the 
other direction—from public opinion to policy—was at best quite lim-
ited.”20 While Bush may have held pollsters in low regard, claiming that 
thousands of survey questions revealing public opposition to war from 
2003 to 2008 were all the result of manipulation is unsustainable. Paternal-
ism and hubris, rather than disagreement about methods of measurement, 
appeared to be driving Bush’s contempt for public opinion since he felt 
he knew better than the masses about Iraq.

Rather than being ignorant of public opinion, Bush more likely 
dismissed surveys because prevailing opinion ran counter to his goals. The 
administration’s planned withdrawal from Iraq only occurred via the 2008 
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Status of Forces Agreement (SOFA) between the United States and Iraq 
because U.S. officials were pressured to agree to a withdrawal date upon 
Iraqi officials’ demand. The SOFA deadline for late 2011 withdrawal was 
heavily contested because U.S. officials hoped to extend the military pres-
ence in Iraq indefinitely.21 The price paid for ignoring public opinion was 
apparent by the end of Bush’s presidency, leaving office with the lowest 
approval rating in modern history.22

Shifting Opinions

Public opinion became increasingly hostile throughout the Iraq occupa-
tion. Americans reached a turning point by 2005 to 2007. As shown in 
figure 3.1, public opposition reached a majority of Americans across the 
four questions surveyed.23 Most Americans grew tired of the war after 
just a few years. Figure 3.2 suggests that majority support for withdrawal 
emerged as early as 2004 to 2005.24 By 2008, Bush celebrated the decline 
in Iraqi violence from earlier years. That celebration was not shared by all 
Americans, however, as majority opposition continued into the postsurge 
era. Figure 3.3 suggests that moral opposition to war reached a majority 
by 2008. Most felt the war was a mistake and that Bush misled the public 
on the reasons for war.25

Figure 3.1. General Skepticism of the Iraq War (March 2003–March 2010)

Sources: Pew and Gallup surveys.
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The Origins of Dissent: Critical Information and the Media

In chapter 1, I examined how reporting on violence against U.S. forces in 
Afghanistan caused growing war opposition. “Objectivity” in that instance 
meant emphasizing the reality of escalating troop deaths. Reporters were 
not crusading against the president, but objectivity translated into their 
mirroring of an increasingly critical reality in which Americans were 
being placed in harm’s way. Similarly with Iraq, objectivity translated 

Figure 3.2. Substantive Opposition to War (March 2003–July 2007)

Sources: ABC News/Washington Post, Harris, NBC News/Wall Street Journal, and Gallup surveys.
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into reporters paying greater attention to growing casualties, even if it 
meant angering the Bush administration’s preferred framing of military 
“progress.” Figures 3.4 and 3.5 depict trends in coverage of violence in 
Iraq from 2003 through 2007—the period during which majority war 
opposition emerged.26

Figure 3.4. Coverage of Iraq Violence (June 2003–June 2007)

Sources: LexisNexis.
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Figure 3.5. Cable Coverage of Iraq Violence (June 2003–June 2007) 

Source: LexisNexis.
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From figure 3.4, one sees the uniformity in coverage across media, 
as reporters for television and print organizations reacted similarly to fluc-
tuations in monthly violence.27 The uniformity should not be surprising 
considering that journalistic objectivity encouraged coverage of major war 
developments (such as growing violence) and that reporters provided the 
public with a relatively accurate portrayal of what was occurring in Iraq in 
terms of growing violence. According to figure 3.5, two cable outlets reveal 
similar fluctuations in monthly coverage of Iraq violence. Americans were 
paying close attention to developments in Iraq. Figure 3.6 reproduces data 
from the Pew Research Center on public attention to Iraq. The percent 
of Americans following news “fairly closely” or “very closely” ranged from 
between 60 percent to nearly 90 percent. In other words, the Iraq war 
represented a defining event for a generation. If most Americans reported 
paying attention to Iraq, were there any effects of reporting on public 
attitudes? Growing violence seemingly fostered increased dissent on war. 
Increased instability—reflected in escalating violence—caused Americans 
to rethink their commitment to bloody occupation.

Americans were paying close attention to growing casualties in Iraq. 
Between 2006 and 2007, 61 to 62 percent of survey respondents who 
provided an estimate knew the correct number of U.S. soldiers killed 
in Iraq—2,500 in 2006 and 3,000 by 2007. Although attention to war 
declined considerably by 2008, a plurality of Americans surveyed were 

Figure 3.6. Public Attention to Iraq (December 2003–April 2008)

Source: Pew surveys.
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still able to correctly identify the number of soldiers killed (4,200).28 
Public awareness of growing violence was evident in other survey mea-
sures. Opposition to war grew most during months when the number 
of violent attacks in Iraq was growing.29 This finding suggests that public 
opposition materialized in significant part from attentiveness to reporting 
of events in Iraq.

The relationship between coverage of violence and war opposition 
is captured in figure 3.7. This figure plots coverage of Iraq violence in 
the New York Times (Times) against two survey questions. In light of the 
uniformity in coverage across outlets (Figures 3.5 and 3.6), presenting 
reporting from the main agenda-setting newspaper seems appropriate. The 
Y-axis in the figure includes two measurements, one for the total number 
of monthly stories on Iraq violence and the other for public opinion. 
Reporting on Iraq violence is plotted against the percent of Americans 
feeling the war was a “mistake” and the percent who disapproved of 
Bush’s “handling” of the war. A relationship is evident between report-
ing and public opinion. Public opposition to the president and the war 
increases during periods when reporting of violence is growing, while 
opposition decreases as stories on violence decrease. Public opposition does 
not decrease as much as opposition increases from 2003 to 2007. Rather, 

Figure 3.7. Agenda-Setting Media and Opposition to War (June 2003–June 
2007)

Sources: LexisNexis, ABC News/Washington Post and USA Today/Gallup surveys.
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opposition steadily increased as the occupation continued. The associa-
tions between reporting and public opinion documented in figure 3.7 are 
statistically significant.30 The evidence fits Mueller’s assessment of the role 
of escalating violence in encouraging war opposition. A significant overlap 
is found between spikes in opposition to war and spikes in coverage of 
violence. Figure 3.7 depicts two spikes in reporting of violence in late 
2003 and mid-2004, which were accompanied by growing war opposi-
tion. Three more increases in violence coverage appeared in mid- to late 
2005, mid- to late 2006, and early 2007; all three were accompanied by 
spikes in war opposition as well.

Media critics claimed Iraq reporting displayed an “antiwar” bias. 
Supposedly, liberal journalists transmitted their antiwar agenda into news 
reports and overemphasized violence in Iraq while failing to emphasize 
the “good news” in the war. Bush lamented that a media “filter” prevented 
Americans from “getting the truth” about Iraq and the “good progress” in 
achieving U.S. goals.31 Conservative media pundits repeated this theme.32 
Unfortunately, the argument that liberal bias caused war opposition has 
a few problems. First, the question arises: why should journalists not be 
expected to focus on growing violence between 2003 and 2007 when 
this was a dominant development in Iraq? The emerging civil war was the 
story of the mid-2000s concerning Iraq in light of Bush administration’s 
promises that the insurgency was in its “last throes” and that the United 
States was making progress in providing security in Iraq.33 Thinking of a 
more relevant story than the deterioration of social order in the largest 
U.S. military commitment since the Vietnam War is difficult—particularly 
when thousands of Americans and many more Iraqis were being killed. At 
the very least, imagining a more important story than the civil war when 
compared to other developments in Iraq is difficult.

Empirically, claiming that journalists exaggerated the violence in 
Iraq is inaccurate. Previous research finds that reporters did not overesti-
mate Iraqi violence; if anything they may have underestimated it.34 Most 
Americans concluded that casualty coverage was not excessive. Eighty 
percent of Americans said that media attention to military casualties was 
either “too little” or the “right amount,” compared to just 18 percent 
claiming such reporting was “too much.”35 Furthermore, figure 3.8 sug-
gests a strong correlation between fluctuation in monthly U.S. casualties in 
Iraq and coverage of Iraq violence.36 The Y-axis contains two labels, one 
for monthly casualties and one for monthly stories on Iraq violence. A 
strong overlap is evident between casualties and reporting on violence and 
that relationship is statistically significant.37 This suggests that journalists 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



117Failure

adjusted their reporting of violence based on the level of violence soldiers 
faced. The data suggest that reporters did not display a liberal bias on Iraq; 
they reported the reality of growing casualties, providing the public with 
an accurate picture of the dangers U.S. troops faced, even if coverage of 
Iraqi casualties was also downplayed.38

Growing Dissent

A historical analysis of the Iraq war has many events to choose from, 
although the public followed some more than others. I selected ten land-
mark events in the war from 2003 to 2008—described in table 3.1—to 
examine the impact of these events on public opinion. These events were 
selected not only because they represented landmark developments, but 
also because public opinion data was available for measuring the effects 
of news consumption of these stories on public opinion.39 The existence 
of national data on public attention to these events suggests that others 
also agree that these were key moments in the history of the war. In 
addition to analyzing public opinion surveys, I examine media coverage to 
understand how effective Bush was in driving discourse on these events.40 
Available evidence suggests that the president retained an advantage over 

Figure 3.8. Media Coverage and Monthly U.S. Casualties (June 2003–
March 2007)

Sources: LexisNexis and iCasualties.
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Table 3.1. Major Events in Iraq and Their Influence on Public Support for War

     Predicted impact 
     on support for 
Major event(s)  Date Dates analyzed occupation

1. U.S. Captures Saddam Hussein December 2003 December 13–31, 2003 Positive

2. Reports that Iraq had no WMDs January 2004 February 1–28, 2004 Negative

3. Abu Ghraib prison scandal April–May 2004 April 27–May 31, 2004 Negative

4. Iraq’s legislative election January 2005 January 30–February 28, 2005 Positive

5. Guantanamo Bay hearings in Congress June 2005 June 1–30, 2005 Negative

6. Growing violence in Iraq; 2,000 U.S. soldiers dead October 2005 October 26–December 31, 2005 Negative

7. Iraqi terrorist Abu Musab al-Zarqawi killed June 2006 June 7–30, 2006 Positive

8. Bush announces “surge” in troops and early  January 2007 January 1–31, 2007 Positive 
 months of U.S. surge March 2007 March 1–31, 2007 

9. Surge assessed; General Petraeus report to  
 Congress on surge progress September 2007 September 1–30, 2070 Positive

10. Civil War in Iraq winds down; decline in  
 violence and U.S. casualties June 2008 June 1–30, 2008 Positive

Source: Key events recognized as important by the Pew Research Center.
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congressional Democrats in framing the Iraq war in the media. Figure 
3.9 presents the results of my examination of news stories on the ten key 
events discussed in table 3.1, drawn from the LexisNexis news database. 
Clearly the executive was privileged over congressional Democrats in 
news reports. The figure presents the ratio of stories referencing members 
of the administration to stories referencing congressional Democrats. In 
only one news outlet—MSNBC—did the Bush administration regularly 
fail to outnumber Democrats. For all the other news outlets the ratio 
of references to the executive to congressional Democrats was regularly 
2:1 or higher favoring the president. Despite dominating news report-
ing, available evidence suggests Bush lost the battle for public opinion. 
By looking at key events of the Iraq war, one gains an understanding of 
how Bush failed to sell the occupation and realizes that Americans were, 
in fact, influenced by events in Iraq.

After September 11 the Bush administration’s rhetoric focused heav-
ily on fear, as related to terrorist threats, WMDs, and the hope that the 
president could be trusted to protect the public from those dangers. Addi-
tionally, President Bush emphasized the rhetoric of democracy, although 
this was a secondary theme concerning Iraq. The emphasis changed 
dramatically once it became obvious that Iraq did not possess WMDs. 

Figure 3.9. Presidential vs. Democratic Political Actors in Iraq Reporting 
(December 2003–April 2008)

Source: LexisNexis.
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Following this critical revelation, Bush embraced the rhetoric of democra-
cy-promotion in Iraq. This was a main theme in Bush’s rhetoric during the 
occupation, although the rhetoric of fear of terror was also prominently 
featured. Rhetoric acknowledging the civil war rarely appeared in speeches 
because it undermined Bush’s claim that Iraqi security was improving.

In characterizing Bush’s rhetoric, I examined major speeches associ-
ated with the events in table 3.1, searching for the most common words 
used in relation to the themes of fear, democracy, and civil war. I docu-
mented how often certain key words appeared in presidential rhetoric. 
One key area was the rhetoric of fear. This included references to “terror,” 
“terrorist” threats, or to “terrorism.” It also includes references to terror-
ist leaders such as Osama bin Laden and Abu Musab al Zarqawi. Other 
words emphasizing public anxiety included “weapons of mass destruc-
tion,” “murder,” and “fear,” as well as efforts to promote “security” and 
to make Americans and Iraqis more “secure.” The rhetoric of democracy 
was a second focus. This included discussions of “self-government,” “free” 
elections, “representative” government, “liberty,” and “liberation,” as well as 
efforts to “liberate” the people of the world, discussions of “sovereignty,” 
and commitment to a “sovereign” Iraq. References to “democracy” or 
“democratic” reform were included. Finally there was the rhetoric of 
civil war. This included references to “Sunni” and “Shia” cultural groups 
involved in the civil war. Additionally, I included discussions of “ethnic” 
and “sectarian” issues in Iraq, and references to “civil war.”

The rhetoric of fear and democracy were prominent in administra-
tion rhetoric for years. Figure 3.10 documents the main themes addressed 
in Bush’s national speeches that were associated with the ten major events 
from table 3.1. This figure does not summarize all presidential speech-
es between 2003 and 2008, but it does capture the major themes in 
Bush’s speeches coinciding with landmark events. The rhetoric of fear and 
democracy were regularly present throughout much of the war, although 
the focus on fear grew by 2007 to 2008. The emphasis on fear relates to 
the administration’s attempts to link the war to terrorism. The counter-
insurgency campaign and the surge were rolled into the “War on Terror.” 
Iraqi resistance to the United States was not described as a rebellion against 
occupation, and Iraqi sectarian violence was rarely framed as a civil war. 
Furthermore, the rhetoric of democracy was interwoven with the rhetoric 
of fear in Bush’s speeches. The War on Terror was conceptualized as a 
battle against religious fanaticism necessary for the very preservation of 
democracy, human rights, and self-determination. Language acknowledg-
ing Iraq was enduring a civil war rarely appeared in presidential rhetoric.
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Failing to Sell War

The period from 2003 to 2008 marked a long slide with the adminis-
tration’s declining effectiveness in selling the public on war. During this 
period, most Americans were paying attention to reporting events in Iraq 
and that attention produced increasingly critical opinions. By mirroring 
the reality of growing violence and casualties, reporters encouraged oppo-
sition to the occupation.

When Bush delivered his “mission accomplished” speech in May 
2003 on the USS Abraham Lincoln aircraft carrier, his approval rating on 
Iraq was 72 percent.41 The mission accomplished speech was comprised 
of a nearly equal mix of the rhetoric of fear and democracy.42 Bush 
announced that “major combat operations have ended” and that “in the 
battle of Iraq, the United States and our allies have prevailed.” Most 
Americans accepted this rhetoric, although in hindsight Bush’s optimism 
was unsustainable. Equally unsustainable was the administration’s prewar 
claim that the United States would be greeted as “liberators.”43 This never 
happened because the insurgency grew and most Iraqis opposed the occu-
pation.44 Nonetheless, the combination of rhetorical appeals to fear and 
democracy initially were effective in cultivating public support. At the time 
of the mission accomplished speech, Bush promised a “victory in a War on 

Figure 3.10. The Bush Administration’s Changing Rhetoric on Iraq (May 
2003–May 2008)

Source: Presidential speeches.
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122 Selling War, Selling Hope

Terror that began on September the 11, 2001. . . . We’ve removed an ally 
of al Qaeda, and cut off a source of terrorist funding . . . and this much 
is certain: no terrorist network will gain Weapons of Mass Destruction 
from the Iraqi regime, because the regime is no more.” On the issues of 
democracy and human rights, Bush celebrated that “we have fought for 
the cause of liberty and for the peace of the world”; he emphasized that 
“Iraq is free” while referring to the U.S. invasion, itself named Operation 
Iraqi Freedom. Rendering Iraq a first step in the fight for liberty, Bush 
announced as “freedom stirs, let tyrants fear” and promised a “transition 
from dictatorship to democracy.”

Bush intertwined the rhetoric of fear and democracy, framing them 
as inseparable. He announced: “The advance of freedom is the surest 
strategy to undermine the appeal of terror in the world” and referred to 
terrorist threats as the “enemies of freedom.”45 Much of the rhetoric in 
the mission accomplished speech and after was deceptive. The president 
exonerated himself from pro-war arguments that had already fallen apart 
by mid-2003. In late July 2003, Bush argued that Iraq possessed “weapons 
programs” and “terrorist links,” and “that Saddam Hussein was a threat 
to the United States security, and a threat to peace in the region.”46 This 
rhetoric was contradicted by reports that Central Intelligence Agency 
(CIA) officials were told through secret channels prior to the war that 
Iraq possessed no WMDs, and despite a report that U.S. inspectors con-
cluded by May 2003 that no Iraqi WMDs were ever likely to be found.47

Capturing Saddam Hussein

Public support for war declined significantly by mid- to late 2003, as 
violence in Iraq grew and casualties increased. Bush benefitted from a 
temporary reversal of public opposition after the December 2003 capture 
of Saddam Hussein. Support for the war as “worth” fighting grew from 45 
percent of Americans on December 13, 2003, to 53 percent in the one 
day following Hussein’s capture.48 Approval of Bush’s handling of the war 
grew from 46 percent in November 2003 to 57 percent in January 2004.49

Bush’s rhetoric mixed the language of fear and democracy in appeal-
ing to Americans after Hussein’s capture.50 Bush announced “the former 
dictator of Iraq will face the justice he denied to millions” and reminded 
listeners that “the capture of this man was crucial to the rise of a free 
Iraq.” He promised the United States had no interest in controlling Iraq, 
but rather wanted liberation: “The goals of our coalition are the same as 
your goals—sovereignty for your country, dignity for your great culture, 
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and for every Iraqi citizen, the opportunity for a better life.” Keeping 
with the focus on fear, Bush warned of the “Baathist holdouts largely 
responsible for the current violence” in Iraq—paralleling Vice President 
Cheney’s claim that attacks in Iraq were the result of “dead enders” from 
the Hussein regime. The dismissal of the Iraqi insurgency as the work of 
a few deviants continued throughout the war, as did the call for Iraqis 
to “come together and reject violence” in order to “build a new Iraq.” 
This latter demand was ironic considering that the United States was 
leading a violent counterinsurgency in a country where a majority of 
Iraqis rejected the occupation.51

Bush continued his efforts to link the rhetoric of fear and democ-
racy in the December speech. He framed the war as integral to the War 
on Terror: “the capture of Saddam Hussein does not mean the end of 
violence in Iraq. We still face terrorists who would rather go on killing 
the innocent than accept the rise of liberty in the heart of the Middle 
East.”52 The media also enthusiastically reported Hussein’s capture, framing 
the event as a “critical milestone toward the reconstruction of Iraq” and 
enabling a future “where brutality and privation give way to the tolerant, 
modernizing and prosperous country that most people want.”53

Considering his criminal human rights record, Saddam Hussein’s 
capture was the kind of event one would expect to be greeted with 
enthusiasm among those paying attention to the story. Figure 3.11 docu-

Figure 3.11. Media Attention and the Capture of Saddam Hussein 
(December 2003)

Source: Pew survey (December 2003).
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ments the relationship between media consumption on Hussein’s capture 
and public opinion. Those attentive to the story were between 15 to 25 
percentage points more likely to support war across survey questions from 
figure 3.11. All the associations between attentiveness and attitudes were 
statistically significant.54 Most all opinions from figure 3.11 reinforced 
Bush’s pro-war rhetoric.

The Weapons of Mass Destruction Fiasco

The bump in war support by late 2003 was fleeting. While approval of 
Bush’s handling of the Iraq war rose from 46 percent to 57 percent of 
Americans between November 2003 and January 2004, support fell back 
to 46 percent by June. Feelings that the war was “worth” fighting increased 
from 45 percent to 53 percent between November and December 2003, 
but fell to 40 percent by June 2004.55 In hindsight, 2004 was a landmark 
year for the war, seeing some of the highest monthly U.S. casualties of 
the war (see figure 3.8). In 2004 other landmark events also changed 
the way Americans looked at the war. Two of the biggest events were 
the failure to find Iraqi WMDs and the Abu Ghraib torture scandal. The 
administration’s case for war was based on the assumption that Iraq was 
a danger and that its alleged WMDs and ties to al Qaeda allowed it to 
strike U.S. targets. If none of these claims were true, revelations of a 
nonthreat would derail war support. By early 2004 questions regularly 
appeared in the news about faulty intelligence that justified the invasion. 
In early 2004 the Guardian newspaper reported that U.S. officials knew 
a few weeks after the invasion that no WMDs were likely to be found, 
despite Bush’s continued emphasis on an Iraq threat.56 By January 2004 
the chief U.S. weapons inspector in Iraq, David Kay, concluded that the 
United States was “very unlikely to find large stockpiles of weapons.”57

Bush continued using the rhetoric of fear to defend the war 
throughout early 2004. Bush’s March 19 speech was replete with refer-
ences to Iraq as an alleged threat, and fearful language appeared 50 per-
cent more often than democratic rhetoric.58 Most of the fearful language 
in that speech had little to do with WMDs, instead portraying Iraq as a 
central front in the War on Terror. Bush framed the occupation as “the 
fight between civilization and terror” and warned “there is no neutral 
ground between good and evil, freedom and slavery, and life and death.” 
He spoke of the “violent thugs and murderers in Iraq,” most specifically 
Abu Musab al Zarqawi and his followers, who declared allegiance to al 
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Qaeda of Iraq—which grew in prominence after the U.S. invasion. Bush 
lamented Zarqawi and his followers for “targeting innocent Iraqis and 
foreign civilians for murder”—a reference to the al Qaeda beheadings of 
U.S. and allied hostages. He also linked the fight against terrorism with 
the fight for democracy:

The War on Terror is not a figure of speech. It is an inescap-
able calling of our generation. The terrorists are offended not 
merely by our policies—they are offended by our existence 
as free nations. No concession will appease their hatred. No 
accommodation will satisfy their endless demands. Their ulti-
mate ambitions are to control the peoples of the Middle East, 
and to blackmail the rest of the world with weapons of mass 
terror. . . . Zarqawi is getting the idea. We will never turn 
over Iraq to terrorists who intend our own destruction. We 
will not fail the Iraqi people, who have placed their trust in 
us. Whatever it takes, we will fight and work to assure the 
success of freedom in Iraq.59

The president’s comment on protecting the United States represented 
another attempt to link the issue of WMDs to the fight against al Qaeda. 
But whereas in the past Bush spoke of Iraq’s WMD threat, he began 
changing his language in early 2004 to discussing Iraq’s “Weapons of Mass 
Destruction–related program activities.”60

Throughout 2004 Bush relied on discredited claims that Iraq was 
a danger. In a July 9 speech Bush claimed: “Because we acted [in Iraq], 
America is more secure” and warned that “America must confront threats 
before they fully materialize.” Bush conceded, “We haven’t found stockpiles 
of weapons,” but countered, “I believe we were right to go into Iraq. And 
America is safer today because we did. We removed a declared enemy of 
America who had the capability of producing Weapons of Mass destruction 
and could have passed the capability to terrorists acquiring them. In the 
world after September the 11, that was a risk we could not afford to take.”61

The failure to find WMDs harmed Bush’s credibility. News report-
ing created an informational environment that emphasized the finding 
that the WMD–related justification for war lacked merit. A search of the 
LexisNexis news database finds that in the Times nearly half of all stories 
(44 percent) referencing “Iraq” and “Weapons of Mass Destruction” also 
discussed David Kay’s report on the failure to find Iraqi WMDs between 
February 1 and 28, 2004. In this case, objectivity meant reporting the 
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fact that the administration’s case for war was wrong. Many Americans 
were following news on Iraq in early 2004, and one would expect that 
attention to reporting on the failed WMD hunt would produce growing 
skepticism of war. According to figure 3.12, Americans paying attention 
to reporting that no WMDs were found were less likely to support war 
and more likely to vote against the president in the 2004 election, and 
the relationships documented were statistically significant.62 In summary, 
early 2004 was a critical moment. It sparked the growing disenchantment 
with a war sold on false pretenses.

The Abu Ghraib Scandal

The credibility of the war took another blow in April 2004 because of the 
Abu Ghraib scandal. The first news outlets to cover the scandal were the 
New Yorker and CBS (60 Minutes II), reporting that U.S. troops engaged 
in abuse of detainees at the Iraqi Abu Ghraib prison during late 2003 
and early 2004. This included psychological, physical, and sexual abuse. 
Reports suggested that U.S. interrogators had engaged in torture, rape, 
sodomy, and even murder of prisoners. The details were reported in the 
Taguba report from the U.S. Army’s Criminal Investigation Command. 
U.S. soldiers were charged with violating the U.S. Uniform Code of 

Figure 3.12. WMD Fiasco and Mediated Opposition to War (February 
2004)

Source: Pew survey (February 2004).
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Military Justice. By April 2004, news stories reported on charges against 
U.S. interrogators and soldiers and often included graphic pictures of the 
abuses. Such behavior included forcing naked Iraqi prisoners into pyramid-
style piles; placing a hood over a prisoner and attaching of electric shock 
cables to his fingers; stripping prisoners of clothes and forcing them to 
lay on the ground wearing a dog collar; dragging beaten men across the 
floor, smearing their blood in the process; inflicting beatings that in at 
least one case led to death; and forcing prisoners to stand in multiple 
uncomfortable “stress positions” for hours at a time.

Critics claimed that criminal actions extended to the highest levels 
of government.63 Much of the criticism was of Bush’s infamous “torture 
memos” in which the U.S. Office of Legal Counsel and the U.S. Depart-
ment of Justice authorized the use of “enhanced interrogation techniques,” 
including practices such as placing prisoners in stress positions, removing 
prisoners’ clothes as a form of sexual humiliation, using waterboarding (a 
form of drowning tracing back to the Spanish Inquisition), depriving pris-
oners of food and water, and using dogs to intimidate and bite prisoners.64 
According to the Times, practices at Abu Ghraib included “urinating on 
detainees; jumping on detainee’s leg (already wounded) with such force 
that it could not heal properly afterward; continuing by pounding detainee’s 
wounded leg with collapsible metal baton; pouring phosphoric acid on 
detainees; sodomization of detainees with a baton; [and] tying ropes to the 
detainees’ legs or penises and dragging them across the floor.”65

The Abu Ghraib scandal drew international attention and critics 
attacked U.S. behavior as illegal under international law. The International 
Committee of the Red Cross declared in its 2004 report that the United 
States engaged in “serious violations of International Humanitarian Law 
relating to the conditions of treatment of the persons deprived of their 
liberty held by the Coalition Forces in Iraq. In particular, it establishes 
that persons deprived of their liberty face the risk of being subjected to a 
process of physical and psychological coercion, in some cases tantamount 
to torture, in the early stages of the internment process.”66 Attention was 
drawn to the U.N. Convention against Torture, which states that “any 
act by which severe pain or suffering, whether physical or mental, is 
intentionally inflicted on a person for such purposes as obtaining from 
him” any “information or a confession” is illegal.67 Some of the criti-
cisms came from government reports, which condemned U.S. soldiers 
for abusing prisoners and violating humanitarian law under the Geneva 
Conventions.68
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Bush’s response to Abu Ghraib was to blame soldiers, while denying 
that responsibility reached to the top of the military chain of command or 
himself. “Enhanced interrogation” techniques, however, were long defend-
ed by the administration as vital in the War on Terror. Bush announced 
that the abuses were not part of “the America I know,” asserting that the 
“disgraceful conduct” was committed solely “by a few American troops 
who dishonored our country and disregarded our values.”69 Abu Ghraib 
was framed as the work of a few bad apples that were out of touch with 
the administration’s “democratic” values.

Bush’s May 24 speech articulated his response to Abu Ghraib. He 
relied heavily on the rhetoric of democracy, with such language appearing 
35 percent more often than fearful language. Bush warned Americans of 
the dangers of al Zarqawi and al Qaeda terrorists who seek “the return 
of tyranny to Iraq.” Fusing the rhetoric of fear and democracy, Bush 
spoke of protecting “a free and self-governing Iraq [that] will deny ter-
rorists a base of operation.” He emphasized that elements of Hussein’s 
elite guard “have reorganized, rearmed, and adopted sophisticated ter-
rorist tactics” and “have tried to sow chaos and seize regional power for 
themselves.” Deflecting attention from Abu Ghraib, Bush promised “to 
continue rebuilding” Iraq’s “infrastructure, so that a free Iraq can quickly 
gain economic independence and a better quality of life.” The promise to 
aid Iraqis was contrasted with “the decades of Saddam’s rule” in which 
“Iraq’s infrastructure was allowed to crumble, while money was diverted 
to palaces, and to wars, and to weapons programs.” Bush called for “free, 
national elections, to be held no later than next January [2005]” and 
spoke of “representative government that protects basic rights, elected by 
Iraqis” as “the best defense against the return of tyranny.” He rolled the 
Abu Ghraib issue into the topic of Iraqi reconstruction, announcing that 
the United States would “fund the construction of a modern, maximum 
security prison” so “detainees at Abu Ghraib will be relocated. Then, with 
the approval of the Iraqi government, we will demolish the Abu Ghraib 
prison, as a fitting symbol of Iraq’s new beginning.” This rhetorical appeal 
to a new beginning was an effort to preempt calls for further investigation 
into administration culpability for torture.70

Scholarship varies in interpreting how media covered Abu Ghraib. 
Some studies suggest that the Bush administration succeeded in blunting 
critical narratives of the story in U.S. discourse, while others suggested 
that discourse was critical due to the visual nature of the scandal and 
the photographs shown.71 Even if journalists went out of their way to 
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minimize the effects of the scandal—referring to acts of “abuse” rather 
than “torture” and censoring some of the most controversial pictures—the 
very nature of the incident was likely to produce public opposition. Evi-
dence of media effects appears to be largely negative. One might expect 
a scandal as high-profile as Abu Ghraib to tarnish the credibility of the 
war, regardless of Bush’s damage control efforts and even if coverage 
was softened. Systematic abuse (even if not called torture) is inherently 
negative and undermined claims that the United States was in Iraq for 
humanitarian purposes. Despite Bush’s efforts, the public associated the 
Abu Ghraib scandal with war opposition. Many Americans’ faith in the 
war’s “nobility” was shaken. CNN reported “the Abu Ghraib photographs 
gave antiwar protesters the ammunition they needed to rally around their 
cause and question Bush administration policies.”72 Pollsters attributed 
Bush’s precipitous drop in public approval between early to mid-2004 to 
the Abu Ghraib scandal.73 The data from figure 3.13 suggest that attention 
to news on Abu Ghraib produced declining support for the belief that 
war was the “right” decision, and less support for President Bush over 
his Democratic presidential competitor John Kerry. However, attention 
to the scandal also produced declining support for the notion that the 
United States should withdraw troops. These relationships were statistically 
significant.74 Additional analysis of the April 2004 survey finds that those 
exposed to the scandal photos were less likely to support Bush’s reelec-
tion. Those who saw the images were 16 percentage points less likely to 
support Bush’s reelection compared to those who did not see them, and 
the relationship between exposure to the pictures and opposition to Bush 
was statistically significant.75 In summary, on three of the four questions 
examined, attention to Abu Ghraib was associated with war opposition. 
The findings suggest that the Abu Ghraib scandal not only produced 
greater disenchantment with war, but that the president also stemmed 
full opposition to withdrawal—possibly through his rhetorical defenses 
of occupation. The Abu Ghraib photos were damning in suggesting that 
U.S. soldiers routinely abused prisoners, and the coverage of this scandal 
was high in terms of the number of stories run.76 By regularly report-
ing this scandal, the media mirrored an increasingly critical reality that 
undermined the “humanitarian” reasons for war. By mid-2004, majority 
war opposition was evident for at least four survey questions examined in 
figures 3.1 and 3.2. While the “good news” associated with the January 
2005 Iraqi election momentarily increased public war support, 2005 also 
saw increases in war opposition.
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Elections in Iraq

The January 30, 2005, legislative elections were heralded in U.S. media 
and by Bush as a step toward democratizing Iraq.77 A 2004 law passed 
by the Iraqi Transitional Government called for the creation of a 275–
member Iraqi National Assembly, with the representatives being chosen via 
election. The new parliament would select a prime minister, and draft a 
constitution to govern Iraq. The outcome of the election was predictable 
and saw Shia Iraqis capture the largest number of seats via the United 
Iraqi Alliance. The Democratic Patriotic Alliance of Kurdistan (representing 
the ethnic Kurds in the north) captured the second largest number of 
seats. Low turnout among Iraqi Sunnis threatened the legitimacy of the 
government. Many Sunni leaders refused to participate due to concerns 
that violence made the election unfeasible and due to the failure of the 
government to advertise the names of candidates for security reasons.78

The Bush administration stressed the rhetoric of democracy during 
the 2005 elections. Democratic language appeared twice as often as fearful 
language in Bush’s January speech on the election.79 Bush spoke of “the 
world” as “hearing the voice of freedom from the center of the Middle 
East,” and pronounced: “In great numbers, and under great risk, Iraqis have 
shown their commitment to democracy. By participating in free elections, 
the Iraqi people have firmly rejected the anti-democratic ideology of the 

Figure 3.13. Abu Ghraib and Public Hostility to War (April 2004)

Source: Pew survey (April 2004).
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terrorists. They have refused to be intimidated by thugs and assassins. And 
they have demonstrated the kind of courage that is always the foundation 
of self-government.” Bush tempered his optimism with a warning that 
“there’s more distance to travel on the road to democracy,” promising 
that the United States “will continue training Iraqi security forces so this 
rising democracy can eventually take responsibility for its own security.”80

Bush’s interpretation of the elections was more optimistic than that 
of his critics. Antiwar voices questioned whether the administration was 
really interested in democracy and wondered whether democratic elec-
tions were possible under a civil war and occupation. Guardian columnist 
Jonathan Steele attacked Bush for having contempt for democracy. The 
initial U.S. plan for “elections” developed a year prior to January 2005 
called for a caucus-style system where, Steele summarized, Washington’s 
plan was “handing power to an unelected group of Iraqis”:

The U.S. came up with a plan that made no mention of any 
role for the U.N. and cobbled together an extraordinary pro-
cess of “caucuses” to pick a government. At least in Iowa, the 
Democratic Party caucuses involve elections. Not in the U.S. 
plan for Iraq. The U.S. is proposing that “notables” in each 
province attend these caucuses to appoint an assembly that 
would select a government. Not surprisingly, the Shia leader-
ship smells a rat . . . [and] they are angry. Their spiritual head, 
Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, has repeatedly denounced the 
plan. He wants direct elections. His legitimate fear is that the 
U.S. wants to control the selection of a government because 
it thinks the wrong people will win, in particular the Shia. 
Washington is also worried that Sunni fundamentalists and 
even some Baathists might do well in the poll. . . . Sistani 
has made it clear that no government that is undemocratically 
appointed will have the right to ask American troops to stay.81

Other challenges to Bush’s “democracy” narrative appeared in popular 
commentary. One challenge was that democracy was antithetical to U.S. 
interests since a Shia ethnic majority would gain the largest number of 
parliamentary seats and a Shia bloc would likely move toward improving 
relations with Iran (also a majority Shia country). An Iraqi–Iranian alliance 
runs counter to U.S. strategic goals in the Middle East. Criticism empha-
sized how empowerment of Iraq’s Shia majority might cause a ripple effect 
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in the neighboring oil rich Saudi Arabia—run by a U.S.-supported Sunni 
dictatorship (Shia Muslims are the ethnic majority in Saudi Arabia), where 
pressure toward democracy would threaten a strong U.S. ally.82

Another criticism claimed that meaningful elections were not pos-
sible under a civil war and what Iraqis saw as an illegitimate occupation.83 
Journalist Nir Rosen complained that for security reasons the elections 
proceeded without posting the names of the candidates running, thereby 
harming transparency.84 Other attacks focused on the assertion that the 
United States was deterring democracy by ignoring the vast majority of 
Iraqis, who opposed the occupation and U.S. plans to privatize Iraqi oil, 
while some criticized any election under an occupation that the Iraqi 
people rejected.85

Despite criticisms, pro-occupation views carried the day. As docu-
mented in figure 3.14, attention to news on Iraq during the elections 
produced growing disapproval of U.S. withdrawal, and this relationship was 
statistically significant.86 Lack of acceptance of antiwar positions among the 
attentive is unsurprising considering that these arguments were marginal-
ized in media and by political officials.87 The seemingly positive nature of 
a democratic election, coupled with the lack of criticisms in the media, 
was enough to convince many Americans of the war’s merits. The short-
term shift in war support was apparent since a plurality of Americans 
agreed by February 2005 that the Iraq elections would “make Iraq more 
stable,” while 54 percent agreed that the war was going “fairly well” or 
“very well.” This represented an increase of 18 percentage points and 6 
percentage points respectively since January 2004. By February 2005, 54 
percent felt the United States should stay in Iraq two years or longer, an 
increase of 10 percent from January 2004.88

Despite the short-term gains in war support, opposition reemerged 
later in the year. Two major events producing opposition during that 
period were the Guantanamo Bay controversy and the growth of Iraq 
violence. Figure 3.14 chronicles the shift in public attitudes on Iraq with 
regard to these key events. Public support for withdrawal was lowest 
among those paying close attention to news on Iraq following the Janu-
ary election. However, attention to news on the Guantanamo controversy 
produced increased opposition to war by midyear.89 That the controversy 
had spillover effects in influencing public opinion on Iraq is not surprising 
considering that many of the inmates at Guantanamo accused of being 
terrorists were arrested in Iraq. Furthermore, many of the news stories 
that discussed Guantanamo Bay prison in June also referenced Iraq, most 
likely due to Bush’s regular efforts to link the Iraq war, terrorism, and 
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Guantanamo detainees. A LexisNexis review finds that six of ten stories 
in the Times and one in three stories in the Washington Post (Post) that 
mentioned Guantanamo Bay prison also discussed Iraq.

Guantanamo Bay

In the summer of 2005, Bush sought to link Guantanamo detainees with 
the War on Terror. However, the administration’s refusal to charge these 
individuals with crimes made determining their guilt or innocence impos-
sible. The president defended the detainments, arguing “what we don’t 
want to do is let somebody out that comes back and harms us.” Bush 
dismissed as “absurd” reporting that systematic abuse and torture took 
place at Guantanamo Bay, claiming that the “allegations” originated from 
“people in detention who hate America.”90 Bush reportedly argued that 
the Guantanamo detainees were “trained to lie to civil rights groups about 
their treatment.” In his June speech at Fort Bragg, Bush warned of Iraqi 
terrorists who were “waging a campaign of murder and destruction” and 
“savage acts of violence.”91

The lack of transparency behind the detainment of Guantanamo 
prisoners, anger at the denial of detainees’ legal right to jury trials, and 
concern over abuse of prisoners were some of the controversies appear-

Figure 3.14. Elections, Human Rights, and Growing Violence in Iraq  
(February–December 2005)

Sources: Pew surveys (February, June, and December 2004).
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ing in popular commentary. One cannot demonstrate guilt in a court of 
law if basic due process is denied. At Guantanamo, from 2002 to 2013 an 
estimated 779 prisoners were detained and more than 600 were released 
without being charged with a crime. Many were incarcerated for years 
without facing their accusers and denied their constitutional right to 
counsel and due process.92

Some of the main criticisms in professional investigations into Guan-
tanamo centered on claims that U.S. forces engaged in torture and war 
crimes.93 Such activities included several controversies. First, Guantanamo 
detainees unconstitutionally remained in legal limbo and were labeled 
“enemy combatants,” a legal designation that the Supreme Court did 
not recognize in its 2004 and 2006 rulings requiring that all detained 
persons be provided access to civilian courts and due process.94 Second, 
U.S. interrogators engaged in wide-ranging abuses against detainees con-
demned as illegal under international and national law. These offenses 
included mistreatment of the Koran in front of prisoners by urinating on 
the book, flushing it down the toilet, writing negative comments within 
its pages, tearing out pages of the book, and denying detainees a copy of 
the Koran when requested.95

Third, U.S. forces used extreme interrogation techniques and torture 
when questioning prisoners. Amnesty International labeled the prison the 
“gulag of our time,” highlighting the atrocities: beating prisoners during 
interrogation and other times; housing prisoners in high temperatures 
outdoors in cages with no access to plumbing; depriving prisoners of 
sleep for hours, days, and even weeks at a time; exposing prisoners to loud 
music and flashing strobe lights for more than twenty-four hours at a time 
while holding them in six-by-eight–foot cells as part of sleep deprivation; 
gagging detainees with duct tape, chaining them in the fetal position for 
eighteen to twenty-four hours, and leaving them to defecate and urinate 
on themselves; housing prisoners in air conditioned rooms cooled to the 
point of near freezing or, conversely, in rooms with no ventilation that 
reached temperatures of 100°F; holding prisoners in solitary confinement 
for more than a year; threatening to transfer prisoners to foreign countries 
for additional torture; subjecting prisoners to sexual harassment, as well as 
threatened and actual rape; and making medical treatment for injured or 
sick detainees contingent on cooperation with interrogators.96 The human 
rights group Physicians for Human Rights reported that “clinicians found 
no evidence that the detainees deliberately exaggerated their allegations,” 
contrary to Bush’s claim.97

Finally, abuse at Guantanamo did not necessarily aid in the fight 
against terrorism, but instead may have aided the terrorist cause by radi-
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calizing detainees with no previous ties to terrorist groups. A McClatchy 
news report concluded after an eight-month investigation and interview 
of sixty-six released detainees that prisoners were often kept “on the basis 
of flimsy or fabricated evidence. . . . [and] most of the sixty-six were low 
level Taliban grunts, innocent Afghan villagers, or ordinary criminals. At 
least seven had been working for the U.S. backed Afghan government 
and had no ties to militants. . . . Many of the detainees posed no dan-
ger to the U.S. or allies. . . . It was obvious that at least a third of the 
population didn’t belong there.” However, Americans soldiers were often 
deceived because they accepted “false reports passed along by informants 
and officials looking to settle old grudges in Afghanistan.” Furthermore, 
“U.S. detention policies fueled support for extremist Islamist groups. For 
some detainees who went home far more militant than when they arrived, 
Guantanamo became a school for jihad.”98

In addition to the criticisms of U.S. actions at Guantanamo, congres-
sional officials became involved in the dispute. By June 2005, Congress 
conducted hearings on Guantanamo, seeking to “determine the future of 
the U.S. military detention center.” Congressional Democrats condemned 
the president over the treatment of detainees, attacking the prison as “an 
embarrassment” and illegal under international law and the Geneva Con-
ventions.99 Clearly, Guantanamo reflected negatively on the Iraq war. As 
figure 3.14 shows, attention to reporting on Guantanamo and the Koran 
flushing controversy in June was associated with growing support for Iraq 
withdrawal. By reporting on the Koran flushing scandal and other actions 
against detainees at Guantanamo, the media amplified a story that chal-
lenged Bush’s humanitarian framing of the Iraq war.

The growing U.S. military casualties and an emerging Iraqi civil war 
increased support for withdrawal. By late 2005, the United States reached 
a milestone event—the 2,000th dead U.S. soldier. The event was reported 
on October 25 and covered extensively.100 The increased casualty count 
by mid- to late year put public war support into question. Late 2005 
was also significant because it saw majority war opposition across all the 
survey questions in figures 3.1 and 3.2. Late 2005 accompanied growing 
public sensitivity to increased U.S. casualties. In the three-month run-up 
to the 2,000th death from August to October, public feelings that casu-
alty levels were unacceptable grew from 68 to 73 percent, which stood 
in contrast to the two months from June to August, when feelings that 
casualties were unacceptable fell from 73 to 68 percent of Americans.101

Bush took significant steps in 2005 to stem public unrest over Iraq. 
The president’s rhetoric suggested he was aware of public displeasure 
with the war. Bush acknowledged in his June speech at Fort Bragg that 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



136 Selling War, Selling Hope

“the work in Iraq is difficult and it is dangerous. Like most Americans, 
I see the images of violence and bloodshed. Every picture is horrifying, 
and the suffering is real.” However, the president continued, the violence 
“is being carried out by ruthless killers who are converging on Iraq to 
fight the advance of peace and freedom.” This response suggested little 
deviation from Bush’s path in using the rhetoric of fear. Bush warned 
that withdrawal would embolden terrorists when the United States was 
supposedly seeing progress in the war. “Our military reports that we have 
killed or captured hundreds of foreign fighters in Iraq who have come 
from Saudi Arabia and Syria, Iran, Egypt, Sudan, Yemen, Libya and others. 
The terrorists know that the outcome will leave them emboldened or 
defeated. So they are waging a campaign of murder and destruction. And 
there is no limit to the innocent lives they are willing to take.”102 Bush 
almost equally emphasized the rhetoric of fear and democracy in the Fort 
Bragg speech, although fearful language grew as the United States hit the 
milestone 2,000th dead.103

2,000 Soldiers Dead

The shift to emphasizing the language of fear was evident by Bush’s 
November 11, 2005, speech, delivered two-and-a-half weeks after reports 
of the 2,000th U.S. military death. With the January election a memory, 
Bush shifted to emphasizing security-related reasons for war. The speech 
was notable because of Bush’s comments on the suffering of Americans 
losing family and friends in combat. He reflected that the United States 
“lost some of our nation’s finest men and women. . . . Each of these men 
and women left grieving families and left loved ones at home. . . . Each loss 
of life is heartbreaking.” However, he also emphasized that “the best way 
to honor the sacrifice of our fallen troops is to complete the mission” in 
Iraq. The November speech signaled the intensification of fearful language, 
which appeared 125 percent more often than the rhetoric of democracy.

Bush presented the war in a starker light, juxtaposing images of a 
good United States and evil terrorists. The speech depicted the war as 
a battle for civilization’s soul. Bush predicted dire consequences if the 
United States withdrew from Iraq: “The militant network [al Qaeda] 
wants to use the vacuum created by an American retreat to gain control 
of a country, a base from which to launch attacks and conduct their war 
against non-radical Muslim governments. . . . These militants believe that 
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controlling one country will rally the Muslim masses, enabling them to 
overthrow all modern governments in the region and establish a radical 
Islamic empire that spans from Spain to Indonesia.” Among the most con-
troversial of Bush’s claims was his nostalgic use of cold war–style rhetoric: 
“Like the ideology of communism, our new enemy is dismissive of free 
peoples, claiming that men and women who live in liberty are weak and 
decadent. . . . As our troops fight a ruthless enemy determined to destroy 
our way of life, they deserve to know that their elected leaders who voted 
to send to them to war continue to stand behind them.”104

The claim that al Qaeda terrorists would somehow take over the 
entire Middle East was propagandistic. As I discuss in chapter 5, Middle 
East scholars understand that Muslim-majority countries reject the radi-
cal methods of al Qaeda—reflected in attacks on innocent civilians. The 
comparison of the War on Terror to the cold war suggested a parallel 
with historical government propaganda. Scholars and others now concede 
that the cold war included the regular use of propaganda to tame the 
American mind and suppress dissent.105 The infamous “duck-and-cover” 
government video in which U.S. officials promised citizens that they could 
avoid nuclear annihilation by simply hiding under desks, coats, and blankets 
is the most obvious example of propaganda. The McCarthyist period, in 
which political officials drummed up an anticommunist “Red Scare” by 
wildly inflating the internal communist threat is another.

Despite Bush’s efforts to portray failure in Iraq as a threat to civi-
lization, most Americans dismissed such claims by 2005. As documented 
in figure 3.14, survey data from December 2005, collected more than 
a month after reporting of the 2,000th death in Iraq, found that likely 
reasons for public opposition were growing instability, increasing military 
casualties, and Iraq’s deterioration into civil war by 2005 to 2006. Pew 
surveys from 2005 and 2006 measured Americans’ knowledge of casual-
ties. As documented in figure 3.15, attention to Iraq news was correlated 
with correct casualty estimates.106

As figure 3.16 documents, the June 2005 Pew survey asked Ameri-
cans about their opinions of withdrawal. Those given accurate casualty 
estimates were more likely to support withdrawal.107 These data provide 
evidence that escalating violence and casualties fostered war opposition. 
By amplifying public access to critical information on casualties, journal-
ists raised critical antiwar consciousness. Objectivity fostered an accurate 
accounting of escalating violence (at least as it related to U.S. casualties), 
and reporters disseminated this negative message to Americans.
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Civil War

Early 2006 saw one of the highest profile events in the war’s history: the 
February 22 bombing of the al Askari mosque in the city of Samarra. 
The attack symbolized the full outbreak of civil war between Iraqi Sunni 
and Shia, although sectarian violence had been growing for years. The 
Samarra incident was highly salient because of the target—one of the 

Figure 3.15. Media Consumption and Knowledge of U.S. Casualties (June 
2005–April 2006)

Sources: Pew surveys (June 2005 and April 2006).
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Figure 3.16. Military Casualties and Opposition to War (June 2005)

Source: Pew survey (June 2005).
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most important historic Shia mosques in the world, built in 944 ce. The 
attack, undertaken by members of al Qaeda in Iraq, was intentionally 
high profile and intended to incite further ethnic violence. It succeeded 
in this goal because violence exploded across the country. The bombing 
was important in U.S. political discourse because it contradicted Bush’s 
claims of military progress. Following this milestone event, Bush contin-
ued to stress the need to fight al Qaeda and promote a return to societal 
stability. His February 24 speech—delivered two days after the al Askari 
bombing—included almost no references to Iraqi civil war. Rather, Bush 
employed the rhetoric of fear and democracy. He emphasized themes 
such as terrorism and security. But the most common theme was the 
importance of a “free” Iraq. Democratic rhetoric appeared more than 
twice as often as fearful rhetoric, while references to civil war appeared 
just once. The refusal to acknowledge the civil war occurred regularly 
in coming years.

Bush’s rhetoric was noteworthy for how out of touch it was with 
the reality of emerging civil war. While the February speech was an 
opportunity to discuss Iraq’s civil strife, Bush redirected attention toward 
the “liberation” of the country, Iraq’s “free elections” and efforts to create 
“a fully constitutional government.” Bush optimistically reflected, “we’re 
helping Iraqis build a strong democracy so old resentments will be eased 
and the insurgency marginalized.” On the streets of Iraq, however, the 
opposite was occurring. Old sectarian resentments that existed under Hus-
sein between Shia and Sunni exploded into the streets.

Bush heavily emphasized terrorism in the February speech. He 
warned of the “terrorist[s’] working to stop freedom” and “the enemies 
of a free Iraq” who “were working to stop Iraq’s democratic progress” 
in favor of their “totalitarian aims.” He promised that the United States 
was “encouraging Iraqi leaders to reach out across political, religious, and 
sectarian lines and form a government that gives a voice to all Iraqis.” 
This, however, represented the only discussion of ethnic tensions because 
most of Bush’s rhetoric reduced the violence between Sunni and Shia to 
little more than the product of al Qaeda terrorism.108 Mentions of terror-
ism appeared thirty-seven times in the February speech, while language 
highlighting ethnic tensions appeared just once.

Bush’s preoccupation with al Qaeda was validated in the sense that 
the group was responsible for lighting the spark igniting a civil war. But he 
also displayed a lack of understanding of the deeper issue of long-standing 
hostility between Sunni and Shia groups. The roots of Iraqi violence were 
longstanding and predated the al Askari bombing. Iraq’s problems were 
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more complicated than al Qaeda terrorism. Iraq’s difficulties with sectarian 
violence dated back at least to Hussein’s regime. As a Sunni, Hussein privi-
leged this ethnic minority group, and committed widespread repression 
against Iraq’s Shia and Kurdish populations. The history of resentment that 
built up during those years represented a major potential threat following 
the U.S. dissolution of the Iraqi army, and the de-Ba’athification of the 
country (members of Hussein’s Ba’ath Party were barred from serving in 
government). These actions destroyed what was left of Iraq’s government, 
and with so few U.S. troops in the country—just 100,000 to govern more 
than 30 million people—Iraq’s sectarian Sunni, Shia, and Kurdish militias 
filled the power vacuum. These groups attempted to settle old scores as 
Iraq’s ethnic violence spiraled out of control. Al Qaeda’s bombing of the 
al Askari mosque fanned the flames of violence that were already fueled 
by the deeper problem of ethnic distrust. Bush publicly appeared aloof 
to the ethnic cause of the civil war and was reluctant to acknowledge 
the U.S. role in escalating that conflict by dismantling what remained of 
Iraq’s government.

A few months after the al Askari bombing, another major event 
occurred in Iraq—the June 7 U.S. assassination of al Qaeda leader Abu 
Musab al Zarqawi. Zarqawi’s followers were responsible for the al Askari 
attack, and Zarqawi declared “all-out war” on Iraq’s Shia population in 
late 2005.109 Following Zarqawi’s death, Bush shifted from the rhetoric of 
democracy—as seen in the February al Askari speech—to the rhetoric of 
fear. In his June 8 speech, Bush adopted fearful language nearly ten times 
as often as democratic language, primarily stressing terrorism.110 Consis-
tent with his February speech, Bush downplayed language conceding an 
emerging civil war between Sunni and Shia by focusing on terrorism:

[Zarqawi] led a campaign of car bombings, assassinations and 
suicide attacks that has taken the lives of many American forc-
es and thousands of innocent Iraqis. . . . Zarqawi personally 
beheaded American hostages and other civilians in Iraq. He 
masterminded the destruction of the United Nations head-
quarters in Baghdad. He was responsible for the assassination 
of an American diplomat in Jordan, and the bombing of a 
hotel in Amman. . . . He sought to defeat America and our 
coalition partners, and turn Iraq into a safe haven from which 
al Qaeda could wage its war on free nations. To achieve these 
ends, he worked to divide Iraqis and incite civil war. . . . Now 
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Zarqawi has met his end, and this violent man will never  
murder again.

Bush suggested that “Zarqawi’s death is a severe blow to al Qaeda. It’s 
a victory in the global war on terror, and it is an opportunity for Iraq’s 
new government to turn the tide of this struggle.” Still, he claimed that 
“the difficult and necessary mission in Iraq continues. We can expect the 
terrorists and insurgents to carry on without him. We can expect the 
sectarian violence to continue”111

Zarqawi’s death was the kind of event that was likely to increase 
support for war among those attentive to Iraq. As seen in figure 3.17, 
those following news on Zarqawi’s death were more likely to support war. 
However, the event did not reverse declining support for war. Most all 
of the polls from figures 3.1 and 3.2 saw growth in opposition to war in 
2006. Hostility was most likely related to growing violence and military 
deaths. U.S. casualties grew by approximately 40 percent from early to 
late 2006, while violent attacks more than doubled between early 2006 
to early 2007. Monthly attacks increased from 2,500 a month in February 
2006 (more than 83 a day) to often more than 5,000 a month (more than 
160 a day) from October 2006 through June 2007.112 In short, Zarqawi’s 
death incited little growth in support for war because relatively speaking it 
was not very meaningful in the story of Iraq’s meltdown under civil war.

Figure 3.17. Zarqawi’s Death and Support for War (June 2006)

Source: Pew survey (June 2006).
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The Surge

Between 2007 and 2008 Bush at times conceded that ethnic tensions 
drove Iraq’s civil war. In January 2007 he announced a “surge” of 20,000 
troops to Iraq with the promise of reducing sectarian violence. Bush 
acknowledged the security situation worsened between 2005 and 2006:

We thought that these [2005] elections would bring the Iraqis 
together and, that as we trained Iraqi security forces, we could 
accomplish our mission with fewer American troops. But in 
2006, the opposite happened. The violence in Iraq—particu-
larly in Baghdad—overwhelmed the political gains the Iraqis 
had made. Al Qaida terrorists and Sunni insurgents recognized 
the mortal danger that Iraq’s elections posed for their cause. 
And they responded with outrageous acts of murder aimed at 
innocent Iraqis. They blew up one of the holiest shrines in 
Shia Islam—the Golden Mosque of Samarra—in a calculated 
effort to provoke Iraq’s Shia population to retaliate. Their strat-
egy worked. Radical Shia elements, some supported by Iran, 
formed death squads. And the result was a vicious cycle of 
sectarian violence that continues today.

Bush remarked “there were not enough Iraqi and American troops to 
secure neighborhoods that had been cleared of terrorists and insurgents,” 
suggesting that an expanded U.S. presence was needed to “change Amer-
ica’s course in Iraq, and help us succeed in the fight against terror.” He 
announced the infusion of troops around the central city of Baghdad 
where much of the sectarian violence occurred. Bush promised they would 
“help Iraqis clear and secure neighborhoods” and “help them protect the 
local population to help ensure that the Iraqi forces left behind are capable 
of providing the security that Baghdad needs.”

Despite recognizing ethnic tensions, the civil war theme was still 
less prominent than the War on Terror. Bush emphasized the danger of 
“radical Islamic extremists” in the January 2007 speech.113 The speech con-
tained nearly twice as many references to fearful rhetoric than to language 
conceding that ethnic hostilities fueled civil war.114 The president was 
effective in convincing some to support the escalation. As figure 3.18 doc-
uments, attention to reporting on the surge was associated with pro-war  
views.115
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Bush’s dominance over congressional Democrats in news stories (fig-
ure 3.9) most likely helped in selling the surge. It was probably easy for 
many Americans unfamiliar with criticisms of the war to see the surge 
as restoring security in a country engaged in civil war. This point was 
reiterated in Bush’s April 2008 speech when he stated: “The immediate 
goal of the surge was to bring down the sectarian violence that threat-
ened to overwhelm the government in Baghdad.” The April speech was 
delivered after General David Petraeus delivered a report to Congress on 
the surge’s alleged progress. Bush spoke of significant “improvements in 
security,” noting that “sectarian violence,” “civilian deaths,” and “military 
deaths” were “down dramatically.” Bush was optimistic: “With the surge, 
a major strategic shift has occurred. Fifteen months ago, America and 
the Iraqi government were on the defensive; today, we have the initia-
tive. Fifteen months ago, extremists were sowing sectarian violence; today, 
many mainstream Sunni and Shia are actively confronting the extremists. 
Fifteen months ago, al Qaeda had bases in Iraq that it was using to kill 
our troops and terrorize the Iraqi people; today, we have put al Qaeda 
on the defensive in Iraq, and we’re now working to deliver a crippling 
blow.”116 Bush spoke positively of efforts to turn Sunni insurgents against 
al Qaeda: “Many neighborhoods once controlled by al Qaeda have been 
liberated. And cooperation from Iraqis is stronger than ever—more tips 
from residents, more Iraqis joining their security forces, and a growing 

Figure 3.18. Mass Media and Support for the Surge (January 2007 and 
March 2007)

Source: Pew surveys (January 2007 and March 2007).
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movement against al Qaeda called the ‘Sons of Iraq.’ ” The president’s 
mention of the Sons of Iraq was a reference to the “Sunni Awakening” 
movement, in which U.S. officials paid Sunni communities to abandon 
resistance to the occupation, to patrol Sunni neighborhoods providing 
security against Shia militia groups, and to target al Qaeda cells.

As with speeches from 2006 to 2007, Bush’s 2008 speeches empha-
sized fearful rhetoric. Fearful language focusing on al Qaeda appeared four 
times more often as language addressing sectarian tensions in Bush’s April 
2008 speech and seven times more often in his July 2008 Iraq speech. 
Criticisms of the surge did not appear frequently according to studies of 
media coverage from 2007 to 2008 onward.117 Bush’s rhetoric—stressing 
security and terrorism—dominated media discourse.118 Bush’s privileged 
position in public discourse was likely aided by events on the ground. 
Iraqi violence fell in 2008 to levels not seen since prior to the outbreak 
of civil war in 2006. Declining violence fueled the narrative that the 
surge “worked.”

Despite the popularity of the “surge worked” narrative, critics ques-
tioned whether the United States was promoting stability. Critics claimed 
the surge did not reduce violence and even increased it in Baghdad. 
Middle East scholar Juan Cole rejected claims about the surge reduc-
ing violence. He noted that it was “suspicious” that the first six months 
of the surge produced no significant decline in violence: “What exactly 
were U.S. troops doing differently last September [2007] than they were 
doing in May, such that there was such a big change [in violence]?” He 
maintained that a surge of 20,000 additional troops was “highly unlikely 
to have had a really major impact” on a country of 30 million people.119

Cole, among other critics, provided alternative explanations for why 
violence declined. First, the Sunni Awakening explained much of the 
decline. That event, however, began in advance of the surge—so it was 
not dependent on the surge. As Cole noted, “The bribing of insurgents 
could have been pursued without a significant troop escalation, and was” 
since the awakening predated the January surge by more than a year.120 A 
second conclusion was that the surge enabled mass human rights atrocities. 
Reviewing U.S. military operations, Cole wrote that U.S. troops entered 
Sunni ethnic communities throughout Baghdad to disarm them, setting 
the stage for Shia militia groups to assault or expel Sunni families:

What actually seems to have happened was that the escalation 
of troops began by disarming the Sunni Arabs in Baghdad. 
Once these Sunnis were left helpless, the Shiite militias came 
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in at night and ethnically cleansed them. Shaab district near 
Adhamiya had been a mixed neighborhood. It ended up with 
almost no Sunnis. Baghdad in the course of 2007 went from 
65 percent Shiite to at least 75 percent Shiite and maybe 
more. . . . The U.S. inadvertently allowed the chasing of hun-
dreds of thousands of Sunni Arabs out of Baghdad. Rates of 
violence declined once the ethnic cleansing was far advanced, 
just because there were fewer mixed neighborhoods.

The above evidence suggests that success of Shia groups’ ethnic cleansing 
of Sunni neighborhoods may primarily explain why violence declined. As 
ethnic cleansing changed the ethnic composition of Baghdad neighbor-
hoods, there were simply fewer individuals left to kill by Shia militias in 
mixed areas. This was the conclusion of a University of California study 
that used Pentagon satellite imagery to determine that systematic cleansing 
of formerly mixed neighborhoods occurred throughout Baghdad during 
late 2007 to early 2008—precisely at the time war proponents claimed 
the surge was “working.”121 The study’s findings were reiterated and sup-
ported by the U.S. Government Accountability Office.122

The claim that the surge enabled human rights atrocities was at 
odds with Bush’s humanitarian framing. Critics contended that the occu-
pation served as a lightning rod for provoking more violence, a position 
most Iraqis shared. Cole dismissed as “propaganda” Bush’s assertion that 
al Qaeda was responsible for 80 percent of the violence in Iraq because 
“there were both Sunni and Shiite resistance movements against Ameri-
can occupation,” which were homegrown and widespread.123 Journalistic 
and scholarly accounts of the Iraqi resistance suggested it was motivated 
by opposition to the U.S. military presence.124 Most Iraqis opposed the 
occupation and blamed the United States for the growing violence. Most 
felt U.S. forces were “occupiers” not “liberators,” that U.S. troops were 
primarily responsible for the violence, rather than the Iraqi government, 
army, police, Sunni leaders and militias, or Shiite leaders and militias. 
Most felt that the United States was in Iraq for oil. Most agreed the 
surge made security worse or had no effect, and majorities or plurali-
ties supported attacks on U.S. troops.125 The above challenges were not 
dominant themes in U.S. news and were absent from presidential rhetoric. 
With the marginalization of critical views, it should not be surprising 
that the surge was interpreted positively. As seen in figure 3.19, support 
was more likely among Americans paying attention to news on Iraq and 
the surge.126
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Despite all the energy Bush spent on selling the surge, most Ameri-
cans were uninfluenced by his rhetoric. Majority opposition to war grew 
between 2007 and 2008 (figures 3.1 and 3.2). The public was told for 
years that the occupation was progressing and that the United States was 
achieving its objectives in Iraq. The deterioration of the country into civil 
war contradicted that narrative. These developments painted a picture of 
the president as out of touch with developments in Iraq. One can attribute 
disenchantment, in large part, to news reports conveying that the reality 
of events in Iraq. Journalists galvanized opposition through their reporting 
of the chasm between presidential rhetoric and reality.

Explaining Opposition to War

Why did Americans oppose the war? Disagreement persists on this point. 
Recalling the literature review from the introduction, four competing rea-
sons from previous research indicate what incites war opposition: concern 
with military casualties; perceived lack of progress; concern with civilian 
casualties; and political partisanship. A fifth reason—perceptions of immo-
rality—is yet to be explored. I analyze data from the Pew Research Center 
and CNN, comparing all five reasons for war opposition. I conclude that 
all of these factors worked together to foster hostility to the Iraq war, 
although perceived immorality had the strongest impact.

Figure 3.19. Support for the Surge and Occupation (September 2007 and 
June 2008)

Sources: Pew surveys (September 2007 and June 2008).
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If, as previous scholars argued, perceptions of expected success are 
the most important influence on the public, one would expect opposi-
tion to war to fluctuate alongside assessments of progress. This expectation 
is not wholly satisfied in figure 3.20. From early 2003 to early 2007, 
fluctuation in perceptions of the war’s progress overlapped with opposi-
tion.127 However, this relationship disappeared by late 2006 onward, as 
perceptions of progress grew but support for war did not. This trend raises 
concern about the power of perceived progress in accounting for war  
attitudes.

Unfortunately, no single public opinion survey measures all five 
competing explanations for war opposition. Pew and CNN undertook 
surveys that include each factor at various points. Table 3.2 represents 
the results of my statistical analysis of Pew data for Iraq surveys from 
2005 through 2006—the key period during which public war oppo-
sition materialized. The estimates are standardized measures on a scale 
from 0 to 1, measuring the strength of each factor as a predictor of war 
opposition after statistically accounting for all other factors. An estimate 
of “1” means a perfect relationship between two factors. For example, 
as assessments of war progress increase, assessments that the war was the 
right decision increase at an equal rate. An estimate of “0” suggests no 
relationship between two factors. Values closer to 0.3 to 0.5 suggest a 
moderate to strong relationship. Any value over 0.5 suggests a fairly to 
very strong relationship.

Figure 3.20. Declining Overlap between Assessments of Progress and 
Opposition to War (June 2003–June 2008)

Source: Gallup surveys. 
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I measure the predicted impact of a wide variety of variables on 
support for and opposition to war in the analyses below.128 For table 3.2, 
these variables include in numbered order:

 1. Assessments of the war’s progress.

 2. Opinions of whether the war was a quagmire (strategic 
failure).

 3. Awareness of the correct number of U.S. military 
casualties.

 4. Perceptions of U.S. progress in training Iraqi troops to 
take over security operations.

 5–9. Perceptions of U.S. progress in reducing civilian casual-
ties, fighting terrorism in Iraq, promoting democracy, 
defeating insurgents, preventing civil war, and promoting 
reconstruction.

 10. Respondent’s political party, Republican or Democrat.

 11. Respondent’s ideology, conservative or liberal.

I also include control variables for respondents’ race, income, education, 
sex, and age. Not all survey questions were asked in each poll in table 3.2. 
However, all the questions did appear in the April 2006 Pew poll, repre-
sented in the right three columns of the table. One sees that Americans’ 
assessment of war progress was a significant predictor of support in five of 
the seven questions from 2005 to 2006. Disagreement that the war was a 
quagmire was a significant predictor of support for all five available survey 
questions. Awareness of casualties was significant in provoking opposition, 
but only for two of five questions. Factors four through eleven in table 
3.2 also represent measurements of perceptions of progress and expected 
success in Iraq. Perceptions of progress in fighting terrorism and promoting 
democracy were significant factors for four of five questions. Perceptions of 
progress on training security forces, reducing civilian casualties, preventing 
civil war, and defeating insurgents were significant less often than percep-
tions of progress in fighting terrorism and promoting democracy. Finally, 
respondents’ party affiliation and ideology were significant predictors of 
war attitudes with partisanship significant across all seven questions and 
ideology for four questions. To summarize: the statistical profile for war 
supporters included individuals who felt the war was progressing well in 
general and on many specific fronts, who rejected the idea that the war 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



Table 3.2. Determinants of War Attitudes (June 2005–April 2006)

Predicted impact of each factor on public opinion

Support for/opposition to war

    War was 
  War was Opinion of right/wrong Opinion of War was  Opinion of 
  right/wrong withdrawal decision timetable right/wrong Opinion of immediate 
  decision timetable (December (December decision timetable withdrawal 
Influences on war attitudes (June 2005) (June 2005) 2005) 2005) (April 2006) (April 2006) (April 2006)

1. Assessment of war’s .65**** .44**** .44**** .43**** .56**** .09 .04 
progress 

2. War as a quagmire .41**** .28**** — — .31**** .2*** .3***

3. Awareness of casualties .03 .08* — — .14* .06 .00

4. Progress in training Iraqi — — .07 .14*** .14 .11 .36**** 
security forces 

5. Progress in reducing — — .11* .14*** .08 .11 .12 
civilian casualties 

6. Progress in fighting terror — — .23**** .14*** .16* .13* .06

7. Progress promoting — — .18*** .18*** .16* .14* .13 
democracy 

8. Progress against insurgents — — .17*** .00 .21** .00 .05 
 

9. Progress in preventing — — .03 .07 .16 .08 .16* 
civil war 

10. Progress in reconstruction — — — — .05 .07 .1

11. Party .31**** .09* .46**** .14* .45**** .16** .2**

12. Ideology .38**** .23** .46**** .26** .08 .19 .12

Statistical significance levels: * = 10% level, ** = 5% level, *** = 1% level, **** = .1% level.
Sources: Pew surveys (June 2005, December 2005, April 2006).
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was a quagmire, and who were conservative and Republican in their 
political background.

Which factors were more powerful in predicting opinions of the 
Iraq war? Table 3.2 suggests that perceived progress was the most power-
ful predictor of war support for four of seven questions. Political party 
and ideology ranked as the most powerful predictor of war attitudes once 
each. Disagreement that the war was a quagmire was the most power-
ful predictor in just one question. No other factors appear as the most 
powerful predictor of war attitudes. In summary, perceived progress is the 
most powerful and consistent influence on war opinions.

Previous scholarship claimed that growing military casualties causes 
war opposition only during periods when expected success is declining. 
The suggestion is that casualties exert no independent impact on war 
attitudes. This position was not validated by survey data on Iraq. Table 
3.2 suggests that knowledge of casualties also predicted war opposition 
after statistically controlling for perceptions of progress. Pew survey data 
indicate that perceived progress was not necessarily tied to knowledge of 
casualties. In the few month run-up to the June 2005 Pew survey from 
table 3.2, public feelings that the war was going “very well” or “some-
what well” declined from 48 percent to 40 percent. This evidence might 
be interpreted to suggest that declining confidence in the war’s success 
coincided with increased anger over casualties. However, prior to the April 
2006 Pew survey on knowledge of casualties (from table 3.2) perceptions 
of progress were improving. While 36 percent of Americans said the war 
was going “very well” or “somewhat well” in February 2006, the number 
had increased to 41 percent by April. In sum, the relationship between 
knowledge of casualties and war opposition appears during periods when 
perceived progress is growing and declining.129

In addition to these factors, perceived immorality is the strongest 
predictor of war attitudes. Below I examine CNN polling from 2006 
through 2011, comparing the influence of strategic and moral factors on 
war attitudes. Table 3.3 presents standardized measures on a scale from 0 
to 1, with an estimate of “1” meaning a perfect relationship between two 
factors and “0” suggesting no relationship. Each estimate represents the 
predicted impact of each factor on war attitudes after controlling for all 
other competing factors. These factors include in numbered order:

 1. Perceptions of the Iraq war’s morality or immorality.

 2. Prospective expectations of whether the war will be 
successful.

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



Table 3.3. Moral and Strategic Factors (March 2006–December 2011)

Predicted impact of each factor on public opinion

Support for/opposition to war

    Opinions of 
    withdrawal Opinions of Support Support  Support 
    Opinions of w/in one immediate or oppose or oppose or oppose 
Influences on support  withdrawal year (March withdrawal war war war 
for/opposition to war (March 2006) 2006) (June 2007) (June 2007) (March 2008) (December 2011

1. Morality of war .18**** .28**** .28**** .44**** .57**** .42****

2. Expected success .13*** .18*** .34**** — .37**** —

3. War’s progress (in the moment) — — — .34**** — —

4. Was the war a success? — — — — — .25**** 
 (retrospectively) 

5. Did Bush mislead U.S. on — — — — — .25* 
 WMDs? (retrospectively) 

6. Ideology .14** .18** .2*** .27*** .25** .29****
7. Party .06* .08* .05 .20**** .11 .19****

Significance levels: * = 10% level, ** = 5% level, *** = 1% level, **** = .1% level.

Sources: CNN/ORC surveys (March 2006, June 2007, March 2008, December 2011)
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 3. Perceptions of progress in Iraq at any given time a survey 
is conducted.

 4. Retrospective assessments (looking back in 2011) on 
whether the Iraq war was a success.

 5. As a secondary moral concern, feelings that President Bush 
misled the countries on the issue of WMDs in making the 
case for war.

 6. Respondent’s political party, Republican or Democrat.

 7. Respondent’s ideology, conservative or liberal.

I again factor in control variables, including respondents’ race, income, 
education, sex, and age.

Most all of the factors in table 3.3 are consistent predictors of 
war attitudes. But to distinguish between moral and strategic factors, one 
must examine the intensity of each consideration. The main contest is 
between expected success and moral considerations. Table 3.3 suggests that 
moral considerations trump expected success. In three of the four ques-
tions, moral concerns outweigh expected success; in only one question 
is expected success more powerful. The contest between the two factors 
is relatively close in the middle years of the war (2006–2007), but tilted 
in favor of moral concerns later on (2008). None of the remaining fac-
tors appears as the most powerful influence on war attitudes. Providing 
an overarching summary of tables 3.2 and 3.3, one sees that moral and 
strategic considerations are significant predictors of war attitudes, although 
moral considerations are more prominent, especially in later years of the 
war. Outside of these two factors, other considerations compete for a 
distant third place. Concerns with Iraqi civilian and U.S. military casu-
alties, moral concerns about administration deception on WMDs, and 
respondents’ political party and ideology are significant predictors of war 
attitudes, but far from the most important factors.

Defining Immorality

What does it mean to speak of a war’s immorality? What factors contrib-
ute to perceptions of immorality? These questions are difficult to answer 
authoritatively with available data. I found no single survey that queried 
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Americans on why the Iraq war was seen as immoral. To address this 
problem, I examined the dominant reasons voiced by members of the anti-
Iraq war movement during the 2000s. As explained in the introduction, 
my analysis of moral opposition to war is based on my participation in 
and observation of the U.S. antiwar movement between 2003 and 2007. 
I attended numerous antiwar protests throughout the Midwest and in 
Washington, D.C., during this time and spoke with many antiwar activists 
about the major reasons why they opposed war.

Common Moral Objections

The most common moral objection was based on the reality that the 
vast majority of individuals killed in military conflicts are civilians. Activ-
ists were morally averse to the death of any individuals in war—civilians 
and soldiers. Antiwar activists I organized with and observed were sensi-
tive to reports of civilians under pressure or harmed by military strikes 
during the war. Protesters marching during prewar rallies in Washington, 
D.C., in October 2002 and January 2003 regularly argued that civilians 
are inevitably caught up in hostilities. Many antiwar activists were well 
aware of military and civilian casualty counts, particularly the studies pub-
lished in the British Lancet medical journal from 2004 onward.131 They 
concluded from following those studies—as well as the Iraq Body Count 
project—that large numbers of Iraqis suffered under an increasingly vio-
lent occupation.131 Table 3.2 suggested that Americans shared the concern 
with casualties of war.

Skepticism of the official reasons for war was a second driver of 
moral opposition. Protesters commonly accepted the adage that “truth is 
the first casualty of war.” A dominant reason for opposing war expressed 
by antiwar activists centered on the claims that Bush manipulated intel-
ligence to make the case for war. Placards at protests claimed that Bush 
lied concerning supposed WMDs, alleged ties to al Qaeda, and promises to 
promote democracy and human rights. Mass anger over perceived decep-
tion on WMDs was also evident in the survey data from February 2004 
discussed earlier in this chapter, as well as in table 3.3. Activists complained 
that the United States and its allies provided Iraq with many precursor 
components needed to create WMDs, and that members of George W. 
Bush’s administration, when serving under presidents Ronald Reagan and 
George H. W. Bush, supported Saddam Hussein and  considered him an ally 
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during the worst of his atrocities. This history prompted the claim from 
activists that the administration was hypocritical and that it was disingenu-
ous on Iraqi human rights. Activists commonly claimed that intelligence 
was manipulated, as many were familiar with the work of former U.N. 
weapons inspectors who claimed (in 2002) that Iraq was disarmed during 
the 1990s.132 In sum, the official reasons for war were deemed a façade 
meant to cover up ulterior motives.

A third motivation for moral opposition, the belief that the United 
States is an imperial power, was accepted by most activists I spoke with 
at rallies. War critics commonly cited left-wing publications and books 
from activists and academics such as Howard Zinn, Michael Parenti, Noam 
Chomsky, and others, arguing that the United States is an imperial power. 
War critics claimed that the reasons for war were excuses and lies used 
to cover up the real reason for the war—Iraqi oil. In national and local 
protests, activists commonly distributed socialist literature, much of which 
emphasized capitalism’s inherently imperialistic nature. Even those who 
did not openly identify the United States as imperialist often claimed 
oil was the dominant motivation for war. Many activists highlighted the 
financial connections between the administration (Vice President Dick 
Cheney and National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice) and military 
and oil contractors (such as Halliburton and Chevron) as examples of war  
profiteering.

Secondary Objections

Activists also voiced secondary considerations. One objection was that 
too many U.S. soldiers were killed in the war, although this was less 
common in national antiwar protests until 2007. At that point, a sizable 
number of antiwar veterans had returned from Iraq and began leading 
antiwar groups. Their concerns centered on the perception that veterans 
were not being treated well by the government, and they were angry at 
the mounting death count in Iraq. Among nonveteran protesters, concern 
with military casualties was often expressed. This concern however, was 
subsumed under a larger concern for casualties, with civilian casualties 
receiving more attention since civilians are caught in wars against their 
will, while American soldiers often volunteer for service.

A second point of opposition was growing perception that the war 
was unwinnable. This objection surfaced occasionally, but was not common 
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among activists. While most protesters I spoke with saw the war as unwin-
nable, this assessment was not a primary concern; perceived immorality 
was the main point of opposition. As violence in Iraq grew, protestors 
grew increasingly susceptible to the idea that the war was unwinnable, 
however this issue never became the main reason for opposing the war.

Finally were the concerns that the war was too financially burden-
some. This consideration was less common in the early days of the war. 
It was occasionally raised by pointing out that resources would be better 
spent helping Americans in need. By 2007 to 2008 onward, financial com-
plaints became more common with the emerging financial crisis, growing 
unemployment, weak economic recovery, and mass home foreclosures. 
Many felt the billions being spent on war would be better spent helping 
Americans suffering during the recession.

The opinions of antiwar activists provide a starting point for analyz-
ing the thesis that opposition to war is driven by moral concerns. Like 
most antiwar activists, most Americans felt Bush misled the country on 
Iraqi WMDs and suspected the war was motivated by oil.133 Concern 
with Iraqi civilian and U.S. military casualties were significant concerns 
for the public too. Furthermore, national and state survey data suggest 
that opinions of the war’s immorality were tied to perceptions that Bush 
deceived the public on the reasons for war and beliefs that U.S. leaders 
were motivated by oil. Concerning WMDs, the 2011 CNN survey ana-
lyzed in table 3.3 provides a clue. The relationship between the belief that 
Bush misled Americans on WMDs and feelings that the war was immoral 
was statistically significant.134 Similarly, state-level survey data suggests that 
Midwesterners who felt the Iraq war was immoral were more likely to 
claim that the Iraq war was fought for oil.135 Most Americans concluded 
the war was immoral and that oil was a factor driving the occupation.136

Partisanship, Elite Theory, and Democratic Theory

Public opinion scholars argue that parties are the filters through which 
engaged Americans view politics. This argument is taken further by those 
insisting that events have little meaning to the public outside of how politi-
cal parties interpret them. Elite theory argues that political officials mold 
public opinion by framing events, thereby determining how individuals 
interpret events. In contrast, democratic (rational public) theory contends 
that events matter and that individuals are rational in that their attention 
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to real-world events influences their beliefs. The evidence presented here 
suggests that the reality is somewhere in between. Political parties influ-
enced how partisan Americans interpreted the war.

However, one should reject the simplistic notion that events do not 
matter independently of partisan rhetoric. As the Iraq war suggests, the 
“parties filter how we see reality” hypothesis suffers from several weak-
nesses. The core of my analysis demonstrates the centrality of events in 
influencing public opinion. Events that carried with them negative impli-
cations for the occupation produced growing opposition to war, whereas 
positive events (aided by the positive spin of presidential rhetoric) pro-
duced increased support for war. A strong majority of Americans paid 
close attention to news on Iraq between 2003 and 2007, and Americans’ 
interpretations of events influenced war attitudes. For example, the rela-
tionship between attention to Iraq news and war attitudes was significant, 
even after statistically controlling for respondents’ partisanship and ideology. 
Partisanship matters, but so do real-world events in influencing attitudes.

During the Iraq war, public opposition preceded partisan opposition. 
Majority support for withdrawal from Iraq emerged somewhere between 
2004 and 2006, depending on the survey question examined in figure 
3.2. Congressional Democrats did not demand a withdrawal timetable 
until early to mid-2007, and neither party subscribed in mass to the 
idea that the war was immoral, as did the public. The public displayed 
significant independence from the parties with regard to opposing war 
and the reasons why.

Partisan pressures cannot explain declining support for war among 
both Democrats and Republicans. Previous research on the Iraq war sug-
gested that Republicans were more likely to support war than Democrats 
were. However, both groups saw large declines in support for war between 
2003 and 2007.137 The drop in support among Republicans cannot be 
explained as a function of Republican official rhetoric. These officials 
rejected war criticisms during Bush’s tenure, suggesting that Republican 
Americans were influenced by other factors outside of partisan rhetoric. 
The data in this chapter suggest that knowledge of military casualties, 
concerns about the war’s progress, concern with civilian casualties, and 
perceived immorality all influenced war attitudes after controlling for fac-
tors such as party and ideology. Many of these factors were more powerful 
than partisanship. Parties influence public war attitudes, but this is only 
part of the story. Americans also form attitudes by paying attention to 
world events, and those attitudes at times differ from positions taken by 
the parties.
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Concluding Lessons

From 2003 to 2008, the rhetoric of fear and democracy characterized 
the president’s messages on Iraq. While fearful language dominated during 
the run-up to the war, democratic rhetoric became dominant by 2004 to 
2005. By the later years of Bush’s second term, however, fearful rhetoric 
again dominated Iraq discourse, as the country’s security deteriorated and 
Bush framed the occupation as the central front in fighting terrorism. 
While the president did rely on the rhetoric of democracy throughout 
the Iraq occupation, the 2000s were a decade characterized by fearful 
rhetoric. However, such rhetoric gave way to a new paradigm by the turn 
of the decade. The early 2010s were characterized more by the rise of 
the rhetoric of democracy. This change was likely for at least two reasons: 
First, the rhetoric of fear became less effective over time—as the Iraq 
and Afghanistan case studies suggest—in cultivating support for war; and 
second, the Arab Spring—discussed in a later chapter—forced a change 
in U.S. political rhetoric. It challenged American stereotypes about the 
nondemocratic “nature” of Muslims, as tens of millions throughout the 
Middle East confronted repressive U.S.-sponsored dictatorships in pursuit 
of basic rights, social justice, and democracy.

This chapter also provided other conclusions. Concerning the media, 
I presented evidence that journalists at times undermine presidential rheto-
ric by covering critical developments during wartime. At certain critical 
junctures, objective news practices provide an incentive to cover major 
events that carry with them negative connotations. These events included 
reporting on the Iraq WMD fiasco, the Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo scan-
dals, and growing U.S. military casualties. Objectivity lends itself toward 
reporting that reinforces and potentially challenges government power. 
Journalists provided the Bush administration with the dominant voice in 
Iraq stories throughout the occupation. Objectivity, practiced as deference 
to official sources, reinforced government propaganda efforts to construct 
pro-war messages. On the other hand, objectivity also encouraged report-
ing on major events in Iraq with negative implications. The metaphor of 
journalists mirroring an increasingly critical reality is appropriate here.

On public opinion, this chapter reinforced the findings of both elite 
and democratic theory. In line with democratic theory, Americans dis-
played rational characteristics; growing opposition to war was a function of 
engagement with real-world events in Iraq. In line with elite theory, many 
Americans were manipulated to into accepting the spin of the president 
on the 2005 Iraq elections and the surge. These narratives dominated 
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media coverage at the expense of alternative views. By consuming one-
sided information on these events, Americans had difficulty considering 
counternarratives that questioned presidential rhetoric. 

The information in table 3.4 is a simple correlation measurement 
of how similar each news outlet is to all others in terms of coverage of 
Iraq violence. The measurements suggest a strong amount of uniformity 
across most of the news outlets.

Table 3.4. Associations between Newspapers and Their Coverage of Iraq 
Violence (2003–2007)

 New York   Fox 
 Times NBC CBS News MSNBC

Washington Post .82 .73 .69 .70 .44
New York Times — .70 .71 .76 .49
NBC — — .89 .80 .71
CBS — — — .80 .59
Fox News — — — — .68

Source: LexisNexis.
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4

An Iranian Threat? 

Recycling the Rhetoric of Fear and Hope

In January 2002, President Bush delivered his State of the Union address, 
making the “War on Terror” the centerpiece of his foreign policy. He des-
ignated Iraq, Iran, and North Korea an “Axis of Evil,” invoking a metaphor 
drawing on the Nazi-fascist threat. Bush warned that these states “threaten 
the peace of the world. By seeking Weapons of Mass Destruction [WMDs], 
these regimes pose a grave and growing danger. They could provide these 
arms to terrorists, giving them the means to match their hatred. They could 
attack our allies or attempt to blackmail the United States. In any of these 
cases, the price of indifference would be catastrophic.”1 Critics dismissed 
Bush’s effort to link three countries with little to no history of strategic col-
laboration. In the case of Iraq and Iran, both countries were bitter enemies 
and engaged in armed hostilities for years prior to September 11.2 It was 
also suspect to connect Iraq (a secular dictatorship) and Iran (a theocratic 
government) with Nazism considering the radically different philosophical 
orientations of secular-Ba’athist, right-wing fascist, and Islamic fundamen-
talist governments. Despite these criticisms, Bush effectively employed the 
rhetoric of fear to construct an image of an Iraqi threat. Following the 
Iraq invasion, attention focused on Iran and its alleged nuclear weapons 
program. Accompanying the rhetoric of fear was the rhetoric of hope since 
Bush promised to take action against the “threat.”

This chapter examines the role of presidential rhetoric in construct-
ing an image of Iran as a security threat. I dissect messages disseminated 
by the Bush and Obama administrations on Iran’s alleged nuclear weap-
ons development. Both presidents were effective in building media and 
public support for their foreign policy agendas. Both presidents displayed 
tremendous power in employing the rhetoric of fear and hope, especially 
when there was no challenge from political officials.
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A Background to U.S.-Iranian Hostilities

The conflict between the United States and Iran revolves around a number 
of contested sites, which U.S. officials claim are part of a nuclear weapons 
program. They include:

 1. Iran’s Natanz site, which is suspected of enriching uranium 
for nuclear weapons;3

 2. the Arak nuclear research reactor (critics worry that the 
plutonium from irradiated fuel cells at the reactor could 
be removed for weapons production);4

 3. the Bushehr nuclear reactor, where plutonium could be 
removed from spent fuel rods for weapons development;5

 4. the Fordow underground uranium enrichment facility near 
the city of Qom (the plant, disclosed to the International 
Atomic Energy Agency [IAEA] in 2009, is officially used 
to enrich uranium for nuclear energy; the Obama admin-
istration pointed to Fordow as a possible site of uranium 
enrichment for weapons);6 and

 5. the Isfahan nuclear facility, which operates four reactors for 
research purposes (the plant produces the uranium fluoride 
gas needed for use in centrifuges to enrich uranium).

Bush and Iran

Bush’s Iran rhetoric was similar to that used against Iraq, although discus-
sion of Iran focused exclusively on nuclear weapons. Iran’s nuclear power 
program was depicted as a cover for a secret weapons program. Bush 
demanded that “the international community must come together to make 
it very clear to Iran that we will not tolerate construction of a nuclear 
weapon.”7 By 2005 Bush announced a potential commitment to military 
action, acknowledging that “all options are on the table” with regard to 
addressing the nuclear “threat.”8 The president’s belligerent approach coin-
cided with growing discord between international inspectors and Iranian 
officials. A year earlier, the IAEA ordered Iran to halt its uranium enrich-
ment efforts, while Secretary of State Colin Powell called for the United 
Nations to introduce sanctions against Iran. By August 2005 a controversial 
candidate named Mahmoud Ahmadinejad was elected president of Iran. 
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Ahmadinejad was condemned in the United States for his seemingly anti-
American statements. Bush denounced the election as illegitimate: “Iran is 
ruled by men who suppress liberty at home. . . . Power is in the hands of 
an unelected few who have retained power through an electoral process 
that ignores the basic requirements of democracy. The [Iranian] presidential 
elections are sadly consistent with this oppressive record. . . . Across the 
Middle East, hopeful change is taking place. People are claiming their 
liberty. And as a tide of freedom sweeps this region, it will also come 
eventually to Iran.”9 Western leaders regularly ridiculed Ahmadinejad for 
confrontational rhetoric that was often directed at the United States.10 His 
rhetoric was interpreted as threatening to Americans amidst his “irrevers-
ible” commitment to Iran’s nuclear program.11

By 2008 Bush warned that “Iran’s actions threaten the security of 
nations everywhere” and that the United States needed to act “before it’s 
too late.”12 He predicted that Iran wanted nuclear weapons “to destroy 
people”—which was most likely a reference to recent verbal hostilities 
between Iran and Israel.13 Much of the Bush administration’s deliberation 
hinged on whether the United States would go to war. Bush’s memoir, 
Talking Points, recounts his thinking: “I directed the Pentagon to study 
what would be necessary for a strike” to “stop the [Iranian nuclear] 
bomb clock . . . at least temporarily.” Bush’s national security advisors 
were conflicted over an attack. Some hoped to destroy “the regime’s 
prized project” (its nuclear program), while others feared that an attack 
would stoke Iranian nationalism by rallying citizens behind the regime.14

Rather than military strikes, Bush chose a two-pronged strategy: 
publicly he engaged in belligerent rhetoric against Iran, but quietly the 
administration authorized covert actions to destabilize the regime. As the 
president privately dismissed negotiations between the United States and 
Iran, covert actions were the only remaining option.15 Bush authorized the 
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) to engage in “black” operations to desta-
bilize Iran. The campaign reportedly included “a coordinated campaign of 
propaganda, disinformation, and manipulation of Iran’s currency and inter-
national financial transactions.” The CIA sought out information on and 
neutralized secret Iranian accounts used to finance its nuclear program.16

Obama’s Conflict

Obama was also reluctant to use force, but engaged in anti-Iranian rhetoric. 
Taking a more conciliatory tone early in his first term, Obama appealed 
to Iran’s leaders in a March 2009 speech:
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So in this season of new beginnings I would like to speak 
clearly to Iran’s leaders. . . . My administration is now com-
mitted to diplomacy that addresses the full range of issues 
before us, and to pursuing constructive ties among the United 
States, Iran and the international community. This process will 
not be advanced by threats. We seek instead engagement that 
is honest and grounded in mutual respect. . . . The United 
States wants the Islamic Republic of Iran to take its rightful 
place in the community of nations. You have that right—but 
it comes with real responsibilities, and that place cannot be 
reached through terror or arms, but rather through peace-
ful actions that demonstrate the true greatness of the Iranian 
people and civilization.17

Obama’s attempted outreach employed the idealistic rhetoric of 
“hope” and “change” that characterized his 2008 campaign. The March 
speech, however, gave way to confrontational speeches in later months. 
Early 2009 reporting from the IAEA suggested Iran possessed enough 
uranium to enrich to a weapons grade for producing a nuclear bomb. 
The Institute for Science and International Security began speaking of 
Iran possessing “a nuclear weapons breakout capability.”18

By late 2009 Obama accused Iran of constructing a “secret” nuclear 
facility for enriching uranium near the city of Qom. Iranian officials 
dismissed the idea that the plant was secret (they had disclosed its con-
struction to the IAEA), but Obama framed the facility as a threat to 
U.S. security: “The existence of this facility underscores Iran’s continu-
ing unwillingness to meet its obligations under U.N. Security Coun-
cil resolutions and IAEA requirements. . . . Iran’s decision to build yet 
another nuclear facility without notifying the IAEA represents a direct 
challenge to the basic compact at the center of the non-proliferation 
regime.”19 Declaring a “sense of urgency,” Obama embraced the rhetoric 
of fear. He demanded Iran “comply with the U.N.,” that it cease enriching 
uranium, and “demonstrate through deeds its peaceful intentions or be 
held accountable to international standards and international law.” Obama 
stopped short of promising military action, although Israeli officials pushed 
for a military strike.20 Obama conceded that a military strike was possible 
if Iran continued to enrich uranium.21

Consistent with the rhetoric of hope and change, Obama publicly 
claimed to be committed to negotiations with Iran. Following six-country 
talks with Iranian diplomats in which the United States and its allies par-
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ticipated, Obama demanded that Iran’s nuclear facility at Qom not be used 
for developing nuclear weapons. “Iran must demonstrate its commitment 
to transparency . . . it must grant unfettered access to IAEA inspectors 
and “take concrete steps to build confidence that its nuclear program will 
serve peaceful purposes.”22

Obama’s assumption that Iran was developing nuclear weapons per-
sisted in the years following Obama’s first confrontations with Iran. In 
2010 the New York Times (Times) reported that IAEA inspectors declared 
“for the first time that they had extensive evidence” of Iranian efforts 
to develop a trigger for detonating a nuclear warhead to be attached 
to the Shahab-3 missile.23 Obama intensified calls for sanctions on Iran, 
declaring that “despite the posturing that the nuclear power is only for 
civilian use . . . they in fact continue to pursue a course that would lead 
to weaponization.”24 Allegations of a covert Iranian weapons program 
continued into 2011 and 2012 onward. The IAEA announced that it 
possessed “credible evidence” that Iran had carried out tests “relevant to 
the development of a nuclear explosive device” as part of its “Green Salt” 
program, hastening calls for further action outside of the four rounds 
of sanctions already implemented by the U.N. Security Council.25 The 
Guardian newspaper reported IAEA allegations of “an advanced warhead 
blueprint and site where it may have been tested,” while the Washington 
Post (Post) reported that the IAEA “believes that Iran is on ‘the threshold’ 
of making a nuclear warhead small enough to be put on top of a ballistic 
missile.”26 Embracing the rhetoric of fear, Obama warned that time was 
“running out” for a negotiated settlement, as Iran completed installation 
of nearly 3,000 centrifuges in the Fordo uranium enrichment facility at 
Qom.27 The facility is located deep underground, meaning its enrichment 
efforts are protected from military strikes.28 One 2012 Western intelligence 
estimate suggested that Iran could develop nuclear weapons capability 
within two years.29

During the 2012 election season, Republican candidates seized on 
Iran’s uranium enrichment as evidence that Obama was unable to pro-
tect Americans. Democratic failure, they argued, was due to the Obama’s 
naïve commitment to negotiations that failed to deter Iran’s nuclear ambi-
tions.30 Obama was more reserved regarding the use of force, criticizing 
Republicans “beating the drums of war” and for their “casualness” about 
a military strike. Many Republican presidential candidates embraced war. 
Rick Santorum promised that “if Iran doesn’t get rid of nuclear facili-
ties, we will tear them down ourselves,” while Newt Gingrich remarked 
that Iran had crossed a “red line” and “should expect to get hit” by a 
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military strike.31 Mitt Romney lambasted Obama’s “procrastination” on 
Iran, declaring: “I will make sure Iran knows of the very real peril that 
awaits if it becomes nuclear.”32 Romney elaborated: “We have a long way 
to go before military action may be necessary,” but “if Israel has to take 
action on its own, in order to stop Iran from developing that capability,” 
he promised to “respect that decision.”33

Obama’s Iran strategy was similar to Bush’s: a combination of pres-
sure via sanctions, the threat of force, a verbal commitment to negotiations, 
and an actual commitment to covert confrontation. Obama commented 
that diplomacy and military strikes were both possible options.34 On the 
covert action front, he followed Bush’s lead by initiating “cyberattacks” 
via the use of viruses against computer systems at Iran’s nuclear facili-
ties.35 The United States may have been involved on some level with the 
assassination of Iranian nuclear scientists. As the Jerusalem Post reported, 
Iranian scientists were targeted by a domestic insurgent group that received 
support from the Mossad—the Israeli government’s intelligence organiza-
tion. The extent of U.S. involvement in the assassinations was not clear. 
While Iranian officials implicated the CIA in at least one of the scientists’ 
murders, U.S. officials denied any role.36

Challenging Presidential Rhetoric

Bush and Obama embraced the view that Iran was developing nuclear 
weapons. Both claimed they were committed to negotiations, despite evi-
dence to the contrary. Bush was known for rhetoric suggesting a com-
mitment to multiparty negotiations, although it is now known that he 
privately held contempt for talks.37 Obama was also criticized for being 
uncommitted to meaningful negotiations. Inter-Press Service (IPS) report-
er Gareth Porter articulated this charge, criticizing Obama for demanding 
that Iran unilaterally ship its uranium to Russia for enrichment, depriving 
Iran of its crown bargaining chip in negotiating with the United States.38 
The president’s demand that Iran immediately end all enrichment activi-
ties prior to final negotiations or the easing of sanctions, coupled with 
Obama’s threats of military action, created an environment where nego-
tiations free from coercion were impossible. This approach violates the 
scholarly understanding that successful negotiations are based on mutual 
concessions, mutual gains, and confidence building (rather than coercion) 
between negotiating parties.39

As of this writing in mid-2014, there is no evidence that Iran 
enriched uranium enough to produce nuclear weapons. Uranium must 
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be enriched to the 90 percent level for use in nuclear weapons.40 By the 
2010s, evidence suggested Iran enriched uranium to no higher than the 
20 percent level, making it suitable for energy purposes. Iran announced 
in November 2012 that it would no longer enrich uranium to even 
the 20 percent level as a “goodwill gesture” in advance of U.S.-Iranian 
negotiations. International inspectors and U.S. intelligence agencies have 
found little hard evidence of a weapons program. In 2003 IAEA head 
Mohamed ElBaradei declared after international inspections began that 
there was “no evidence” Iran was developing nuclear weapons.41 In 2005 
the IAEA rejected Bush’s claim that traces of weapons-grade uranium 
found in Iran were a result of the country’s efforts to develop nuclear 
weapons. The Post reported that the weapons-grade uranium “came from 
contaminated Pakistani equipment” and was “not evidence of a clandestine 
nuclear weapons program.”42

Evidence of an Iranian “threat” is far from definitive. In a 2006 Times 
story, an IAEA report “painted a confusing and incomplete picture of 
Iran’s nuclear program, underscoring the limits of outside inspectors” who 
do not always have total access to Iranian nuclear facilities. As the Times 
explained: “The report makes clear that ‘Inspectors have not uncovered 
any concrete proof that Iran’s nuclear program is of a military nature.’ ” 
However, “the report captures the long pattern of confusion, stonewalling, 
partial disclosure of information and a minimum of cooperation under 
Iran’s international obligations to the agency.”43 Recognizing this uncer-
tainty, ElBaradei opposed a military strike, predicting that it “would lead 
absolutely to disaster. . . . I have not received any information that there 
is a concrete active nuclear weapons program going on right now. . . . We 
have information that there have been maybe some studies about pos-
sible weaponization. . . . But have we seen the nuclear material that can 
be readily used into a weapon? No.”44 ElBaradei’s assessment suggested 
considerable uncertainty on the part of the IAEA in its assessment of Iran.

Part of the foundation for questioning presidential rhetoric relates 
to the lack of tangible evidence of a threat. The American public was 
pressured to support war with Iraq based on one-sided and fraudulent 
information, exaggerated worst-case scenarios, and little tangible evidence 
of a threat. Skepticism of an Iranian “threat” was understandable in light 
of the Iraq WMD fiasco and the failure to uncover a weapons program.

Challenges to Bush’s rhetoric grew in 2007 when the U.S. intelli-
gence community produced a National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) judg-
ing with “high confidence” that Iran ended its nuclear weapons program 
in 2003. The Times reported that “Tehran is likely keeping its options 
open with respect to building a weapon,” although intelligence agencies 
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“do not know whether it [Iran] currently intends to develop nuclear 
weapons.”45 The NIE was based in part on the interception of Iranian 
communications revealing that the country ended its weapons program 
after U.N. inspectors began their investigation of the country. This decision 
“indicates Tehran’s decisions are guided by a cost-benefit approach rather 
than a rush to a weapon irrespective of the political, economic, and mili-
tary costs.” The NIE also concluded that Iran’s uranium enrichment was 
for energy purposes: “Intelligence experts said they did not consider this 
a weapons program because it is being done at openly declared facilities 
under international supervision.”46

Intelligence estimates are bound by the time when they are pro-
duced. The 2007 NIE was obviously unable to account for future devel-
opments. However, McClatchy news reported in 2011 that the 2010 NIE 
offered findings that “differ little from 2007 findings.” NIE Director James 
Clapper explained: “We continue to assess Iran is keeping open the option 
to develop nuclear weapons in part by developing various nuclear capabili-
ties that better position it to produce such weapons, should it chose [sic] 
to do so. . . . We do not know, however, if Iran will eventually decide to 
build nuclear weapons.” This assessment overlapped with the 2007 NIE 
conclusion that Iran was “keeping open the option to develop nuclear 
weapons.”47

IAEA findings were similar to NIE conclusions. IAEA head Yukiya 
Amano declared in 2009 that he saw no indication of Iran attempting to 
develop nuclear weapons, responding to former IAEA head ElBaradei’s 
claim that he had a “gut feeling” Iran was developing weapons.48 A 2012 
IAEA report announced, “all of Iran’s known nuclear facilities are under 
IAEA safeguards, and that there has been no diversion of nuclear mate-
rials or facilities from peaceful to non-peaceful purposes. Nor is there 
any evidence that Iran has undeclared nuclear materials or facilities.”49 
No single report is conclusive evidence that Iran is uncommitted to 
nuclear proliferation. Intelligence estimates speak of levels of confidence 
in assessments, not in absolute terms. The evidence does suggest, however, 
that presidential rhetoric conveyed a sense of certainty that intelligence 
experts and inspectors did not embrace. Iran may eventually push forward 
with weapons development, it may continue to put off such development 
indefinitely, or it may never pursue it at all. Theoretically, it is possible Iran 
is already developing a weapon. Intelligence from 2003 to 2012, however, 
suggests little available evidence of a danger to U.S. security.

A final area of concern is the finding that some of the “intelli-
gence” against Iran was fraudulent. Controversy surrounds the allegation 
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that Iran was working on a test chamber and nuclear warhead detonation 
trigger. Allegations that Iran had plans to develop nuclear weapons arose 
from former IAEA inspector Olli Heinonen, who presented “evidence” 
that Iran worked on a nuclear trigger. IAEA officials deemed Heinonen’s 
documentation of the “Green Salt” program to be “fabricated by a Western 
intelligence organization.” The reportedly fraudulent information made its 
way into a 2008 IAEA report and was misrepresented as being “derived 
from multiple sources over different periods of time.”50

A challenge also emerged concerning a 2011 IAEA report presenting 
“credible” evidence that Iran was developing nuclear weapons. The Times 
claimed the IAEA documented Iran building “a large containment vessel 
at its Parchin military base, starting in 2000, for testing the feasibility of 
explosive compression,” with the tests being “strong indicators of possible 
weapon development.’ ”51 An IAEA inspector rejected these claims, pre-
senting evidence denying the creation of a nuclear test chamber by the 
Russian scientist originally implicated in the project. The IPS reported:

The IAEA claim that a foreign scientist—identified in news 
reports as Vyacheslav Danilenko—had been involved in build-
ing the alleged containment chamber has now been denied 
firmly by Danilenko himself. . . . Former IAEA inspec-
tor Robert Kelley has denounced the agency’s claims about 
such a containment chamber as “highly misleading.” Kelley, a 
nuclear engineer who was the IAEA’s chief weapons inspec-
tor in Iraq, . . . pointed out in an interview that a cylindrical 
chamber designed to contain 70 kg of explosives, as claimed 
by the IAEA, could not possibly have been used for hydro-
dynamic testing of a nuclear weapon design, contrary to the 
IAEA claim.52

Another IPS report had further evidence of fraud, establishing that 
Danilenko “is not a nuclear weapons scientist but one of the top spe-
cialists in the world in the production of nanodiamonds by explosives.”53 
Efforts to dispute evidence of an Iranian danger do not definitively suggest 
Iran is uncommitted to nuclear weapons. They do raise questions about 
the credibility of existing evidence. The range of interpretations with 
regard to available evidence suggests one of three possibilities: (1) Iran is 
not producing a nuclear weapon; (2) Iran may or may not be producing 
a weapon, but it is not possible to tell which is the case; or (3) Iran is 
seeking a weapon, but inspectors and intelligence agencies are unable to 
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provide definitive evidence. Whichever interpretation one prefers, evidence 
suggests that the presidential rhetoric was propagandistic in depicting an 
impending threat.

Reporting on Iran

Media coverage of Iran from 2003 through 2012 was reminiscent of cov-
erage prior to the Iraq war. It fully embraced fearful rhetoric, as well as 
the hope that the president would defuse the “crisis.” Editorials in major 
media matched the claims of presidents Bush and Obama that Iran posed 
a danger. As with Iraq, journalists mostly failed to question official rhetoric. 
Reporters displayed an official source bias, limiting their reporting largely 
to official views. Critical intelligence estimates made it into the news at 
times, but presidential and political rhetoric stressing an Iranian threat 
overshadowed these challenges.

Iran during the Bush Years

President Bush constructed the image of an Iranian threat, despite much 
uncertainty in intelligence assessments. Editorials in major newspapers over-
lapped with pre–Iraq war coverage in terms of stressing an imminent danger. 
The Post sympathized with Bush’s rhetoric on nuclear weapons, favoring 
the use of force. The Times agreed that Iran was a threat, but was wary 
about using force from a strategic perspective. In 2003 Post editors wrote of 
the “principal threat” from Iran’s “increasingly bold program to acquire the 
technology to produce nuclear weapons.”54 In later years of Bush’s tenure, 
the Post became increasingly pessimistic about “containing” Iran:

The chances that the West will succeed in peacefully restraining 
Iran from building nuclear weapons have been looking dismal 
at the meeting of the IAEA. . . . The agency’s staff reported 
that Iran was still not fully cooperating with its investigation 
into the secret uranium enrichment program Tehran began 18 
years ago. Iranian officials, meanwhile, made it clear that their 
negotiations with the European governments that seek a long-
term freeze on that program are going nowhere. A permanent 
moratorium, said the Iranian delegate, “was not on the table, 
will not be on the table and should not be on the table.”55
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The Post referred to Iran’s nuclear program as only “nominally civilian,” 
even after the NIE concluded Iran ended its nuclear weapons program.56

Times editorials also assumed Iran had militaristic intentions. In May 
2003, the Times claimed: “Until recently, Washington had a hard time 
convincing other countries that Iran was developing nuclear weapons in 
violation of its commitments under the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. 
But earlier this year, America’s case was strengthened by the discovery 
that Tehran had secretly developed the capacity to enrich naturally found 
uranium into nuclear bomb fuel . . . a concerted international effort is 
urgently needed to keep it from progressing further.”57 The Times con-
gratulated Bush for his “sensible” push for “more intrusive inspections” 
and for encouraging the IAEA to “press Iran for more details” about its 
nuclear program. It worried that Iran might be “playing games of hide-
and-seek with the atomic energy agency,” and expounded on “fears that 
plutonium produced by [an Iranian] reactor could be diverted to a secret 
weapons program.”58

Times editors seemed unfazed by a 2005 U.S. intelligence estimate 
that Iran was ten years away from developing a nuclear bomb.59 The paper 
warned: “There is no question that Iran has been covertly developing 
capacity to build nuclear weapons, and that diplomacy has so far failed 
to end these efforts.”60 The point of divergence between the Post and 
Times centered on strategic assessments of the desirability of using force. 
The Times dismissed a military strike, which “would almost certainly do 
far more harm than good.” The objection was based on a lack of support 
from allies because “no major American ally, including Britain, favors such 
an approach.”61 The paper was also concerned that a strike would fail: 
“American planes and missiles alone cannot knock out all of Iran’s many 
secret nuclear sites. . . . An invasion of a country almost three times as 
populous as Iraq is well beyond the means of America’s depleted ground 
forces.”62 Rather than supporting military action, the Times endorsed eco-
nomic sanctions.63

The Times reaction to the 2007 NIE was fairly optimistic: “There 
is a lot of good news” in the finding that Iran “halted its secret nuclear 
weapons program in 2003, which means that President Bush has abso-
lutely no excuse for going to war against Iran.”64 The paper expressed 
relief “that the intelligence community is now willing to question its own 
assumptions and challenge the White House’s fevered rhetoric.” Despite 
significant criticism of Bush, the Times continually stressed that Iran was 
a threat. The paper questioned the intelligence community’s “high confi-
dence” conclusion that Iran ended its weapons program.65 Times editors 
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worried that Iran “stopped only after it got caught and was threatened 
with international punishment. Even now, Tehran’s scientists are working 
to master the skills to make nuclear fuel—the hardest part of building a 
weapon.” Editorializing during Obama’s presidency raised renewed con-
cerns about an Iranian threat.66

Reporting on Iran during the Bush presidency complemented edi-
torializing. Research on reporting from 2003 through 2007 finds that the 
nuclear weapons theme dominated stories on Iran. During the Bush era, 
television stories were more than four times more likely to suggest that 
Iran was developing nuclear weapons than claiming that Iran was not 
developing them. Print reporting was twice as likely to suggest Iran was 
developing weapons. Print reporters referred to the IAEA in nearly three-
quarters of stories.67 Discussion of the IAEA’s failure to find evidence of 
nuclear weapons, however, appeared far less often. Belligerent rhetoric 
framing Iran as a “danger,” a “threat,” or emphasizing “fear” of nuclear 
weapons appeared twice as often as rhetoric emphasizing the “danger,” 
“threat,” or “fear” of the United States and its allies to Iran.68 Linking Iran 
to nuclear weapons was in large part the product of journalistic norms 
stressing “objectivity” as deference to government, as official sources far 
outnumbered any other type of source in stories.69 Intelligence agencies’ 
questioning of the president did succeed for a time in rolling back the 
campaign of fear. After the release of the 2007 NIE, stories depicting the 
Iranian “threat” were less common in following months.70 This rollback, 
however, was erased by the time Obama took office, as the new president 
made confronting Iran a high priority.

Iran in the Age of Obama

Following Obama’s election little changed regarding journalists’ embrac-
ing fearful rhetoric. As with Bush, Obama constructed a public image of 
his presidency as committed to negotiations. Editorials and news stories 
depicted Iran as a mounting danger, despite uncertainties in intelligence 
assessments. The Post’s editorials exuded certainty of Iran’s malicious inten-
tions. The paper framed the discovery of the “secret” nuclear enrichment 
facility at Qom as an “intelligence coup for the United States,” despite 
the failure to uncover uranium that was suitable for a nuclear weapon.71 
This failure was of little concern because the Post was sure that Iran was 
growing “steadily closer to producing nuclear weapons.”72 The paper made 
dire predictions about the United States “running out of time to stop 
Iran’s nuclear program”:
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Western governments must recognize that the sanctions they 
have so far put in place, and covert operations aimed at sabotag-
ing Iranian centrifuges and killing scientists, have not succeeded 
in changing the regime’s intentions. . . . The IAEA reports that 
uranium enrichment continues at a steady pace—4.9 tons of 
low-enriched materials have been produced, enough for four 
bombs with further processing. . . . Iran continues to install 
centrifuges in a new underground facility [at Qom] and says 
it will step up production of higher-enriched uranium, which 
could be quickly converted to bomb-grade material (emphasis 
added).

By 2012 the Post grew more pessimistic, concluding that U.N. efforts 
to persuade Iran to “end their quest for nuclear weapons” was a “fool’s 
errand” that “doesn’t seem even remotely likely to succeed.”74 “U.S. diplo-
macy now appears to be directed at persuading Israel to hold off on a 
strike at least until next year [2013], though that could mean allowing 
Iran’s nuclear capabilities to advance to the point where only U.S. military 
action would be effective.” While such language stopped short of endors-
ing a tactical strike, it implied that such an attack might be necessary.75

Since Bush’s 2003 Axis of Evil speech, media outlets regularly framed 
Iran as on the cusp of developing dangerous weapons—within a year 
or less of the reporting of each story.76 Such weapons, however, never 
emerged over nearly a decade of reporting. Warnings of an immediate 
threat were propagandistic considering the dire nature of the warning 
and their consistent failure to materialize. There is a significant difference 
between reports suggesting the possibility of a threat and warning of an 
imminent threat.

The fear of weaponization appeared for years in the post-Bush edi-
torials in the Times as well. The paper wrote of the “truth” that Iran 
retained “nuclear ambitions” following the 2011 IAEA report alleging Iran 
completed computer modeling of nuclear explosions. Such editorializing 
suggested a strong skepticism of the 2007 and 2010 NIEs. The Times 
heralded the “meticulous sourcing” of the 2011 IAEA report, using it as 
a rallying point in calling for sanctions.77 The major difference between 
Times and Post editorials was the divergence over the means of addressing 
Iran’s “threat.” While the Post criticized Obama for “half-measures” on 
Iran, the Times was more optimistic about negotiations.78 The Post pro-
claimed, “only regime change will stop the Iranian nuclear program”; the 
Times called for a “constructive tone and efforts to engage the mullah-led 
government.” The Times did criticize Obama, declaring that the president’s 
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“willingness to talk is encouraging, but absent a lot more pressure, there’s 
almost no chance that Iran’s leaders will ever abandon their nuclear ambi-
tions” or their “ambivalent” stance toward negotiations.79 The 2011 IAEA 
report supposedly demonstrated the need “to quickly impose a new round 
of even tougher sanctions on Iran.”80

As in the Bush era, the Times expressed opposition to military action. 
It referred to an Israeli strike as “frightening”: “We’re not sure any mix 
of sanctions and inducements can wean Tehran of its nuclear ambitions. 
We are sure that a military attack would be a disaster—and the current 
saber-rattling from Israel should make everyone nervous. A military strike 
would not set back Iran’s program for very long. It would rally Iranians 
around their illegitimate government. And it would produce a huge anti-
Israeli and anti-American backlash around the world.”81 As the Post grew 
more dismissive of negotiations, the Times increased its support for them, 
feeling “there is time and space” to “keep working toward a diplomatic 
solution.”82

Reporting in the Obama era mirrored the Bush era in construct-
ing an image of Iran as a rogue state. The continued embrace of fearful 
language flew in the face of the 2007 and 2010 NIEs, which questioned 
the Bush-Obama narrative. While newspapers were two to four times 
more likely to suggest Iran was developing weapons from 2003 to 2007, 
reporting changed little during Obama’s first term. Table 4.1 suggests that 
in prominent media, reporting favored claims that Iran was developing 
nuclear weapons. The ratio of reporting suggesting Iran was a danger, 
compared to suggestions that Iran was not a threat ranged from as low as 
1.6:1 to as high as 7:1. Ratios were created by measuring the total number 
of stories in which the “peaceful” and “military” frames appeared. Peaceful 
frames included associations between Iran’s nuclear program and “peace” 
or “peaceful” intentions, and discussion of the “energy” aspects of the 
program. The military frame included discussion of a “nuclear weapon,” 
“nuclear bomb,” or “nuclear ambition(s)”—“ambition” implying that Iran 
retained plans for weapons development.83 These categories suggest that 
Obama’s framing of Iran transferred over to news stories.

Table 4.1 is relevant to scholarly claims that journalists undermine 
official political agendas. “Bad news” scholars frame the mass media as 
challenging government authority by overreporting conflict in govern-
ment. This chapter found that journalists amplified official messages on 
Iran. Journalists echoed Bush’s and Obama’s efforts to frame Iran as a 
danger. There was no “liberal bias” because news reports heavily reinforced 
Republican and Democratic administrations’ rhetoric. While the Times 
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voiced liberal bias and the Post expressed conservative bias in editorials, 
nothing suggested that these prominent newspapers were uniformly liberal.

Evidence of partisan bias in cable programming was abundant. 
Republican officials such as congressional minority leader John Boehner 
(R–OH) and House minority whip Eric Cantor (R–VA) opposed U.S.-
Iranian negotiations, and right-wing media pundits agreed.84 Fox News 
hosts agreed that Iran was a threat, but criticized Obama for failing to 
address the danger. Fox host Sean Hannity chastised Obama for being 
“weak” on pressuring Iran over nuclear weapons; Bill O’Reilly called for 
Obama to impose a naval blockade.85 However, editorializing at Fox was 
not one-dimensionally critical of Obama. On the largest issue—whether 
Iran constituted a threat—Fox pundits agreed. MSNBC voiced strong 
support for Obama. Ed Schultz congratulated Obama for having “come 
out strong with a warning to Iran” to “come clean with your nuclear 
activities.” Rachel Maddow sided with Obama on pushing for negotiations 
instead of military engagement.86

Contrary to partisan programming, journalistic objectivity pres-
sured reporters to avoid partisan judgments. As table 4.2 suggests, report-
ers deferred to the president’s claims. Nonpresidential actors included 
congressional Republicans, the Iranian opposition (President Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad), and weapons inspectors. These actors could have provided 
counternarratives to the president’s message. Ahmadinejad consistently 
announced that Iran was not developing nuclear weapons. Inspectors pro-
vided a counterweight via reports that seriously questioned whether Iran 
was a threat. Finally, congressional Republicans agreed with Obama that 
Iran was a threat, but pushed for more confrontational policies.

Table 4.1. Reporting of Iran’s Nuclear Program: Military vs. Peaceful Intent 
(April–September 2009)

News outlet Threat to nonthreat ratio in reporting

New York Times 2.6:1
Washington Post 3.1:1
Houston Chronicle 2.8:1
CBS  4.2:1
NBC  7:1
Fox News 2.2:1
MSNBC 1.6:1

Source: LexisNexis.

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



Table 4.2. Reporting of Major Actors in U.S. Conflict with Iran (April–September 2009)

Percent of actors appearing in stories

 News outlet    

 New York Washington Houston CBS NBC Fox MSNBC 
Political actor Times Post Chronicle News News News News

Obama administration 55% 58% 48% 61% 62% 66% 48%
Congressional Republicans 4% 5% 4% 3% 3% 8% 18%
Ahmadinejad 22% 20% 37% 21% 25% 21% 26%
International inspectors 19% 16% 12% 14% 10% 4% 8%

Source: LexisNexis.
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None of the nonpresidential actors in table 4.2 appeared as often 
as Obama administration officials, which were the most commonly men-
tioned sources.87 While domestic intelligence officials could have chal-
lenged Obama’s rhetoric, the nonpublic nature of their employment meant 
that expecting rank-and-file officials to fulfill the kind of public role 
political officials or IAEA representatives played was unrealistic. The lat-
ter are not subject to the same political pressures as bureaucrats working 
under the president. Heads of U.S. intelligence agencies are not com-
monly known for taking vigilant public stances against the presidents 
who supervise them.

Print and television journalists practiced objectivity, relying on offi-
cial views over their own. In contrast to objective outlets such as the 
Times and CBS, Fox and MSNBC pundits expressed their partisan views. 
These views were not consistently favorable to or critical of Obama. Fox 
commentary challenged the means through which Obama addressed the 
Iranian “threat.” There is good reason to conclude that critical partisan 
views expressed at Fox did not significantly alter the political-media debate 
against the president. Fox’s challenges to Obama’s strategy never under-
mined the broader message of the Iranian threat, which both partisan and 
nonpartisan media embraced.

Effects of Elite Discourse on Public Opinion

Political-media discourse on Iran exerted a significant impact on public 
opinion. Americans’ attitudes were generally aligned with those of political 
officials. Support for official viewpoints cuts across the Bush and Obama 
years. Figure 4.1 documents how public opinion fluctuated between 2006 
and 2012. The vast majority of Americans retained unfavorable opinions 
of Iran and felt it was developing nuclear weapons. By 2009 most Ameri-
cans supported taking military action. A majority also supported the use 
of diplomacy in line with Bush’s and Obama’s publicly stated objectives. 
The only position that failed to receive majority support was the feeling 
that the United States should “take military action now,” which scarcely 
received even 20 percent approval.88 The most notable change in figure 
4.1 is the growth in fears that Iran was developing nuclear weapons from 
the year-and-a-half between early 2008 and mid- to late 2009. During 
this period the number of Americans worried that Iran was developing 
weapons grew by nearly 30 percentage points, while support for military 
action increased by about 10 percentage points. Public concerns continued 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



176 Selling War, Selling Hope

into 2012, and 79 percent of Americans felt it was “extremely important” 
or “very important” to prevent Iran from developing a nuclear weapon. 
The only policy issues more concerning to Americans were Social Secu-
rity, Medicare, economic growth, and jobs.89 By early 2012, 56 percent 
supported “military action against Iran if there is evidence that Iran is 
building nuclear weapons”; 62 percent supported Israel taking military 
action with U.S. backing. By late 2012, 56 percent felt it “is more impor-
tant” to “take a firm stand against Iranian actions” rather than “to avoid 
a military conflict.”90

How much of Americans’ hostility toward Iran was the product of 
confrontational political-media discourse? This discourse played a promi-
nent role in influencing attitudes because Americans were unlikely to 
hear much about Iran outside of media content dominated by political 
officials. Previous research concluded that increased consumption of news 
on Iran from 2005 to 2006 was associated with growing fears that Iran 
was developing nuclear weapons after statistically controlling for respon-
dents’ partisanship, ideology, race, education, and sex. Fears of an Iranian 
threat were common for consumers of CNN, MSNBC, and Fox, and 
were attributed to the official source bias seen there.91 Public support for 

Figure 4.1. Public Opinion on Iran (February 2006–December 2012)

Sources: CNN, NBC News/Wall Street Journal, Gallup, and CBS News surveys.
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177An Iranian Threat?

Obama on Iran was heavily mediated. A significant portion of Americans 
was paying close attention to reporting on Iran in 2009 and public fear 
was spiking. At that point, as many Americans (41 percent) reported hav-
ing read or heard “a lot” on “the dispute about Iran’s nuclear program” as 
reported paying only “a little attention.” Just 18 percent had read or heard 
“nothing” about the situation.92 Majority public attention was apparent 
for years. Pew Research Center data from figure 4.2 demonstrates that 
between 45 to 60 percent of Americans followed the U.S. conflict with 
Iran “very” or “fairly closely” between 2006 and 2012.

Pro-administration effects occurred across a variety of questions 
Pew Research Center posed in October 2009. Acceptance of the Obama 
administration’s rhetoric of hope—specifically the announcement that the 
United States would deal with the Iranian “threat” through negotiations 
and sanctions—was more common among heavy news viewers. As evi-
dent in figure 4.3, support for negotiations with Iran was 13 percentage 
points higher among those paying “a lot” of attention to political-media 
discourse compared to those paying no attention. Similarly, support for 

Figure 4.2. Public Attention to Iranian Nuclear Issues (March 2006–March 
2012)

Source: Pew surveys.
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178 Selling War, Selling Hope

increased sanctions was 19 percentage points higher for those paying 
close attention over those paying no attention. These relationships were 
statistically significant after controlling for respondents’ partisanship, ideol-
ogy, race, education, sex, and age.93 The findings also relate to elite and 
democratic theories of public opinion. Consistent with elite theory, most 
Americans were ignorant of critical views challenging the Iran “threat” 
narrative. In line with democratic (rational public) theory, Americans’ opin-
ions were a predictable product of the one-sided information disseminated 
by journalists.

Potential concerns with whether partisan talk radio and cable (Fox 
News) undermined presidential leadership were unwarranted. To suggest 
that partisan media undermined the president’s agenda is to assume that 
partisanship itself played a significant role in influencing the public’s atti-
tudes on Iran. This was not the case. An examination of the October 
Pew survey from figure 4.3 finds that respondents’ partisanship was not 
significantly associated with opinions of Obama on negotiations and sanc-
tions. Furthermore, a strong majority of Republicans supported Obama’s 
Iran agenda: 66 percent of Republicans supported U.S.-Iranian negotia-
tions, while 90 percent supported Obama’s efforts to expand sanctions. 
In short, partisanship played little role in driving opposition to Obama. 
Regarding nuclear weapons, Bush and Obama were effective in construct-
ing the image of an Iranian threat. Both administrations were aided by 
agreement from the two parties that Iran was endangering U.S. security, 
on the appropriateness of sanctions, and that the United States should 
commit—at least rhetorically—to negotiations.

Figure 4.3. Mass Media and Public Opinion on Iran (October 2009)

Source: Pew survey (October 2009).
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Experimental Evidence of Framing Effects on Iran

Bush and Obama’s framing efforts—positively filtered through media—
effectively cultivated public support for U.S. policy toward Iran. However, 
the relationship between increased media consumption and support for 
presidential rhetoric could theoretically be a function of reverse cause and 
effect; increased public acceptance of a threat among politically attentive 
Americans could have provided a motivation for coverage more sympa-
thetic to presidential messages that stressed a threat from Iran. By this 
logic, public opinion could be driving media coverage, with coverage 
then pressuring the president to rhetorically confront Iran. This possibil-
ity, however, is highly unlikely. The association between growing attention 
to Iran and public acceptance of the rhetoric of fear is most likely due 
to the following reasons: First, journalistic objectivity privileges official 
sources over nonofficial ones. Political leaders, rather than the public at 
large, are the dominant actors in setting the media agenda.94 Previous 
studies find that official sources are dominant in news, while nonofficial 
voices appear far less often.95 Public opinion surveys, although reported 
at times in news reports, did not appear with any regularity in stories 
on U.S. foreign policy.96

Second, the public is heavily reliant on the media for basic details 
concerning political matters—especially with regard to foreign policy. The 
vast majority of Americans lack direct experience with foreign issues. They 
are dependent on official actors and journalists to provide information 
about the world. They retain no independence in dictating coverage and 
in fact know little outside of what they see, read, and hear in the news 
or what they hear from others (which is itself heavily mediated).

Third, scholarly evidence suggests “politicians don’t pander” to public 
opinion. Rather, they seek to fit public opinion around their preexist-
ing policy agendas.97 Presidents retain their own political agendas, which 
they attempt to “sell” to the public. People do not appear to be forming 
their own independent opinions on Iran or pushing those views into the 
media, or dictating foreign policy. This is not to suggest that the public 
is always ineffective in imposing limits on policy, but to point out that 
officials attempt to remain as free from public pressure as possible. The 
Bush administration conceded this point, admitting that it engaged in a 
campaign to “sell” war with Iraq, rather than implementing the will of 
the people.

Finally, experimental data suggests that information disseminated by 
the media is effective in influencing foreign policy attitudes. This finding 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



180 Selling War, Selling Hope

confirms the notion that the cause-and-effect process flowed from the 
top down on Iran—from presidents through the media to the public. 
The experiment in this chapter was based on an analysis of media effects 
for approximately one hundred students from a Midwestern college. This 
sample is not representative of the entire country. What the experiment 
lacks in generalizability, however, it compensates for by demonstrating cause 
and effect of political-media discourse on attitudes. Every research method 
has its limits, but the availability of national survey data documenting media 
effects increases confidence that the effects measured in this experiment 
are real despite the artificial context created. In this experiment, students 
were asked pretest questions to gauge their opinions of Iran. Most of the 
students lacked much knowledge of the specific details covering U.S.-
Iranian relations. To compensate for this, a primer introduced students to 
the basic conflict: the United States claiming an Iranian threat and Iranian 
officials denying it. Basic questions asked of students in the pretest included:

 1. “Based on what you have heard or read, do you think the 
government of Iran is actively developing nuclear weapons 
or not actively developing weapons?”

  a. Is developing weapons
  b. Is not developing weapons

 2. Would you say that Iran represents a very serious threat 
to the United States, a moderately serious threat, a slight 
threat, or no threat at all?

  a. A very serious threat
  b. A moderately serious threat
  c. A slight threat
  d. No threat at all

 3. Based on what you have heard or read, how do you feel 
about the following statement: “Iran is attempting to devel-
op its own nuclear weapons”?

  a. Strongly disagree
  b. Somewhat disagree
  c. Somewhat agree
  d. Strongly agree

Students were also presented with “Don’t know” and “No opinion” 
options, which proved valuable for many respondents who were not famil-
iar enough with Iran to comfortably choose any of the other options.98
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After the pretest students were told: “The goal of this activity is 
to familiarize you with debates related to specific policy issues and see 
how access to information influences people’s feelings on these issues. 
This activity focuses on U.S.-Iranian relations over the last decade.” Stu-
dents received a 2011 Times article outlining the charges against Iran. 
The article reported on IAEA evidence discussing allegations of Iranian 
computer models for developing a nuclear warhead trigger. The story 
referenced the 2007 NIE conclusion that Iran ended its nuclear weapons 
program. It also discussed “over a thousand pages” of IAEA documents 
presumably leaked from Iran, suggesting “research, development, and test-
ing activities” related to nuclear weapons. The article cited the claim of 
an Iranian official that the IAEA report was “unbalanced, unprofessional, 
and politically motivated.”99

Following the background article, students read assigned articles that 
were either favorable to, or critical of, the “Iranian threat” narrative. Stu-
dents were randomly assigned to a group to protect against “selection 
bias”—and to ensure that a balanced distribution of students from different 
ideological persuasions and backgrounds were represented in each group.100 
For the two groups, one contained five articles heavily supportive of 
Bush and Obama’s rhetoric on Iran, while the other group contained five 
articles that questioned the alleged threat. The group reading arguments 
stressing an Iranian threat (which I designate here the “threat” group) 
read five stories and commentaries from U.S. and British media sources.

Articles from newspapers covering Iran’s nuclear program were 
assigned to simulate the type of information consumers read in the real 
world. The threat group was exposed to many negative comments on Iran. 
One 2011 Guardian newspaper article contained an image of a nuclear 
mushroom cloud, under the title “IAEA Due to Expose Iranian Nuclear 
Weapons Design and Testing Facility.” That article was supplemented by 
a 2011 Times op-ed that advocated for efforts to “contain” Iran, warn-
ing that the country “is not fiddling around with nuclear triggers and 
high-precision detonators because it wants to generate electricity. It seeks 
a military-nuclear capability common to its region (Israel Pakistan, India, 
and Russia).”101 A second article assigned to those in the “threat” group 
was a 2012 Times story reporting Iran was near completion of its Fordo 
nuclear enrichment facility near Qom and warnings from Obama that 
time was “running out” to prevent Iran from developing weapons.102 The 
third article—a 2011 Times editorial referencing an IAEA report that Iran 
was secretly working on a nuclear explosion technology and nuclear war-
heads—and arguing for increased sanctions—was also included.103

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



182 Selling War, Selling Hope

Next I included a 2011 Post editorial claiming that the United 
States was “running out of time” on Iran and that a 2011 IAEA report 
demonstrated “Iran’s nuclear program has an explicit military dimension, 
aimed at producing a warhead that can be fitted onto one of the coun-
try’s medium-range missiles.”104 Finally, students read a 2011 Post edito-
rial lambasting Obama for “half measures” in dealing with Iran, which 
included Obama’s plan for (1) intensified sanctions on Iran’s oil industry, 
but a failure to block oil exports; and (2) Obama’s designation of Iran’s 
banking system as “a primary money laundering concern,” which could 
“prompt banks and companies around the world to cease doing business 
with the country,” although Obama “declined to directly sanction [Iran’s] 
central bank.”105 When taken together, these articles suggested a serious 
Iranian threat and stressed the need for confronting that “threat.”

In contrast to the threat group, those in the second group (the “dis-
senting” group) were provided five articles questioning the evidence that 
Iran was a security danger. The first article was an investigative IPS report, 
which cited IAEA sources challenging the claim that there was evidence 
Iran was pursuing a nuclear weapon. The article referred to claims of a 
nuclear trigger, nuclear-explosion–based computer modeling, and nuclear 
warhead development as questionable—even fraudulent. A second inves-
tigative news piece was also included, criticizing IAEA official Olli Hei-
nonen for relying on forged documents in making the case against Iran. 
A third piece was a report from a U.S. alternative news source drawing 
attention to the fact that the Russian scientist alleging Iran was develop-
ing a nuclear detonation system was not an expert on nuclear weapons, 
but on nanodiamond explosives.106

I also included a fourth story—a 2007 Times piece summarizing 
the NIE conclusion that Iran had halted its weapons program in 2003.107 
Next was a 2010 report by the Israeli newspaper Haaretz, which directed 
attention to a secret U.S.-Israeli agreement in which the United States 
would ship nuclear supplies and nuclear technology to Israel. The report 
was controversial at a time when Western officials were criticizing Iran 
for nuclear weapons development and other countries were pressuring 
Israel (which retains nuclear weapons) to increase transparency regarding 
its nuclear stockpiles.108 Readers could interpret the story as evidence of 
Western hypocrisy when it came to opposing Iranian weapons develop-
ment. Finally, I included a 2010 IPS report informing readers about U.S. 
plans to extract plutonium from its nuclear reactors for developing new 
nuclear weapons, in violation of U.S. obligation under the nonproliferation 
treaty to disarm its nuclear stockpile.109 Overall, these articles presented 
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serious challenges to U.S.-allied nuclear activities in addition to question-
ing the extent of the Iranian “threat.”

Immediately after experiment participants completed their readings, 
they were asked to answer posttest questions identical to the pretest ques-
tions to measure how respondents’ attitudes changed after exposure to 
new information. The change in attitudes from the “threat” group was an 
attempt to measure how media reinforce presidential messages. Any change 
in attitudes after reading articles from the “dissenting” group measure what 
public opinion might look like if Americans were exposed to information 
questioning the official narrative.

This experiment found evidence of the effects of political-media dis-
course on public attitudes. Figure 4.4 documents significant framing effects 
of the news across the questions examined. The vertical axis represents a 
measurement of change in attitudes from the pretest to posttest; positive 
movement suggests growing support for presidential messages, and nega-
tive movement suggests growing suspicion of those messages. Exposure to 
stories in the threat group produced between 20 to 30 percentage points 
greater support for presidential positions. In contrast, exposure to stories 

Figure 4.4. Experimental Framing Effects for Public Perceptions of Iran and 
Nuclear Proliferation

Source: Author’s primary data collection.
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in the dissenting group produced between 15 to 20 percentage points 
greater skepticism toward presidential messages. The changes in attitudes 
for respondents in both groups were statistically significant for all three 
questions after controlling for respondents’ age, race, sex, ideology, and 
political partisanship.110 These differences add up to a 35- to 50-percentage 
point gap in total between the changes in attitudes across both groups.

A Closer Examination of Experimental Findings

Experimental and survey data on effects of media content are useful in 
understanding broad trends, but this experiment went beyond introducing 
a few stories, a pretest, and a posttest. It asked participants to provide the 
reasons why they answered survey questions the way they did. Respon-
dents were asked to discuss what they read that affected their opinions 
most. Responses varied, but in general verified the power of political-
media discourse to influence public opinion.

A common response from those in the threat group was that the 
intelligence was credible in convincing them Iran was dangerous. They 
viewed U.N. weapons inspectors as professionals whose conclusions should 
be taken seriously. One participant explained: “Public statements from 
the U.N. are based off of extensive research done in collaboration from 
several countries, since the U.N. itself is a composition of many power-
ful countries. . . . Additionally, Iran seems to be getting away with more 
production of nuclear materials, and as long as there isn’t an entity that 
moves to stop Iran, the country will continue production.” Another par-
ticipant described how his skepticism toward official sources could be 
reconciled with confidence in such sources: “I know that people lie, but 
we are taught in news stories that we can trust agencies like the IAEA 
and their findings. If a credible international organization releases docu-
ments with more than 1,000 pages of evidence of Iran’s nuclear program, 
then I’m prone to believe it.”

Respondents embraced claims of an Iranian threat. A few examples:

All the evidence is there. Iran has experimented with devices 
for making a nuclear warhead. I hope something in the near 
future is figured out to help prevent Iran from experimenting 
with nuclear weapons. If nothing’s done, I see the possibility 
of many negative things happening and the U.S. being in real 
danger.
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I think the world is realizing they might be running out of 
time when it comes to Iran. Iran’s nuclear program is getting 
stronger and closer to completion. If we don’t stop them now, 
it might be too late in coming years.

It’s clear that Iran is working on nuclear bombs, and that 
they’re about to bring together all the pieces of the puzzle to 
build a weapon. Iran’s already testing triggers for these bombs 
and inspectors have gathered a lot of evidence of a threat.

Not every participant was convinced. Much uncertainty remained for 
some readers. Skepticism toward the evidence was common since approxi-
mately half of respondents in the threat group expressed no change in 
their answers in the posttest.

Individuals assigned to the dissenting group had a different outlook. 
Respondents were more likely to display skepticism about the legitimacy 
of allegations about Iran. One participant suggested that political officials 
were creating fear to sell a war: “I don’t think that Iran poses a substantial 
nuclear threat to either America or the world. The government is using 
the old media trick to manipulate us and build sufficient grounds for 
military intervention.” Counterclaims suggesting that IAEA evidence was 
fraudulent were taken seriously. One participant responded: “Some of the 
things that we hear are obviously taken out of context and not given to us 
properly. Some are even exaggerated to scare us a little more. It seems that 
everything that we once believed to be true is now being proven wrong. 
It’s crazy to think that we believe all of the things that the government 
says but I don’t believe Iran has nuclear weapons and they aren’t a threat 
to us.” Another concern was that simple repetition of a theme could lead 
to acceptance of a threat. One respondent stated: “Simply because some-
one says something over and over doesn’t make it true. We have been at 
“war” for far too many years to have not found anything even similar to 
a nuclear weapon in Iran. Where is the proof anyway? The way I see it, I 
wouldn’t even care nor believe this until I am given hard proof.” Suspicion 
of official rhetoric was likely heightened among those in the dissenting 
group due to recent experiences with the manipulation of intelligence 
on Iraq. The conclusion that the government was relying on questionable 
information was easy for many to accept after living through, or hearing 
about, the Iraq war from their parents. The Iraq-Iran parallel appeared 
in numerous accounts: “Many fabrications were told about Iraq. Obama 
followed Bush’s lead. If the media would not continuously write stories 
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about Iran and nuclear weapons, then maybe the outrage that Americans 
have for Iran would be limited.” Perceived U.S. hypocrisy accompanied 
the Iraq-Iran parallel: “Just like the faulty Iraq intelligence, the question 
of authenticity is important. While most of the evidence seems to suggest 
that development of nuclear weapons in Iran ended in 2003, Obama is 
making sure Iran is not allowed to make nuclear weapons. This all seems 
very hypocritical because over the last few years new nuclear weapons are 
being developed in this country, yet the media make no mention of this.” 
Critical information did not always produce increased opposition to Bush 
and Obama’s rhetoric. Much uncertainty appeared in responses within the 
dissenting group. More than half of respondents indicated no change in 
opinion in the posttest. Uncertainty included suspicion that respondents 
were not hearing the entire story from political leaders and journalists. 
Respondents became increasingly open to the possibility that Iran possessed 
nuclear weapons, while refusing to uncritically accept presidential rhetoric.

Everyone talks about Iran trying to build nuclear weapons 
so I just thought it was true. . . . Now, I don’t know that I 
believe it. . . . If anything, the U.S. is making the world a more 
dangerous place because it is said that they [sic] are going to 
strengthen Israel’s nuclear weapons. I think that Iran could pos-
sibly be thinking about building them and keeping it an option, but 
I’m not sure I think they are actually building them at this 
time (emphasis added).

Much of the information I read indicates that Iran may not be 
in the process of creating a nuclear weapon. Although opinions 
differ, I feel that the media are being given information that 
may not be true. I can’t be sure about Iran, but I think the 
nuclear weapons program the media insists on scaring us with, 
at least at this time, may not exist.

The responses from those assigned to the dissenting group reflect the kind 
of thoughts one would expect after being presented critical information 
on the Iranian “threat.” Growing skepticism among respondents emerged 
when serious disagreements between U.S. officials, intelligence agencies, 
and inspectors regarding Iran became clear. Historical counterfactuals are 
always tenuous at best, but these findings at least raise questions about 
what public opinion might look like if reporters consistently focused on 
challenges to Bush’s claims prior to the Iraq war. Could critical media 
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reporting on Iraq’s alleged WMDs have prevented a war from taking 
place? We cannot answer this question with certainty. However, had media 
discourse been more critical, it is at least possible that Americans would 
have raised more questions.

Concluding Lessons

The lessons of this chapter mirror those from the Iraq case study. Three 
basic themes arose from examining Iran. First, presidents benefit from 
the power to construct narratives that cultivate public support for U.S. 
foreign policy. With Iran, the rhetoric of fear and the rhetoric of hope 
were powerful motivators for mobilizing support for the president. Such 
rhetoric aided presidents in dominating the foreign policy process. Second, 
the media were thoroughly dependent on political officials in reporting 
news on Iran. Objective practices meant that reporters did not place their 
own partisan views into the news, but merely reported what officials were 
saying. Since both parties agreed that Iran was a threat, that message had 
little trouble dominating media coverage. Reporting on Iran was different 
from the expectations of those claiming a “watchdog” or “liberal” media 
bias. If there were ever a case where journalists could introduce liberal 
antiwar challenges to a Republican president, Iran was that case. Increased 
journalistic skepticism could have been defended as appropriate after the 
submissiveness of the media prior to the Iraq war. Journalists, however, 
did not undermine a Republican president in favor of a Democratic one. 
Rather, they privileged the voices of both presidents.

Finally, public opinion on Iran fits the expectations of both elite 
theorists and democratic “rational public” theorists. Confirming elite 
theory, attentive Americans exuded far more certainty about an Iranian 
“threat” than they should have if they were provided with critical views. 
As a result, public opinion remained ignorant to the full range of pos-
sibilities concerning Iran’s nuclear program. Consistent with democratic 
theory, public opinion also appeared “rational” in that growth in criti-
cal attitudes toward Iran is expected when political-media discourse was 
dominated by fearful rhetoric. In an environment where information is 
so one-sided, the “rational” expectation is to observe widespread public 
misinformation. Such rationality is of course limited in that it is not 
really rational to form opinions based on misinformation, but few other 
alternatives seemed possible when citizens were denied the information 
needed to challenge official rhetoric.
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5

From Fear to Democracy

Presidential Rhetoric in the Arab Spring

We have witnessed an extraordinary change taking place in the 
Middle East and North Africa. Square by square, town by town, 
country by country, the people have risen up to demand their basic 
human rights. Two leaders have stepped aside. More may follow. And 
though these countries may be a great distance from our shores, we 
know that our own future is bound to this region by the forces of 
economics and security, by history and by faith.1

—Barack Obama, U.S. President,  
Comments on the Arab Spring, May 19, 2011

We’re disappointed in seeing Tunisia and Morocco elect Islamist gov-
ernments. We’re very concerned in seeing the new leader in Egypt 
as an Islamist leader. It is our hope to move these nations toward a 
more modern view of the world and to not present a threat to their 
neighbors and to the other nations of the world.2

—Mitt Romney, Republican U.S. Presidential Candidate, Com-
ments on Islamist Influences in the Arab Spring, July 2012

From 2010 onward, the Arab Spring entered Americans’ consciousness. 
Coverage of revolts in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Bahrain, Syria, and elsewhere 
received growing attention from political officials and journalists. Public 
discussion of the revolts ranged from cautiously optimistic to paternal-
istically contemptuous. Republican presidential candidate Mitt Romney 
embraced the latter approach, attacking voters in Tunisia, Morocco, and 
Egypt for electing religious leaders seeking to infuse Islamist principles 
into government. President Obama expressed the former approach, rhetor-

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



190 Selling War, Selling Hope

ically embracing the Arab uprisings, while supporting repressive regimes in 
the region. U.S. military aid is traditionally directed toward countries with 
some of the worst human rights records. U.S. commitment to “democ-
racy promotion” in the Middle East ranges between selective embrace of 
democracy in countries adopting a market approach (such as Israel and 
Turkey) to an active contempt for democracy in allied repressive regimes 
such as Saudi Arabia and Egypt prior to the 2011 revolution and after 
the 2012 restoration of the military dictatorship.3

American presidents have long supported repressive regimes in the 
Middle East that deny democratic representation.4 Romney’s attack on 
Middle East elections was paternalistic in its rejection of people’s right to 
choose their leaders independent of U.S. preferences. Obama’s rhetorical 
embrace of the Arab Spring was accompanied by support for repres-
sive, undemocratic governments such as Hosni Mubarak’s Egypt and the 
Saudi and Bahraini royal families. In Saudi Arabia, U.S. aid allowed the 
government to repress domestic rebellion in neighboring Bahrain. With 
Egypt, U.S. support for Mubarak continued until the regime’s last days, 
and Obama only announced his support for “democracy” as the govern-
ment collapsed.

From Fear to Democracy: Presidential Rhetoric  
from the ‘War on Terror’ to the Arab Spring

This chapter examines the rapid transition in presidential communica-
tion from the rhetoric of fear to the rhetoric of democracy. During the 
Bush years, fearful language represented the dominant approach in foreign 
policy—as seen in the conflicts with Afghanistan, Iraq, and Iran. Obama’s 
presidency witnessed a transition toward greater emphasis on democratic 
rhetoric. I undertake a historical analysis, coupled with empirical analysis 
of media content, presidential rhetoric, and public opinion data, docu-
menting how the language of “democracy” concerning the Middle East 
supplanted fearful language. I discuss political-media discourse on the Arab 
Spring and measure the effects of this discourse on public opinion. For 
analysis of local media content, I substitute the Chicago Daily Herald for 
the Houston Chronicle, for which I did not have database access to when 
this research was undertaken.

Two main factors most likely accounted for the transition from 
fearful to democratic rhetoric. One was the declining effectiveness of 
fearful language in cultivating support for foreign wars. Chapters 1 and 3 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



191From Fear to Democracy

documented the limits of such language in Afghanistan and Iraq. Escalat-
ing violence and instability, growing military casualties, and moral anger 
limited officials’ efforts to sustain the wars. With growing anger over the 
occupations in Afghanistan and Iraq, future support for extended wars 
seems unlikely. Short of another major terrorist attack, most Americans 
are unlikely to agree to another war with no end in sight. Under such 
constraints, Obama began to engage in foreign interventions with more 
limited timeframes—such as with the Afghanistan surge and Libya.

The second reason for the transition from the rhetoric of fear to the 
rhetoric of democracy was the Arab Spring itself. In Egypt, the rebellion 
made standing behind long-time ally Hosni Mubarak impossible for the 
United States. Sustained Egyptian mass protest meant that the old regime 
could no longer retain power and that a democratic transition was inevitable. 
Facing growing grassroots pressure throughout Muslim-majority countries 
for democratization, Obama at first opposed change (as seen in Egypt) only 
later embracing transition after it became clear that the old older could 
not survive. In cases where repressive regimes remained in power—as in 
Saudi Arabia and Bahrain—the United States helped suppress protests, while 
rhetorically committing to democracy promotion and human rights. In sum, 
the transition in presidential rhetoric from the rhetoric of fear to democracy 
is in part a result of the unsustainability of U.S. support for Middle East 
dictatorships. Citizen protest created pressure on the United States to declare 
rhetorical support for democracy, lest its foreign policy be judged globally 
as out-of-step with the needs of citizens in Muslim-majority countries. 
Growing American anger at war and the Arab Spring were interrelated. The 
Arab Spring provided a convenient pretext for U.S. leaders to continue to 
project military power in the region despite the discredited previous reason 
(“fighting terror”) used to justify foreign wars.

Fighting Anti-Muslim Stereotypes

The Arab Spring represented a challenge to negative stereotypes of Mus-
lim-majority countries as violent, extremist, and authoritarian. Anti-Mus-
lim stereotypes have long played a dominant role in American culture, but 
the Arab Spring had the potential to dismantle those stereotypes in favor 
of a more accurate understanding of life in Muslim-majority countries.

Beginning in late 2010, the first major event of the Arab Spring 
was the Tunisian rebellion against President Zine El Abidine Ben Ali. The 
Tunisian revolution was followed by rebellions against dictatorships in 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



192 Selling War, Selling Hope

Egypt and Libya, leading to the overthrow of Egyptian President Hosni 
Mubarak and Libyan President Muammar Gadhafi in February and Octo-
ber 2011, respectively. Limited change also took place in Yemen, where 
the former President Ali Abdullah Saleh ceded power to his Vice Presi-
dent Abd al-Rab Mansur al-Hadi, who “won” a February 2012 election 
in which he was the only candidate running. A civil war in Syria saw 
insurgent groups oppose the dictatorship of President Bashar al-Assad. 
Mass protests also took place in Iran, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Algeria, Iraq, 
Jordan, Kuwait, Morocco, Sudan, Lebanon, Oman, and other countries.

“Orientalism” refers to a system of stereotypes directed against Mus-
lim and Arab peoples. Orientalist stereotypes frame Muslims as extrem-
ist, exotic, and overly passionate. Orientalism gained popularity during 
the era of European colonialism, and continued into postcolonial times.5 
Many Western scholars, officials, and pundits embraced these stereotypes. 
The Arab Spring challenged Orientalism as Muslim-majority countries 
demanded democratic transformations.

Western stereotypes historically emphasize the exotic “otherness” of 
Muslim and Arab peoples. Middle East scholar Edward Said opposed such 
stereotyping, emphasizing that Orientalism frames Islam as antidemocratic 
and contemptuous of women’s rights.6 Other works identifying anti-Islam-
ic prejudice in political-media discourse complemented Said’s analysis.7 
Halliday concludes in Islam and the Myth of Confrontation that Western 
perceptions of a Muslim “threat” to Western religious, culture, and politi-
cal institutions are inaccurate.8 Islam includes differing interpretations of 
how religion should influence personal beliefs and practices, and reducing 
Islam to an effort to conquer nonbelievers is unwarranted. Arab American 
Institute founder James Zogby dismisses Orientalism as an “oversimplified, 
naïve, and even distorted image of the Middle Eastern cultures, history, 
and politics.”9 U.S. mythology depicts Muslims as “all the same,” “angry 
and consumed by contempt for the West,” driven by religious intolerance, 
and culturally and technologically backward.10

Drawing from the “Clash of Civilizations” thesis Samuel Huntington 
and Bernard Lewis popularized, Orientalism avoids cross-cultural under-
standing.11 As Halliday writes, being Islamic is “conflated with that of their 
adhering to beliefs and policies that are strictly described as ‘Islamist’ or 
‘fundamentalist.’ . . . The fact that most Muslims are not supporters of 
Islamist movements is obscured.”12 Halliday describes competing religious 
interpretations within Islam as diverse. As with other religions, “no one set 
of political or social principles” defines Islam: “To ask of Islam the answer 
to basic answers about politics and society is spurious. . . . The main texts 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



193From Fear to Democracy

of Islam are silent on whether it is desirable for societies to be organized 
around nationalism and pan-Islamism; capitalism or socialism or, for that 
matter, slavery; state control of the economy or private ownership.”13

Fish and Esposito dispel myths of the “dangers” of the Islamic faith. 
Fish finds that Muslims are no more likely than non-Muslims to support 
political violence or to reject separation of church and state.14 Esposito 
disconfirms many traditional anti-Muslim stereotypes, focusing on the mis-
understood concept of “Jihad,” which is defined as a spiritual and religious 
struggle against the “evil” that is part of all people. Jihad is a duty of all 
Muslims, commonly referenced in the Koran—a “struggle” against evil 
and “striving” to live according to God’s law. “Jihad requires Muslims to 
‘struggle’ in the way of God,” or to “struggle to improve one’s self and/
or society.” Four kinds of Jihad exist: struggle against one’s self, struggle 
of “the hand,” struggle of “the tongue,” and struggle of “the sword.”15 
Practicing Muslims may understand the nuances associated with Jihad, 
but American journalists, officials, and pundits often strip away intellectual 
understanding of the term, portraying it as exclusively terrorist. This is 
problematic for Muslims who understand Jihad as eschewing violence.

Orientalism in American Discourse

If Said and other scholars are correct that Muslim stereotypes bias Ameri-
can discourse, this bias should be observable in public attitudes. Extensive 
research documents Orientalist stereotyping in American discourse and 
culture.16 I will not rehash ground that is well covered in previous studies. 
However, the question of whether Orientalist stereotypes cultivate public 
anxiety toward Muslims is neglected in scholarship.

Public opinion data demonstrates a link between increased media 
consumption and anti-Muslim prejudice. The 2007 Pew survey of reli-
gious attitudes asked Americans about their perceptions of Islam. Par-
ticipants were asked which experiences “had the biggest influence on 
your view of Muslims.” Options included: “a personal experience,” “the 
views of your friends and family,” “what you have seen or read in the 
media,” “your religious beliefs,” and “your education.” Respondents were 
also surveyed about their attitudes of Muslims. They were asked whether 
they would vote for a Muslim president, whether Islam has anything in 
common with their religion, whether Islam encourages violence more 
than other religions, and finally about their general attitude toward Islam. 
Figure 5.1 summarizes the relationship between reliance on media for 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



194 Selling War, Selling Hope

one’s information about Islam and attitudes toward the religion. Primary 
reliance on media for information about Islam was significantly associ-
ated with increasingly negative assessments of Islam for all four questions 
after controlling for respondents’ age, education, race, income, political 
party, ideology, sex, religious denomination (Christian or not), Christian 
denomination (“Born Again” Christian or not), and whether respondents 
knew a Muslim personally or not.17 Figure 5.1 suggests that those relying 
on media were between 12 to 44 percentage points more likely to hold 
negative views. Furthermore, increased consumption of media is associ-
ated with increased ignorance. As discussed later in this chapter, there is 
little evidence that Islam is “unique” in encouraging violence more than 
other religions.

The 2012 Presidential Primaries

Misrepresentation of Islam occurs in the media, and government officials 
contribute to it. Orientalist stereotypes were common among the 2012 
Republican presidential candidates. These depictions are echoed by a public 
in which four in ten claim that Islam is “likely to encourage violence more 
than other” religions and almost as many believe “most Muslims around 
the world are sympathetic to the terrorists” rather than to “the U.S.”18 
More than 40 percent claim an “unfavorable opinion of Islam” compared 

Figure 5.1. Mediated Orientalism (July 2007)

Source: Pew survey (July 2007).

 
Percent  
agreeing  

with  
each  

position

Would not 
vote for 

a Muslim 
president

Media are not 
the biggest 
influence on 
your opinions of 
Muslims

Media are the 
biggest influence 
on your opinions 
of Muslims

Islam has 
little in 

common 
with your 

religion

Islam is 
more likely 
than other 
religions to 
encourage 
violence

Unfavorable 
view of 

Islam

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



195From Fear to Democracy

to 38 percent expressing a “favorable opinion.”19 A victory for the Repub-
lican Party in the 2012 election would have placed a president who was 
openly hostile to Islam in power. Muslim stereotyping was voiced among 
all Republican front-runners, including primary winner Mitt Romney. 
Sidestepping more blatant Orientalist stereotypes, Romney offered less 
blunt criticisms. In one interview, Romney simultaneously cultivated and 
denigrated the spirit of the Arab Spring. He expressed disappointment 
with Tunisian and Egyptian elections that produced Islamist victors: “The 
Arab Spring is not appropriately named. It has become a development of 
more concern and it occurred in part because of the reluctance on the part 
of various dictators to provide more freedom to their citizens. President 
Bush urged Mubarak to move toward a more democratic posture, but 
President Obama abandoned the freedom agenda and we are seeing today 
a whirlwind of tumult in the Middle East in part because these nations 
did not embrace the reforms that could have changed the course of their 
history, in a more peaceful manner” (emphasis added).20 Putting aside Bush 
and Obama’s longstanding support for Mubarak in Egypt, Romney’s less 
blunt Orientalism revealed Western ignorance of Islam. Romney’s linking 
of entire Muslim-majority countries to violence is one of the hallmarks 
of Orientalism. His support for Bush’s “freedom agenda” is also a classic 
manifestation of Orientalism. It reflects the ethnocentric assumption that 
the West bestows the “gift” of democracy on Muslims and that “these 
nations” have taken inadequate steps toward democratization. In reality, the 
Egyptian revolution demonstrated the opposite. The Egyptian people were 
responsible for overthrowing a U.S.-supported dictatorship. Stereotypical 
thinking was evident in Romney’s assumption that Islamism represented a 
singular threat to the Middle East. Romney implied this in his attacks on 
the Egyptian and Tunisian elections, as well as in his criticisms of Egypt’s 
Muslim Brotherhood. In the 2008 Republican presidential primary, Rom-
ney warned that Islamic fundamentalism “is about Shia and Sunni. This is 
about Hizbullah and Hamas and al-Qaeda and the Muslim Brotherhood. 
This is the worldwide jihadist effort to try and cause the collapse of all 
moderate Islamic governments and replace them with a caliphate.” Rom-
ney blatantly misrepresented a complex history of Islamic thought and 
practice in the Middle East. Noteworthy was Romney’s suggestion that 
Islamist groups mentioned represented an overarching “worldwide jihadist 
effort.” To the contrary, Hezbollah and Hamas share no history of joint 
governance; Hezbollah is a Shia political and military group in Lebanon, 
while Hamas is part of the governing coalition of Palestine. Neither group 
militarily targets the United States, in contrast to al Qaeda. Furthermore, 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



196 Selling War, Selling Hope

the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt is a political organization that Middle 
East specialists concede is moderate in its political rhetoric and condemns 
the terrorism of al Qaeda.21 It shared power with secular officials in Egypt 
and does not support radical efforts to overthrow secular governments.

Romney’s rhetoric was also stereotypical in that it suggested the 
Islamic faith is largely incompatible with democracy. Global public opin-
ion data, however, suggests the opposite, with most in Muslim-majority 
countries embracing democratically elected governments that also incor-
porate Muslim religious values. Preference for religious government is not 
seen as infringing on individual rights to engage in non-Islamic religious 
practices since Islamic governments are expected to respect the religious 
freedom of all non-Muslims.

Other Republican candidates were more severe in their Orientalism 
than Romney was. Herman Cain was uncomfortable naming a Muslim to 
his cabinet, claiming that some Muslims want “to kill us.”22 Cain supported 
the “right” of communities to strip Muslims of their First Amendment 
religious expression by preventing them from building mosques. He argued 
this was “not discriminating based upon religion” because “Islam is both 
a religion and a set of laws, Sharia law.”23 Rick Santorum attacked Islam 
as inferior to other religions. He announced that equality “doesn’t come 
from Islam. It doesn’t come from the East and Eastern religions. . . . It 
comes from the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.”24 Santorum revealed 
his ignorance of Islamic history—because the “God of Abraham” includes 
both Isaac (the father of Israel) and Ishmael (the father of the Arabs). 
Ishmael is of major importance in Islam—a prophet and one of the his-
torical figures who established the Kaaba (a place for pilgrimage to the 
Saudi city of Mecca). The Kaaba is a sacred religious site for Muslims. 
Those familiar with Islam know that under Sharia, Muslims are supposed 
to respect the faith and practices of adherents to Judaism and Christianity. 
Jews and Christians are classified as “people of the book”—a reference to 
all three monotheistic religions as worshipping the same God. This point 
was lost with Santorum’s framing of Islam as an exotic religion that is 
foreign to Christianity and Judaism.

Two final candidates—Newt Gingrich and Michele Bachmann 
(R-MI)—were the most antagonistic toward Muslims. Bachmann targeted 
political officials of Muslim faith, depicting them as Islamic extremists and 
issued a series of letters to the inspector generals of various government 
agencies, alleging that the Muslim Brotherhood had infiltrated the U.S. 
government and was endangering national security. Bachmann targeted 
Representative Keith Ellison (D-MI) and Hillary Clinton’s aide Huma 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



197From Fear to Democracy

Abedin—whom Bachmann claimed had ties to the Muslim Brotherhood.25 
Bachmann claimed secret evidence of the Muslim Brotherhood’s infiltra-
tion of the U.S. government, although this claim was widely rejected by 
U.S. officials. Senator John McCain (R-AZ) dismissed Bachmann’s attack 
as “specious,” “degrading,” “unwarranted and unfounded,” while Senators 
Marco Rubio (R-FL) and Lindsey Graham (R-SC), and Representative 
John Boehner (R-OH) condemned Bachmann.26 The Muslim civil lib-
erties organization the Council on American-Islamic Relations (CAIR) 
criticized Bachmann for engaging in a McCarthyist “witch hunt” without 
presenting evidence of a threat.27

Gingrich also indulged in Orientalist rhetoric, assailing Obama for 
being “pro-Islamic.” Obama’s apology to Afghan President Hamid Karzai 
after U.S. military personnel accidentally burned of a number of Korans 
was the catalyst for Gingrich’s attack. Despite Muslims constituting less 
than 1 percent of the U.S. population, Gingrich warned that Americans 
were in danger of being “dominated by radical Islamists and with no 
understanding of what it once meant to be an American.” He opposed the 
creation of a Muslim community center and prayer area near Ground Zero 
in New York City. Comparing Islam with Nazism, Gingrich claimed that 
Muslims had no right to a community center, just as “Nazis don’t have 
the right to put a sign next to the Holocaust museum in Washington.”28 
He equated barring Muslims from working in government to screening 
out Nazis from government positions during World War II: “We did this 
in dealing with the Nazis. We did this in dealing with the Communists. 
And it was controversial both times and both times we discovered after a 
while, you know, there are some genuinely bad people who would like to 
infiltrate our country. And we have got to have the guts to stand up and 
say ‘No.’ ”29 Gingrich endorsed discrimination against Muslims as a “right” 
of government, despite constitutional protection for freedom of religion 
and freedom from religious discrimination. He announced. “there should 
be no mosque near Ground Zero in New York so long as there are no 
churches or synagogues in Saudi Arabia. The time for double standards 
that allow Islamists to behave aggressively toward us while they demand 
our weakness and submission is over.” This attack represented classic Ori-
entalism, with Islam wholly identified as extremist.30

All Republican candidates used blanket labeling of Islam as “extrem-
ist.”31 These attacks stem from a double standard. Right-wing political 
officials draw on their Christian values to cultivate support from evan-
gelical and other Christian voters, promising to break down the bar-
rier between church and state. Republican presidential candidates were 
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electorally motivated, seeking to woo Christian fundamentalist voters by 
appealing to their reactionary, anti-Islamic convictions.

Orientalist stereotypes came under attack during the Arab Spring, 
which scholars describe as driven by democratic aspirations and resistance 
to U.S.-supported dictatorships. Rejecting images of Islam as “less com-
patible with democracy and human rights than Christianity or Judaism,” 
Gelvin argued that the Arab Spring was driven by discontent with political 
repression, corruption, lack of democracy, high inequality, and low living 
standards of the masses.32 Noueihed and Warren focused on government 
corruption: “Rather than invest in the future of their countries, these lead-
ers dedicated much of their wealth and power of the state to ensuring their 
own survival. Coercion, or the threat of it, was widely used in a region 
whose governments spent a higher proportion of their state budgets on 
defense and security than any other did. In 2009 an average 4.6 percent 
of Arab GDP went on military spending, compared to a global average 
of less than 2 percent.”33

As previously discussed, Republican attacks on Islam were most like-
ly designed to attract votes from Republican-leaning demographic groups. 
This electoral incentive is apparent when examining demographic groups 
that embrace Orientalist stereotypes. Pew survey data detailed in figure 5.1 
suggests that certain factors are associated with anti-Muslim sentiment. The 
standard statistical profile of an individual who is susceptible to Orientalist 
stereotypes is a white, conservative, Republican male, who is older, less 
educated, a born-again Christian, highly reliant on the media for informa-
tion about Islam, and with no firsthand experience with Muslims. Most 
of these demographics overlap strongly with the Republican Party’s base. 
Figures 5.2 and 5.3—drawn from the 2007 Pew survey—reveal significant 
differences between Republicans and Democrats, and conservatives and 
liberals concerning opinions on Islam. In short, Republican voters were 
much more likely to embrace Orientalist thinking.

Ideology was also a significant predictor of anti-Muslim attitudes.34 
Figure 5.3 suggests that efforts to attract ideologically conservative voters 
would likely yield positive results for Republican candidates engaged in 
Orientalist rhetoric. Electoral motivations extended to independents and 
moderates since many embraced Orientalist stereotypes.

Republican candidates were not simply giving voters what they 
wanted by trafficking in Orientalism. It is difficult to argue that political 
leaders are not part of a process that amplifies public animosity toward 
Muslims. The findings from figure 5.1 suggest that media—which are 
heavily reliant on official rhetoric—are a powerful force in constructing 
public distrust of Muslims.
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Political Attitudes in the Muslim World

Polling prior to and during the Arab Spring demonstrated that Republican 
depictions of Muslim majority countries were flawed. The “clash of civi-
lizations” thesis—long subject to academic criticism—is beyond defense 
in light of recent polls demonstrating Muslims’ embrace of democracy 

Figure 5.2. Partisanship and Orientalism (July 2007)

Source: Pew survey (July 2007).
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Figure 5.3. Ideology and Orientalism (July 2007)

Source: Pew survey (July 2007).
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and human rights, and their rejection of extremism and terror. Surveys 
consistently find that those in Muslim-majority countries embrace human 
rights, electoral representation, and democracy. Rejecting the clash of civi-
lizations thesis, a 2007 poll of five Muslim-majority countries found that 
most believed disputes between their countries and the United States 
stemmed from “conflicts over political power and interests,” not differ-
ences of religion and culture.35 Multicountry survey data finds that either 
a plurality or majority of Muslims in nine countries agree “it is possible 
to find common ground” between “Muslim and Western cultures,” and 
reject feelings that “conflict between them is inevitable.”36 Strong majori-
ties in six Muslim-majority countries agree that negative attitudes toward 
the United States are based “on American policy in the Middle East,” 
not “American values.”37 Another poll of five Muslim-majority countries 
reveals that most Middle Easterners retain positive impressions of America, 
including “science and technology,” “freedom and democracy,” and “mov-
ies and TV,” whereas negative feelings arise from U.S. “policy toward 
Arabs,” “policy toward Palestinians,” and “policy toward terrorism.”38

Middle East scholar Juan Cole argues that “the Muslim world and the 
west are at a standoff,” but the dispute is not over culture. Rather, conflict 
arises from strategic interests in oil and cultural misperceptions on the U.S. 
side, “misinformation and disinformation” from U.S. officials and media, and 
from commonly accepted feelings in Muslim-majority countries that the 
United States is undermining democracy, consolidating its own political, 
economic, and military power, and undermining the religion of Islam.39 
The last finding, that the United States is assaulting Islam, is not because 
of Muslim antipathy toward Christianity. Most living in Muslim-majority 
countries support religious freedom regardless of individuals’ faith.

Democracy and Human Rights

Recent surveys demonstrate a democratic commitment among Muslims. 
In 2007 majorities living in four Muslim-majority countries expressed 
support for a democratic political system as “a way of governing” their 
country, while 2011 and 2012 surveys of six Muslim-majority countries 
found majority preferences in five of six countries for democracy as a 
“preferable to any other kind of government.” Definitions of “democracy” 
among those surveyed included components such as “economic prosper-
ity,” “political stability,” “religious freedom,” “free elections,” “free speech,” 
and “gender equality,” all deemed “very important in a democracy.”40 
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Another survey found that most in Muslim-majority countries agreed 
“women should have equal rights as men.”41

Muslim attitudes toward the fusion of religion and government rep-
resent a point of contention between competing definitions of democracy. 
Sixty-six percent of Americans in a 2012 survey said “it is important for 
organized religious groups of all kinds to stay out of politics,” while 63 
percent stated their “political leader should not rely on his or her reli-
gious beliefs in making policy decisions.”42 However, some polls suggest 
majority or plurality approval of mixing religion and politics. The 2012 
survey also found that 62 percent of Americans agreed “liberals have 
gone too far in trying to keep religion out of the schools and the gov-
ernment,” while a 2008 poll found 53 percent supported “giving federal 
money to faith-based organizations, such as churches or synagogues, to 
help them run social programs.”43 Furthermore, the Republican Party 
draws on conservative Christian values, engaging in anti-Muslim bigotry 
to win votes from right-wing voters. In short, Americans support both 
separation between church and state and the intertwining of religious 
values with government, depending on the questions asked. These results 
condemning Muslim-majority countries for incorporation religious values 
into government are difficult for Americans to make credibly when they 
support infusing Christian values into government.

Polling in Muslim-majority countries finds that most agree their 
government should be characterized by both democratic elections and 
infusion of Islam into public law. For example, 2007 polling found that 
majorities in four countries agreed that “a strict application of Sharia” 
(Islamic law) is desirable “in every Islamic country.”44 Another survey 
found that most in five of six Muslim-majority countries agreed Islam 
should play a “major role” in politics; a strong majority in all countries 
believed that laws “should [either] strictly follow the Quran” or “follow 
the values and principles of Islam.”45 Majorities in Egypt, Pakistan, Iraq, 
Iran, Indonesia, and the Palestinian territories feel “there should be a body 
of senior religious scholars that has the power to overturn laws when it 
believes they are contrary to the Quran.” Majorities or pluralities in nine 
Muslim-majority countries also agree “all people should have the right 
to organize themselves into political parties and run candidates, includ-
ing Islamist groups.”46 Such attitudes, however, are not seen as contrary 
to democracy, but as coinciding with it. For example, one poll of four 
Muslim-majority nations found that most believe “government should 
implement only the laws of the Sharia” and that “government and parlia-
ment should make laws according to the wishes of the people.”47
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Terrorism

Americans often envision Islam as extremist and pro-terrorist. This notion 
is disconfirmed in surveys. Polling from 2007 found that majorities in 
Egypt, Indonesia, Morocco, and Pakistan felt that “attacks on civilians 
carried out to achieve political goals” are not justified. Majorities indi-
cated that Islam forbids “attacks against civilians.” Most Muslims rejected 
“attacks on civilians in the United States” and “attacks on civilians in 
European countries.”48 Another survey in 2009 of eleven Muslim-majority 
nations found that large majorities rejected “attacks on civilians in the 
United States.”49 When asked about al Qaeda, opinions were negative. Six 
polls of Muslim-majority countries from 2006 through 2012—covering 
eleven nations—found that strong majorities held an unfavorable view 
of al Qaeda and rejected terrorism against civilians.50 The rejection of al 
Qaeda was most likely due to distrust of Islamic extremism, a concern 
shared by most in Muslim-majority countries.51 In sum, attacks on Islam 
as extremist reveal more about the beliefs of those making the claims than 
about reality in Muslim-majority countries.

Anger at U.S. Policies

Historical analyses reveal that U.S. political leaders regularly expressed 
expansionist aspirations in their policy planning documents after World 
War II—recognizing the strategic importance of Middle East oil.52 Majori-
ties in Muslim-majority countries recognize U.S. interest in oil, and it 
represents a central grievance with the United States. Most Muslims are 
angry at U.S. policies, such as the country’s support for Israel’s occupation 
of Palestine; for U.S. wars in Iraq and Afghanistan; and for the establish-
ment of unpopular military bases in the region.

Most in Muslim-majority countries recognize that relations with the 
United States are poor. One 2011 survey found that relations “between 
Muslims and Westerners” were seen as “bad” by most respondents from 
Palestine, Turkey, Lebanon, Egypt, Jordan, Pakistan, and Indonesia. When 
asked what accounts for the “lack of prosperity in Muslim nations,” the 
most common answer was “U.S. and Western policies,” with “govern-
ment corruption” and “lack of democracy” as other common reasons.53 
This poor relationship arises from perceptions of injustice suffered from 
the United States supporting repressive governments. Those in Muslim-
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majority countries (eight of nine surveyed) commonly feel that the United 
States “abuses its greater power to make us do what the U.S. wants,” 
whereas most reject claims that the United States “treats [them] fairly.”54 
A majority or plurality of those surveyed say that the United States 
“consider[s] [their] country’s interests” either “not much” or “not at all,” 
and the United States “use[s] the threat of military force to gain advan-
tages” over them.55

The United States is often perceived to be a threat because of its 
reliance on military power to resolve disputes. Majorities in five Muslim-
majority countries surveyed in 2007 felt the United States “provokes 
more conflict than it prevents,” while polling from 2010 and 2011 found 
that most in seven Muslim-majority nations worried that “the U.S. could 
become a military threat to [their] country someday.”56 Most Muslims sur-
veyed in five of six countries said “democracy is not a real U.S. objective 
in the Middle East”; minorities agreed the main U.S. goal is to “protect 
itself from terrorist attacks.”57 Most felt that U.S. objectives included efforts 
to maintain “control over Middle East oil resources” and “to expand the 
geographic borders of Israel.”58 “America,” most Muslims believe, “pretends 
to be helpful to Muslim countries, but in fact everything it does is really 
part of a scheme to take advantage of people in the Middle East and steal 
their oil.”59 Most Muslims feel that the United States should “remove its 
bases and its military forces from all Islamic countries.”60

Military Intervention in the Age of Obama

President Obama was elected in 2008 by promising “hope” and “change.” 
This rhetoric convinced foreign allies that a change in U.S. foreign policy 
was coming. Many were open to change after the polarizing Bush years. 
Bush was reviled in global public opinion because of his “go it alone” 
foreign policies, as made clear in the BBC survey reproduced in table 5.1. 
Obama received much higher marks in many countries, although public 
support in the Muslim-majority countries was modest at best.

Obama received majority favorability in just one Muslim-majority 
country in 2009, and support fell further from 2010 to 2011. Pluralities 
or majorities in every Muslim-majority country surveyed expressed dis-
approval of Obama’s policies, including the war in Afghanistan and U.S. 
policy toward Iran, U.S. support for Israel’s occupation of Palestine, as well 
as Obama’s “calls for political change in the Middle East.”61 Most living in 
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Muslim-majority countries viewed Obama’s policies as “old wine in new 
bottles.” His policies received far greater support from the American public 
than from Muslims abroad. Two main reasons for domestic support are 
nationalistic “rally around the flag” pressures present during any military 
intervention (such as the Afghanistan escalation) and the effectiveness of 
U.S. political-media discourse in cultivating public support. I document 
the power of American presidents and media by examining political-media 
discourse on U.S. policy in Egypt, Libya, Syria, and Bahrain, in addition 
to the effects of discourse on public opinion.

Table 5.1. World Opinion on U.S. Leaders from Bush to Obama (2008–2011)

Will Bush/Obama “Do the Right Thing in World Affairs”? 
(percent agreeing)

 2008 2009 2010 2011 2009–2011

 Bush Obama Obama Obama Change

Britain 16 86 84 75 –11
France 14 91 87 84 –7
Germany 14 93 90 88 –5
Spain 8 72 69 67 –5
Turkey 2 33 23 12 –21
Egypt 11 42 33 35 –7
Jordan 7 7 26 28 –3
Lebanon 33 46 43 43 –3
Palestine — 23 — 14 –9
Indonesia 23 71 67 62 –9
Japan 25 85 76 81 –4
Pakistan 7 13 8 8 –5
Israel — 56 — 49 –7
China 30 62 52 44 –18
India 55 — — 48 —
Brazil — — 56 63 7
Mexico 16 55 43 38 –17
Kenya 72 94 95 86 –8
Lithuania — — 60 68 8
Poland 41 62 — 52 –10
Russia 22 37 41 41 4
Ukraine — — 41 37 –4

Source: BBC, 2008, 2009, 20010, and 2011 surveys.
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From Orientalism to “Freedom”

Reviewing Obama’s and Republican presidential candidates’ rhetoric 
suggests that public discourse during the Arab Spring ranged from one 
extreme—Orientalism—to a second extreme—the language of selflessness 
and altruism. Throughout Obama’s first term, those in Muslim-majority 
countries demanded democracy, thereby challenging Orientalist stereo-
types. During Obama’s first term, presidential discourse transitioned to 
focusing on the rhetoric of democracy. Democracy was always a part of 
presidential discourse under Bush, but became more prominent during the 
Arab Spring. Under the emerging “democracy” narrative, discussions of 
U.S. support for repressive dictatorships and of U.S. strategic interests in 
the Middle East were marginalized in political-media discourse. Obama’s 
response to the overthrow of Mubarak in Egypt and U.S. efforts to remove 
Gadhafi in Libya were addressed through the rhetoric of hope—hope 
that the United States would promote democratic transition in Egypt 
and that Obama would protect prevent human rights atrocities in Libya. 
Orientalism fell under sustained assault due to democratic developments 
during the Arab Spring.

Resisting, then Co-Opting the Egyptian Revolution

Former Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak benefitted from decades of 
U.S. military and economic support. Aid to his dictatorship—among oth-
ers in the Middle East—led most in Muslim-majority countries to ques-
tion the sincerity of American rhetoric on human rights and democracy. 
Mubarak violently suppressed those who challenged his pro-Western eco-
nomic program. The push toward market reforms in Egypt began in the 
late 1970s and early 1980s, when former presidents Anwar Sadat and 
Hosni Mubarak agreed to “austerity” measures (cuts to social spending 
and reduced protections for workers and the poor). Reductions in gov-
ernment food subsidies were unpopular, sparking “bread riots” in cities. 
Hundreds of thousands participated in these riots in the late 1970s. The 
cuts were opposed at a time when 90 percent of Egyptians were poor 
and half of adult men were unemployed.62 Market reforms continued in 
subsequent years, with Mubarak introducing additional austerity cuts after 
receiving loans from the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World 
Bank in 1991. IMF-World Bank loans, as one scholar recounts, pressured 
Egypt “to shift from a [government-]planned economy to a market-based 
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economy” via reforms, including “a major reduction in the fiscal deficit 
[and] initiation of financial liberalization; including decontrol of interest 
rates and unification of exchange rate system, establishment of treasury bill 
market, liberalization of most prices and adjustment of energy prices to 
come closer to their opportunity costs; real and financial sector reforms, 
as well as privatization and public enterprises reforms.”63

Market reforms produced a dramatic increase in inequality. Priva-
tization of public assets and services, mass layoffs pursued to increase 
profitability for newly privatized (former government-run) companies, 
significant pay cuts for workers due to inflation, and a reduction of food 
subsidies and cash transfers collectively exerted downward pressure on 
Egyptians’ living standards. Market reforms created a small, wealthy group 
of political elites tied to Mubarak’s regime. Mubarak and his sons alone, 
for example, were worth between $15 and $30 billion—the vast majority 
of that wealth tied to siphoning off public funds during privatization of 
government-run services.64

Living standards continually declined as Mubarak and his friends 
became rich, with the poor struggling to provide for themselves with 
cuts in food subsidies for meat, fish, rice, and tea, a reduction in those 
receiving food ration cards, and an increase in food prices following the 
onset of market reforms in 1991 to 1992.65 Food and fertilizer subsidies, 
cash transfers, and other government aid to the poor fell dramatically in 
following decades. Subsidies as a percent of GDP fell by 11 percent from 
1982 to 1995.66 By 1995 food subsidies had declined to one-third of 
the level of the 1980s. As a percent of total government spending, food 
subsidies fell from 19.5 percent in the early 1980s to less than 7 percent 
by 1997.67 Food costs were a major concern during the 2011 rebellion, 
with rice, wheat, and poultry growing in cost and food prices increasing 
by 17.5 percent from 2010 to 2011 alone.68

Supporters of market reform made much of Egypt’s 7 percent annual 
economic growth in the 2000s. Most Egyptians, however, never shared 
in this growth. By the end of 2010 more than 40 percent of Egyptians, 
or 32 million people, were living in poverty on less than $2 per day. 
Poverty doubled between 1991 and 2010.69 The minimum wage was 
frozen for twenty-six years prior to the 2011 rebellion.70 Even the well-
educated were not immune; the unemployment rate in 2011 was ten times 
higher for college graduates than those with elementary education. Each 
year 700,000 new college graduates sought employment in a country 
in which just 200,000 jobs were available.71 Egypt suffers from severe 
unemployment and is dealing with a “youth bulge” in which it is unable 
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to provide enough jobs for the 60 percent of the population younger 
than age thirty.72 Conversely, the wealthy have seen their incomes increase 
significantly. In 2004 Mubarak instituted a new tax cut that decreased the 
top tax rate for the wealthy from 42 to 20 percent of personal income.73 
Thousands protested deteriorating living standards with labor protests from 
2004 through 2010.74 Market reforms produced tremendous wealth for 
the few and made life worse for the masses.

The deterioration of human rights in Egypt was severe under 
Mubarak. More than 4,000 worker protests, demonstrations, and other 
actions against the government occurred from 1988 to 2011 and were 
regularly met by repression from the state.75 The government closed trade 
union offices that advised workers on their rights to organize for increased 
wages and benefits. Protests were routinely met with violence. Human 
rights advocates deemed attacks against labor “a serious blow to Egyptian 
civil society and workers’ rights.”76 Mubarak’s repression included infringe-
ments on civil liberties. Egypt was governed under martial law “state of 
emergency” for decades, with government forces arbitrarily arresting citi-
zens without charge.77 Approximately 10,000 people as of the late 2000s 
remained in prolonged detention without charge.78 Police used false con-
fessions via torture against suspected enemies of the state.79 Egypt served 
as a site for secret torture interrogations of U.S. detainees.80 A government 
law allowing reporters who criticized Mubarak to be detained allowed 
journalists to be censored, and the government declared war on the home-
less and street children.81 These children committed no crimes, yet were 
arbitrarily detained under suspicion of “being vulnerable to delinquency.” 
Human rights reports found they faced “beatings, sexual abuse, and extor-
tion by police and adult suspects, and police [who] at times deny them 
access to food, bedding, and medical care.”82

Presidential Rhetoric and the Egyptian Revolt

Responding to the Egyptian uprising, Obama sought to conceal long-
standing U.S. support for Mubarak by adopting democratic rhetoric, while 
calling for limited reform. Only after the demise of Mubarak’s regime did 
Obama seek to co-opt a rebellion that was demanding democratic revolu-
tion. Obama set the narrative for interpreting the Egyptian rebellion in 
two February 2011 speeches, as tens of thousands of Egyptians protested 
daily in Cairo’s Tahrir Square. Obama’s February 1 speech was delivered 
one week after the protests began. The first day of protests began on 
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January 25 as demonstrators protested against police brutality outside the 
Ministry of Interior. Protestors demanded dramatic social transformation 
that centered on calls for ending government corruption, torture, and 
martial law. Responding, Obama spoke vaguely about democratic change. 
He declared support for “universal values, including rights of the Egyptian 
people to freedom of assembly, freedom of speech, and the freedom to 
access information” in response to protests of Mubarak’s shutting down 
Internet access. Speaking of the role of online new media in spreading the 
message of protest through Facebook, Obama celebrated “the incredible 
potential for technology to empower citizens and the dignity of those who 
stand up for a better future.” On regime change, however, Obama was 
reluctant: “We have spoken out on behalf of the need for change. . . . I 
spoke directly to President Mubarak. He recognizes that the status quo is 
not sustainable and that a change must take place. Indeed, all of us who 
are privileged to serve in positions of political power do so at the will of 
our people.” Obama’s inclusion of Mubarak in the discussion of Egypt’s 
future suggested that the administration expected Mubarak would remain 
in power in some capacity or hand off power to someone in his regime.

Obama spoke to some extent about change. He argued that:

an orderly transition must be meaningful, it must be peaceful, 
and it must begin now. . . . The process must include a broad 
spectrum of Egyptian voices and opposition parties. It should 
lead to elections that are free and fair. And it should result in a 
government that’s not only grounded in democratic principles, 
but is also responsive to the aspirations of the Egyptian people. 
Throughout this process, the United States will continue to 
extend the hand of partnership and friendship to Egypt. And 
we stand ready to provide any assistance that is necessary to 
help the Egyptian people as they manage the aftermath of 
these protests.83

Obama’s response to the Egyptian uprising, however, was careful not to 
call for the overthrow of Mubarak’s regime. No indication was given that 
elections must be tied to the removal of either Mubarak or members of 
his regime in terms of running for office.

Obama’s dance around regime change was motivated by a behind-
the-scenes commitment to preserving Mubarak’s government. As docu-
mented in great detail by the Washington Post (Post), calls for transformation 
were nowhere apparent in Obama’s speeches, while generic discussion of 
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the importance of elections (without referencing Mubarak’s role in them) 
appeared only twice prior to Mubarak’s overthrow.84 “The bottom line,” 
the Post reported, is that “the public messages by the Obama administra-
tion over the past two years [from 2009 to 2011] was that democracy and 
human rights in Egypt was not a top priority. When given the opportunity 
to use the biggest megaphone in the world—the voice of the president 
of the United States—the words were whispered, if said at all.” The Post’s 
interpretation was quite charitable in light of U.S. military, economic, 
and diplomatic support for the regime, which translated into an obstruc-
tion of democracy, not a quiet endorsement of change. The Post’s editors 
concluded in late January 2011: “U.S. statements assumed that the 30–
year long rule of [Mubarak] would continue. After speaking to Mubarak, 
Obama said Friday night [January 28] that he would continue to work 
with the Egyptian president; he did not mention elections. Instead, in an 
apparent attempt to straddle the two sides, the administration suggested 
that the solution to the crisis would come through ‘engagement’ between 
the regime and the protesters,” rather than through removal of Mubarak.85 
Obama announced in February 2011 that the United States would not 
push for Mubarak’s removal and that “only he [Mubarak] knows what he’s 
going to do . . . the U.S. can’t forcefully dictate, but what we can do is 
say the time is now for you to start making a change in your country.”86

Critics of Obama’s support for Mubarak acknowledged the United 
States was seeking to preserve his regime. This was clear from the state-
ments of administration officials after the beginning of protests in Janu-
ary. On PBS’s NewsHour program, Vice President Joe Biden was asked 
whether the time had “come for President Mubarak of Egypt to go.” Biden 
responded: “No. I think the time has come for President Mubarak to begin 
to move in the direction that—to be more responsive to some . . . of the 
needs of the people out there.” Biden stated: “Mubarak has been an ally 
of ours in a number of things. And he’s been very responsible” in relation 
to “geopolitical interest[s]” of the United States. He added: “I would not 
refer to him as a dictator.”87 Secretary of State Hillary Clinton expressed 
U.S. goals as follows: “What we’re trying to do is to help clear the air 
so that those who remain in power, starting with President Mubarak, with his 
new vice president, with the new prime minister, will begin a process 
of reaching out, of creating dialogue that will bring in peaceful activists 
and representatives of civil society to plan a way forward that will meet 
the legitimate grievances of the Egyptian people” (emphasis added).88 By 
early February 2011, once it was clear that Mubarak would be overthrown, 
Clinton shifted her position, now favoring Mubarak’s Vice President Omar 
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Suleiman taking power.89 Suleiman was reviled by Egyptian protestors, 
however, since he was part of Mubarak’s regime and one of the major 
figures behind the political repression.90

The administration declared support for both democratic reform 
and Mubarak. When Mubarak was overthrown, Obama reiterated his sup-
posed support for democracy. Obama’s February 11 speech—on the day 
Mubarak announced his resignation—contended that the administration 
always supported democracy: “We have the privilege to witness history 
taking place. . . . The people of Egypt have spoken, their voices have been 
heard, and Egypt will never be the same.” Obama framed Mubarak’s “step-
ping down” as fulfilling Egyptians’ “hunger for change,” making it “clear 
that nothing less than genuine democracy will carry the day.” Presenting a 
seamless transition between supposed past support for removing Mubarak 
and celebrations of his removal, Obama spoke of the need “to ensure a 
transition that is credible in the eyes of the Egyptian people. That means 
protecting the rights of Egypt’s citizens, lifting the emergency law, revising 
the constitution and other laws to make this change irreversible, and laying 
a clear path to elections that are fair and free.” Most of these demands 
(with the exception of the call for elections), were absent from Obama’s 
earlier speeches. Claiming the United States had always been there for 
them in times of need, Obama promised, “the United States will continue 
to be a friend and partner to Egypt. We stand ready to provide whatever 
assistance is necessary—and asked for—to pursue a credible transition to 
a democracy” (emphasis added).91

Obama’s embrace of democratic rhetoric dominated political-media 
discourse, although there was some partisan disagreement on Obama’s 
response to Mubarak’s overthrow. Positively, House Republican Majority 
Leader John Boehner (R–OH) reflected that that president had “handled 
a very difficult situation in Egypt” as well as expected for a rebellion 
that “surprised everyone.”92 But Republican presidential candidates Tim 
Pawlenty (R–MI) and Rick Santorum (R–PA) criticized the Obama 
administration’s response as “nearly incoherent” and for having “turned 
our backs” on an ally.93 These critical views, however, barely registered in 
political-media discourse that was dominated by the president.

Reporting of Egypt’s rebellion emphasized Obama’s reactions to 
the protests. Since reporters are objective in their reporting of political 
issues, omitting their own partisan values from reporting, we need to 
identify which political actors were cited most in stories. An examination 
of political actors driving national debate on Egypt is necessary to under-
stand whether reporters favored one perspective over another. Table 5.2 
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suggests the Obama administration was more effective than congressional 
Republicans in driving discourse on Egypt.94 Other research on reporting 
during February 2011 found that Obama was “the top newsmaker” on 
Egypt across national media.95 Table 5.2 suggests that references to the 
Obama administration, when coupled with references to protestors in 
Egypt, dominated the news over other political actors. The Obama admin-
istration and Egyptian protesters represented a dominant force in report-
ing, accounting for about 60 percent of all mentions of political actors. 
The coupling of these groups seems warranted due to both embracing 
a “democracy” narrative. While references to Mubarak appeared regularly 
in news stories, the regime was framed as on the defensive—reacting to 
growing protests, rather than proactively working to influence U.S. dis-
course. Furthermore, few Americans were likely to take the comments 
of Egypt’s dictator seriously. As research on the Egyptian revolt found, 
Mubarak was mainly mentioned in reporting to discuss how his govern-
ment might collapse and what transition might take place. Furthermore, 
American public support for the uprising was heavily based on removing 
Mubarak, rather than sympathizing with him, because Mubarak retained 
little legitimacy in surveys.96

Media framing of Egypt changed throughout the rebellion. A Pew 
Research Center study of national coverage in early February 2011 found 

Table 5.2. Reporting on the Egyptian Revolution (February 1–February 28, 
2011)

Total mentions of each actor 
as a percent of all actors examined

   Daily Herald 
 New York Times NBC News  (Chicago)

Obama administration 17% 17% 20%

Republican officials 1%  2%  4% 
(opposition voices) 

Mubarak government 41% 37% 37%

Egyptian protesters 40% 44% 39%

Obama administration 57% 61% 59% 
and protesters combined 

Source: LexisNexis.
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that “the narrative [on Egypt] turned from a sense that the power struggle 
might continue to certain reports that Mubarak would resign, to his defi-
ant refusal, to a chaotic sense that he was no longer in control of his 
own destiny. Eventually the media narrative switched to speculation about 
what might happen next in Egypt and the implications for the United 
States and the region.” At no point during these changing narratives did 
Pew suggest that Mubarak dominated framing of the news.97 Rather, the 
democracy narrative was prevalent: “In the climactic final days [of the 
revolt], a celebratory tone about democracy overwhelmed a fearful one 
about the implications for security in the Middle East.” This conclusion 
is confirmed in table 5.4 near the end of this chapter, demonstrating that 
news references to human rights and democracy were common in Febru-
ary 2011. The democracy narrative appeared between 25 to 80 percent 
of the time in news stories from Table 5.4. In network and cable news 
the democracy narrative was prevalent, with two of the five most com-
monly appearing words in stories being “democracy” and “freedom.” The 
three other most commonly appearing terms were “peace,” “celebrate,” 
and “Muslim Brotherhood”—and only the final one did U.S. officials fear 
posed a threat to U.S. interests.98

Cable commentary was partly favorable to Obama. Fox News criti-
cized Obama for not sufficiently opposing the Muslim Brotherhood and 
trafficked in conspiracy theory. Former host Glenn Beck claimed Demo-
cratic officials were promoting socialist revolution, while working with 
adherents of “extreme Islam,” who are “the enemy of capitalism and the 
entire Western way of life.”99 Beck worried about “Islamic extremist rheto-
ric” from Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood and predicted that the uprising 
would produce “a Muslim caliphate that controls the Mideast and parts 
of Europe,” while Fox News legal analyst Peter Johnson Jr. warned that 
Islam and democracy were “not compatible.”100 In contrast, MSNBC pun-
dits portrayed Obama as promoting democratic transformation.101 Public 
opinion evidence below suggests that right-wing challenges to Obama 
did not undermine the “democracy” narrative.

New York Times (Times) and Post editorials reinforced the democracy 
narrative. In January 2011 the Post called for “Mr. Mubarak’s yielding of 
power” through “using all of its [the United States’] influence—including 
more than $1 billion in aid it supplies annually to the Egyptian military.” 
The Post urged that Obama should be “reaching out” to opposition leaders 
and “telling the Egyptian army, with no qualification, that the violent sup-
pression of the uprising will rupture its relationship with the U.S.”102 The 
Times celebrated Mubarak’s overthrow: “The resignation of Mubarak is a 
stunning accomplishment for the country’s courageous youth-led opposi-
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tion. . . . They forced a largely peaceful end to his 30–year autocracy.” 
The paper cautioned: “The whole country must now turn to the arduous 
work of building a new democratic order to replace the old authoritarian 
one. It will require the same vigilance, determination and discipline the 
protesters displayed during their days and nights in the square.” Neither 
paper criticized Obama for obstructing Egyptian democracy. Instead, the 
Times mirrored Obama’s rhetoric: “the U.S. must be ready to now press 
for full democratic change.” The United States “must use all its personal 
ties and all of that leverage to ensure that this period of military control 
is as brief as possible.”103

Challenging Obama?

Outside of the limited Republican criticisms, questions remained about 
“democracy” narrative. Why frame the United States as supporting democ-
racy considering longstanding support for Mubarak and Obama’s refusal 
to call for his removal? This criticism did not appear in mainstream edi-
torials. Reports recognizing U.S. support for Mubarak were not salient 
in February 2011. That support was obscured as the Egyptian uprising 
emerged. Times and Post reports acknowledging that Mubarak was an 
ally became less common in the ten days before Mubarak’s resignation 
than in the week prior. From January 25 to 31 (the first six days of the 
Egyptian protests), 64 percent of the foreign news stories in the Times and 
42 percent of stories in the Post mentioning Egypt, Obama, and Mubarak 
acknowledged Egypt as an “ally” or that both countries were “allies.” In 
contrast, such references from February 1 to 10 (the days immediately 
preceding Mubarak’s resignation) appeared in just 33 percent of Times 
stories and 15 percent of Post stories.104 In short, reporting reinforced 
Obama’s efforts to disassociate the United States with Mubarak as his 
regime began to crumble. This finding does not suggest that reporters 
played a critical role in challenging presidential rhetoric.

Public Opinion on the Revolution

Surveys during the uprising confirmed Americans’ embrace of the democ-
racy narrative. An April 2011 survey found that most thought by a 2:1 
ratio “it would be positive for the United States if the Middle East were to 
become more democratic.” Forty-five percent perceived the Arab Spring as 
“about ordinary people seeking freedom and democracy”; only 15 percent 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



214 Selling War, Selling Hope

agreed it was “about Islamist groups seeking political power.” Fifty-six 
percent felt that “it is possible for Islamic countries” such as Egypt “to 
be democratic,” whereas 41 percent agreed with Orientalist conceptions 
that “democracy and Islam are incompatible.”105 Obama received positive 
appraisals for handling the uprising. One February poll found that 55 
percent approved of Obama’s “handling” of “the situation in Egypt”; just 
30 percent disapproved. Another February poll revealed that 66 percent 
rated Obama’s “handling” of the “situation in Egypt” as either “good” or 
“very good”; just 28 percent felt he did a “poor” or “very poor” job.106

The democracy narrative represented a serious challenge to Ori-
entalism. The effects of this narrative on public opinion are significant. 
American news consumers were subject to regular reports on the Arab 
Spring since it was the largest story covered in early February 2011. 
Middle East coverage accounted for 56 percent of all news in the last week 
of January and for 40 percent of all news in early February.107 Coverage 
of the Arab Spring on cable constituted 76 percent of all reporting in 
late January and 59 percent of reporting in early February.108

Political-media discourse vindicated Obama for his alleged support 
for Egyptian democracy. Coupled with the strong presence of Egyptian 
protestors in reports, Obama’s privileged position in the news created an 
informational environment conducive to the pro-democracy frame. Public 
opinion data suggests that increased consumption of news on Egypt pro-
duced greater familiarity with the issue. Drawing from the Pew February 
2011 survey, figure 5.4 suggests that those paying attention to the Egypt 

Figure 5.4. Attentiveness to, Knowledge of, and Support for Egyptian 
Protests (February 2011)

Source: Pew survey (February 2011).
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were more likely to feel they could keep up to date with developments 
in the Egyptian revolt, to feel that they retained “the background informa-
tion to know what’s really going on,” and to identify with the protesters. 
These relationships remained after accounting for respondents’ age, income, 
education, sex, race, ideology, and partisanship.109

Drawing on CBS polling from mid-February, media attention to 
Egypt news was associated with 10 to more than 30 percentage points 
greater support for Obama and his democracy narrative across six of seven 
questions in Figure 5.5. On only one point—concern about a hostile 
government emerging (likely to be centered on the Muslim Brother-
hood)—did media effects appear critical of Obama’s “democracy” narra-
tive. Despite Obama’s claim that the Muslim Brotherhood did not have 
“majority support” in Egypt, conservatives expressed concern with the 
group’s gaining power.110 Perhaps the most significant finding in Figure 
5.5 is the strong influence of news attentiveness on feelings of optimism 
about the Middle East’s future. One would expect as much with coverage 
dominated by the “democracy” narrative. The relationship between media 
consumption and opinions on Egypt remained after taking into account 
respondents’ sex, ideology, political party, income, race, age, and race.111

Little evidence suggests that attacks on Obama in right-wing media 
undermined public support. In the Pew poll from Figure 5.4, partisanship 
was a significant predictor of public opinion on Egypt, with  Republicans 

Figure 5.5. Public Opinion on Egypt and the Democratic Significance of 
the Uprising (February 2011)

Source: CBS News survey (February 2011).
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less likely to identify with the Egyptian revolution. However, 63 percent 
of Republicans supported the rebellion, compared to 76 percent of Demo-
crats. Partisan considerations were mixed in the February 2011 CBS survey. 
For four of the seven questions from Figure 5.5, partisanship was not a 
significant predictor of opinions on Egypt. For three questions, Republi-
cans were more likely to express pessimistic opinions on Egypt. Increased 
opposition among Republicans, however, was inconsistent to weak at best. 
Regarding the future of the Middle East and the Egyptian uprising, 62 
percent of Republicans were pessimistic. Similarly, 87 percent were wor-
ried that a hostile government might emerge in Egypt. Such concerns 
cut against Obama’s pro-democracy narrative. However, Republicans also 
expressed support for Obama’s “democracy” narrative. Fifty-two percent 
of Republicans agreed the United States should take steps in the future 
to promote Egyptian democracy. A majority of Republicans in the Febru-
ary Pew survey identified with the Egyptian protestors. Finally, on four 
of the eight questions Pew and CBS surveyed, political partisanship was 
not a significant predictor of public opinion. For two of the remaining 
four questions, most Republicans supported the Obama agenda, and for 
the final two questions, most did not. If conservative leaders and pundits 
sought to undermine Obama’s “democracy” narrative, they were not very 
successful.

Majority American support for Obama’s “democracy” narrative—
which depicted the United States as supporting the uprising—contrasted 
with Egyptian public opinion. Deep skepticism was directed against the 
United States. Polling of Egyptians in 2010 and 2011 found favorable 
perceptions of Obama and the United States at 17 percent and 20 per-
cent, respectively. Just 33 and 35 percent displayed “a lot” or “some” 
confidence in Obama.112 Suspicions abounded that self-interest motivated 
U.S. actions in the region. Polling in 2011 found that the major Egyptian 
concerns were “lack of democracy” and political corruption, but most 
were also worried that the United States did not share these concerns.113 
Polling from 2009 found that 70 percent of Egyptians worried it was 
“probably” or “definitely” a goal of Obama to “weaken and divide the 
Islamic world”; 77 percent thought Obama sought to “maintain control 
over oil resources in the Middle East”; 81 percent claimed Obama sought 
to “impose American culture on Muslim society”; and just 38 percent 
felt Obama sought “the creation of an independent Palestinian state.”114 
Unlike most Americans, Egyptians were deeply skeptical of U.S. policy. 
Obama’s dominance of U.S. discourse, however, meant that there would 
be less room for critical views in the United States.
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The Arab Spring’s Demise in Egypt

Mubarak’s overthrow was followed by Egypt’s first democratic election 
in decades. In June 2012 the Muslim Brotherhood’s candidate Mohamed 
Morsi was elected president. Morsi promised to promote unity among 
the Egyptian people, although he was quickly condemned for authoritar-
ian tendencies after exempting his office from judicial oversight, shutting 
down opposition media, and allegedly employing violence against pro-
testors.115 Tens of thousands took to the streets in late 2012 to protest 
rising crime, a worsening economy, growing food prices, shortages of 
government-subsidized bread and fuel, insufficient garbage collection, and 
electricity shortages.116

Growing public anger was followed by Morsi’s overthrow in July 
2013, as the Egyptian military declared martial law and a curfew, suspended 
the constitution, and installed an interim government.117 Authoritarianism 
drove the national court’s outlawing of the upper house of Parliament 
and the requirement that it be replaced in a future election.118 The over-
throw, which two-thirds of Egyptians opposed, quickly turned repressive 
as the military ordered a “scorched earth” assault on Morsi supporters 
and the Muslim Brotherhood. Reports by mid-August found the Egyp-
tian police—stripped of any limits on their power to crack down on 
pro-Morsi protests, killed hundreds of protesters and injured thousands 
more.119 The Arab Spring’s demise in Egypt was perhaps best symbolized 
by the government’s August 2013 arrest of Muslim Brotherhood spiritual 
leader Mohamed Badie, along with the release of former dictator Hosni 
Mubarak from prison and the incarceration of Morsi. These events, the 
Times reported, “offered a measure of how far and how quickly the tumult 
shaking Egypt has upended the tenuous political order” established after 
the 2011 revolution.120 By 2013 more than 1,000 Egyptians had been 
killed in the government crackdown, and human rights concerns became 
so intense that Obama partially cut U.S. aid, although by 2014 financial 
and military assistance was being restored.121

The dismantling of Egypt’s fledgling government contradicted the 
popular will and the spirit of the Arab Spring’s push for democratic 
empowerment over authoritarian rule. Accounts in the Western media 
concluded that the coup represented the end of Egypt’s democratic experi-
ment and would seriously harm public trust in the government and mili-
tary.122 Responses from Obama were limited. He refused to classify the 
takeover as a coup, despite announcing he was “deeply concerned” and 
vaguely calling for a return to democracy.123 Despite this initial statement, 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



218 Selling War, Selling Hope

the Egyptian overthrow occupied little space in Obama’s public agenda 
in July and August 2013. Obama refused to terminate U.S. aid or ties, 
although he cancelled joint military exercises between the two coun-
tries.124 The Egyptian coup gained some salience in national media during 
those months because of Morsi’s overthrow and crackdown on protestors, 
but coverage did little in terms of influencing American public priorities.

Public attention to Egypt remained low from late 2011 through 2013. 
The late 2011 to early 2012 parliamentary elections—while a milestone 
for Egyptians—barely registered with the U.S. public, with 76 percent 
of Americans following them “not too closely” or “not at all closely.”125 
The May 2012 presidential election of Mohamed Morsi also received 
little interest, with 79 percent of Americans following the event “not too 
closely” or “not at all closely” and just 1 percent declaring the election 
the news event they “most closely followed.”126 Public interest remained 
low even as Egyptians began to protest Morsi in late 2012. Forty percent 
followed “political turmoil and protests in Egypt” either “fairly” or “very 
closely,” with 60 percent paying little to no attention.127

Public negativity manifested itself in other ways. October 2012 poll-
ing found that 63 percent of respondents felt the United States should be 
“less involved” with Egyptian politics.128 In April 2013, by more than 2:1, 
Americans said the United States should end financial aid to Egypt while 
it was controlled by the Muslim Brotherhood. A majority claimed the 
Muslim Brotherhood was insufficiently committed to democracy, while 
Americans by more than 6:1 said they were less likely to travel to Egypt 
if the Muslim Brotherhood ran the government. Just one-third expressed 
a favorable view of Egypt.129 Like U.S. officials, Americans shared antago-
nistic views toward Egypt’s Islamic government.

Americans expressed disinterest in Egypt’s fate. A majority of respon-
dents in a July 2013 survey said they were “not sure” how they felt about 
Morsi’s overthrow or that it would make “no difference,” rather than view-
ing it as a “setback” or “positive development.”130 Only 15 percent said 
they followed Morsi’s overthrow “very closely” in July; nearly six in ten 
followed it “not too closely” or “not at all closely.” Whereas 70 percent 
reported following news on Egypt “very” or “fairly closely” in February 
2011, it was just 40 percent by July 2013. Forty-six percent found what 
happened in Egypt “very important” to U.S. interests in February 2011, 
but that fell to 36 percent by July 2013.131 Some evidence suggests that 
Americans were displeased with the Egyptian government as it began 
its crackdown on Muslim Brotherhood supporters. By August 2013, 51 
percent supported efforts to “cut off military aid in order to pressure 
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the Egyptian government” to end its human rights abuses, while just 26 
percent supporting efforts to “continue military aid in order to influence 
what happens there.”132

The implications of events in post-Mubarak Egypt for U.S. presiden-
tial rhetoric are ambiguous. On the one hand, the “democracy” narrative 
subsided by 2012 to 2013 as Americans became increasingly hostile to 
Muslim Brotherhood electoral victories. On the other hand, public disap-
proval had little to do with presidential rhetoric. Obama’s limited rhetorical 
response to the fall of the Muslim Brotherhood received little attention 
among a public that was increasingly disinterested in Egypt. Obama’s 
rhetorical successes were relegated to early 2011, when most Americans 
were interested in the events unfolding in Egypt. Other events from late 
2011 through 2013 directed public attention toward the Syrian civil war 
and the terrorist attack on the U.S. embassy in Benghazi, Libya.

Libya’s Civil War: Insurgency and Intervention

The U.S. intervention in the 2011 Libyan civil war was defended under 
humanitarian justifications. The North Atlantic Treaty Organization’s 
(NATO) introduction of a no-fly zone against the Libyan air force was 
seen as vital to preventing a massacre of antigovernment rebels and civil-
ian populations based in rebel towns and cities. NATO bombings were 
framed as necessary to defeating a repressive government.

The rebellion against Libyan dictator Muammar Gadhafi began on 
February 15, 2011, with protests in the eastern city of Benghazi resulting 
in a violent crackdown by government forces. By March 2011 a rebel-
lion began pushing eastward toward Tripoli, the Libyan capital. The rebels 
were poorly armed, and poorly trained, and thin in numbers—with early 
estimates of more than 5,000 volunteers—compared to the much better 
armed national armed forces, numbering around 45,000.133 By March 
2011 Gadhafi launched a counteroffensive against Libya’s rebels and began 
pushing toward Benghazi. Humanitarian concerns emerged with regard 
to mass civilian deaths from fighting, with an estimated 25,000 killed in 
2011.134 International fears of Gadhafi’s targeting of civilians were rein-
forced by the armed forces’ indiscriminate shelling of Benghazi and Zintan. 
Reports that Gadhafi cut off access to water and electricity in Misrata 
heightened global humanitarian concerns.135 Amidst intense international 
attention, the United States and its NATO allies announced in March the 
imposition of a naval blockade and no-fly zone against Gadhafi’s air force 
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and a bombing campaign against Libyan military forces and government 
targets in Tripoli and Sirte. These attacks, while criticized by groups such 
as Human Rights Watch for incurring civilian deaths, provided cover for 
the rebel insurgency.136 It seems that the intervention stemmed a massacre 
that would have materialized had Gadhafi eliminated rebel groups based 
in civilian populated areas.

Public war opposition was most likely an important deterrent in the 
use of U.S. ground troops. White House Middle East strategist Dennis Ross 
announced that the campaign was “a limited humanitarian intervention, 
not war.” He warned that failure to act would produce a humanitarian 
catastrophe beyond that which occurred in Srebrenica during the mid-
1990s, when the Bosnian government’s armed forces killed an estimated 
8,000. Ross stated: “We were looking at ‘Srebrenica on steroids’—the real 
or imminent possibility that up to 100,000 people could be massacred, and 
everyone would blame us for it.”137 U.S.-NATO intervention eventually 
turned the tide toward the rebels, who surrounded Tripoli and Gadhafi’s 
forces by August. Despite Gadhafi remaining at large, by mid-September 
2011 the United Nations recognized the rebels’ National Transitional 
Council as the official representative of Libya. Gadhafi was captured and 
killed when attempting to escape Sirte on October 20, 2011. The National 
Transitional Council declared the end of combat on October 23, 2011.

Obama claimed the Libya conflict was driven by human rights con-
cerns. He adopted the rhetoric of hope, emphasizing that the United 
States would protect civilians against Gadhafi. In his May 19, 2011, speech, 
Obama celebrated the “extraordinary change taking place in the Middle 
East and North Africa” as “people have risen up to demand their basic 
human rights.” He argued: “In Libya, we saw the prospect of imminent 
massacre; we had a mandate for action, and heard the Libyan people’s call 
for help. Had we not acted along with our NATO allies and regional 
coalition partners, thousands would have been killed. . . . When Qaddafi 
inevitably leaves or is forced from power, decades of provocation will 
come to an end, and the transition to a democratic Libya can proceed.”138 
Obama made no mention of any strategic interest in Libya or its oil. For-
eign policy, however, has long been driven largely by strategic, geopolitical 
interests in oil, especially in the Middle East. Most U.S. commentators 
acknowledged that legitimate human rights concerns were at stake with 
Gadhafi’s repression of the Libyan population, but such concerns were 
framed as the exclusive interest of the United States in the country. Little 
to no effort was made to discuss strategic considerations that traditionally 
factor into U.S. foreign policy.
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Historically presidents regularly declare that oil is a vital consider-
ation in U.S. strategic considerations. President George H. W. Bush, for 
example, articulated U.S. policy toward the Middle East, explaining in 
presidential National Security Directive (NSD) 26 that “access to Persian 
Gulf oil and the security of key friendly states in the area are vital to 
United States national security. The United States remains committed to 
its vital interests in the region, if necessary and appropriate through the 
use of military force, against the Soviet Union or any other force with 
interests inimical to our own.”139 In NSD 63, President Carter acknowl-
edged the need to ensure “the availability of oil [from the Middle East] 
at reasonable prices.” Carter’s administration announced that any “attempt 
by any outside force to gain control of the Persian Gulf region will be 
regarded as an assault on the vital interests of the United States. It will 
be repelled by the use of any means necessary, including military force.”140 
This statement was in response to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, 
residing on the Middle Eastern periphery.

Other presidential documents also support the practice of confront-
ing unfriendly governments in areas tangential to the Middle East. In 
NSD 32, the Reagan administration declared the need “to ensure the 
U.S. access to foreign energy and mineral resources” as a key aspect of 
“national security.”141 Reagan declared in NSD 57 that North Africa 
remained “important because of its strategic position with respect to the 
Persian Gulf.”142 Carter established a similar concern in NSD 63, discussing 
U.S. interest in Middle Eastern oil as extending to the “horn of Africa.”143

Reagan instated sanctions against Libyan oil in the name of U.S. 
“national security.” The designation of Gadhafi as an enemy of state was 
driven by his participation in the nonaligned movement (which sought 
independence from the United States) and his ties to the Soviet Union. 
In NSD 32, the Reagan administration announced that it opposed “inef-
ficient economies” such as Libya’s—or those challenging capitalism—and 
would “create opportunities for Soviet expansion in many parts of the 
developing world.”144

U.S. presidents historically portray instability within enemy countries 
as a justification for intervention—particularly in oil rich areas through-
out North Africa and the Middle East. The Reagan administration, for 
example, spoke of “unstable governments” and “weak political institutions” 
within areas of strategic importance as posing “threats to U.S. national 
security,” while the Nixon administration spoke of “maintaining stability” 
in repressive allied countries (such as Saudi Arabia and Iran) to protect 
U.S. strategic interests in the Middle East.145 These comments suggest 
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that destabilization by itself is not a main concern of the United States. 
In countries that are U.S. allies, maintaining stability is a primary goal. 
Conversely, creating instability within enemy governments is deemed use-
ful for promoting regime change.

Destabilization of Libya posed a short-term risk to U.S. regional influ-
ence, despite the long-term interest in finding a stable, allied government. 
Libya resides at the periphery of a Middle Eastern region that contains 
the vast majority of the world’s oil resources, and it supplies 2 percent 
of world oil production, while holding 3 percent of world reserves.146 
Rebellion in Libya threatened to upset the global flow of oil, with up to 
a million barrels of oil removed from global markets, and investors ner-
vous that rebellion could spread to nearby oil producers such as Algeria. 
Although Libya produces just 2 percent of world oil, and the United States 
receives less than 1 percent of its oil from Libya, the country’s oil is high 
quality, magnifying its importance in the world market.147 Furthermore, 
disruptions in Libyan oil threatened the European oil market because 
countries such as Italy and Spain heavily rely on Libyan oil. This reliance 
helps account for European and NATO’s strategic interest in intervention. 
The United States also worries about disruptions of European economic 
markets since instability could spill over to the United States in an inter-
linked global economy.

Strategic interest in Libya was acknowledged during the civil war. 
McClatchy news service reported on classified documents the WikiLeaks 
organization leaked, which discussed U.S. official deliberations, expressing 
concern about the impact of Libyan instability on U.S. and allied access 
to the global oil market, and competition for Libyan oil from Russian and 
Italian firms. These concerns were reviewed in a Guardian story drawing 
on former U.S. Energy Secretary Bill Richardson’s comments: “There’s 
another interest, and that’s energy. . . . Libya is among the 10 top oil 
producers in the world. You can almost say that the gas prices in the U.S. 
going up have probably happened because of a stoppage of Libyan oil 
production. . . . So this is not an insignificant country, and I think our 
involvement is justified.”148 Diplomatic records confirm that oil interests 
factored into official calculations. One diplomatic cable from the U.S. 
embassy in Tripoli stated:

Libya needs to exploit its hydrocarbon resources to provide 
for its rapidly-growing, relatively young population. To do so, 
it requires extensive foreign investment and participation by 
credible IOCs (or international oil companies). Reformist ele-
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ments in the Libyan government and the small but growing 
private sector recognize this reality. But those who dominate 
Libya’s political and economic leadership are pursuing increas-
ingly nationalistic policies in the energy sector that could 
jeopardize efficient exploitation of Libya’s extensive oil and 
gas reserves. Effective U.S. engagement on this issue should 
take the form of demonstrating the clear downsides to the 
GOL (the government of Libya) of pursuing this approach, 
particularly with respect to attracting participation by credible 
international oil companies in the oil/gas sector and foreign 
direct investment.149

Knowing with certainty how much strategic versus humanitarian consider-
ations were discussed in private deliberations within the Obama adminis-
tration regarding the Libya intervention is difficult. However, the evidence 
above suggests that oil is historically a significant factor in policy planning 
for countries in and near the Middle East.

Past presidential anger at Gadhafi was based in large part on his 
challenges to U.S. economic preferences, seen in his rejection of “free mar-
ket” capitalism and “free trade.” Gadhafi’s economic program for decades 
was based on an embrace of socialistic rhetoric, nationalized industries, 
and expansion of the welfare state. Such actions included the govern-
ment takeover of Libyan oil—to the displeasure of Western oil investors 
and officials—and increased rents charged to foreign companies extracting 
the country’s oil. Other changes funded by state oil revenues included 
increases in government rent and health-care subsidies, a fixed-rate national 
minimum wage, increased spending on public housing, redistribution of 
land from rich to poor, and increased spending on education. Historian 
Vijay Prashad writes that these reforms were channeled through the state 
through a massive “centralization of redistribution” of wealth and resourc-
es. This was followed by an increase in Libyan living standards—evident 
in increasing literacy rates and greater “human development” compared 
to Middle Eastern and African countries.150

Despite the improvement in public living standards in Gadhafi’s first 
two decades of rule, his regime was criticized severely for its contempt 
for democratization and its human rights abuses. Although Gadhafi spoke 
often about the importance of democracy, he was in reality a dicta-
tor. Prashad writes: “[While] Gadhafi relied on the oil revenue to pacify 
the population . . . other issues took center stage in Libya” such as the 
“harshness of the security state” and “anger at the suppression of genuine 
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democratic opportunities for the population.”151 Following interviews with 
numerous Libyan citizens, political analyst Alison Pargeter writes of other 
concerns, including the use of nepotism to direct state resources toward 
the enrichment of Gadhafi’s children and the neglect in eastern Libya 
(particularly Benghazi) where residents were “treated as second-class citi-
zens.” In Benghazi infrastructure and housing were neglected, and human 
health was a major concern due to government failure to treat human 
waste and sewage.152

Reports from Human Rights Watch reinforced Pargeter and others’ 
concerns with the lack of human rights in Libya.153 The Human Rights 
Watch highlighted transgressions such as imprisoning citizens for criticiz-
ing government, with the Libyan penal code criminalizing the “insulting 
[of] public officials,” and the “promoting of anti-state theories.” The code 
provides penalties as extreme as the death penalty for such behavior. 
Transgressions also include the massacre and burial in mass graves of 1,200 
suspected Islamic fundamentalist prisoners in the Abu Salim prison in 
the mid-1990 and blocking efforts by lawyers and journalists to establish 
human rights groups to investigate government abuses, denial of basic 
due process rights for those in prison for criticizing the government, 
and inadequate representation for those deemed enemies of the state.154

The United States retained a strategic interest in opposing Gadhafi. 
While Gadhafi attempted to side with the United States in its “War 
on Terror” in 2003—renouncing the development of weapons of mass 
destruction (WMDs) and inviting in U.N. inspectors—his commitment 
to opening the Libyan economy to market reforms was limited. Gadhafi 
was at best an inconsistent “ally” in promoting such reforms. His embrace 
of IMF-World Bank “austerity” measures was stymied by public opposi-
tion to mass public sector layoffs due to the lack of opportunity in pri-
vate sector jobs.155 Efforts to increase foreign investors’ opportunities for 
exploring the country’s oil reserves were largely successful, however, and 
were followed by the creation of private Libyan oil companies to extract 
those reserves.156 Other major changes followed, including privatizing the 
country’s banking system, easing of imports on foreign consumer goods, 
and reducing restrictions on currency regulation.157

Despite efforts to transform Libya’s economy, Gadhafi was inconsis-
tent and inept in embracing a market system. The efforts of Libyan General 
Secretary Shukri Ghamem were hampered by political opponents within 
the Gadhafi regime who opposed his plan to privatize 360 state compa-
nies and transform the economy of Libya from a government-controlled 
system to one based on private enterprise.158 Ghanem attributed stalled 
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reforms to Gadhafi, who seemed willing to rhetorically embrace change, 
but unable or unwilling to implement it.159 To complicate matters fur-
ther, U.S. ally and Saudi King Abdullah bin Abdulaziz Al Saud shared a 
bitter history of conflict with Gadhafi, who had condemned the king in 
2003 for supporting the Iraq war and referred to Abdullah as “a British 
product and American ally.”160 In sum, while Gadhafi tried to establish 
relations with the United States, the relationship never fully solidified. 
U.S. commitment to Gadhafi was lukewarm, and the regime quickly lost 
what little support it had during the rebellion. In early 2011 the United 
States announced support for the uprising, as Obama issued presidential 
Study Directive 10, committing the United States to “preventing mass 
atrocities and genocide” as “a core national security interest and a core 
moral responsibility of the United States.”161

While much humanitarian rhetoric surrounded the Libya interven-
tion, discussion of strategic interests was rare. Media editorials reinforced 
the humanitarian narrative. In the editorial “Libya’s Butcher,” the Times 
wrote: “We have no doubt that [Qaddafi] will butcher and martyr his 
own people in his desperation to hold on to power. He must be con-
demned and punished by the international community.”162 By late Feb-
ruary, Times editors advocated intervention. When Gadhafi’s forces were 
pushing toward rebel strongholds, the paper warned: “Unless some way 
is found to stop him, Qaddafi will slaughter hundreds or even thousands 
of his own people in his desperation to hang on to power. . . . There is 
not a lot of time. Qaddafi and his henchmen have to be told in cred-
ible and very specific terms the price they will pay for any more killing. 
They need to start paying right now.” The paper declared that Obama 
“had a moral responsibility to stop violence on a horrific scale, as well 
as a unique international mandate and a broad coalition to act” because 
“failure to intervene could have threatened peaceful transitions in Egypt 
and Tunisia, as thousands of Libyan refugees poured across their borders, 
while other dictators would conclude that violence is the best strategy to 
cling to power.”163 The Times endorsed an arms embargo, sanctions, and 
a no-fly zone, among other measures.164 Post editorials expressed almost 
identical sentiments.165

The rhetoric of hope was a central component in the intervention—
hope that the United States would protect human rights in a country 
beleaguered by destabilization and destruction. The range of views in 
editorials mirrored those of Washington officials, who mainly debated the 
timing of the bombing campaign.166 Both parties supported attacks on 
Gadhafi’s regime. The Times congratulated Obama for exercising strong 
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leadership by attacking Gadhafi and emphasized the need to avoid civilian 
casualties.167 Criticisms were tactical. Times editorials stressed the need to 
enlist NATO support, while chastising Obama and allies for not acting 
quickly enough, worrying that “Libya’s liberation war could turn into a 
prolonged, bloody stalemate.”168

U.S. officials and media celebrated Gadhafi’s death in October 2011. 
The United States was heralded for fighting tyranny and promoting free-
dom. First came Obama’s announcement hailing Gadhafi’s death as a 
warning to Middle East dictatorships that repressive rule “inevitably comes 
to an end.”169 Editorial celebrations in media followed. Highlighting past 
charges of terrorism against Gadhafi (who was suspected of housing ter-
rorists responsible for the 1988 Lockerbie Pan Am flight 103 bombing), 
the Times concluded that Americans “can feel relief and satisfaction in 
the supporting role they played in ending his horror. Now they have to 
help and goad Libyans into building a stable and peaceful democracy.” 
Post editors encouraged Obama to take further action because “Libya’s 
stabilization under a democratic government could help tip the broader 
wave of change in the Arab Middle East toward those favoring freedom.”170

Reporting followed the lead of editorials. Table 5.3 suggests that the 
Obama administration and the Libyan rebels were dominant newsmakers, 
with both sources together accounting for most of the actors mentioned 
and with Republican voices virtually nonexistent. Objectivity in this con-
text meant that reporters did not insert their own views into stories, but 
instead deferred to the most prominent actor on foreign policy—the 
president. Even though some Republicans challenged Obama for not 
acting quickly enough on Libya, Republican voices barely made it into 
reporting.171 Other studies suggest that Obama was the dominant voice 
in reporting across media sources not included in Table 5.3.172

References to the Obama administration appeared more often than 
Republican sources, but the Gadhafi regime received even more mentions. 
That trend was evident across most media as studies suggested that Gadhafi 
often went head-to-head with or overtook Obama as the most dominant 
newsmaker on Libya.173 This dominance, however, was unlikely to exert 
much impact on the American public since polling found Americans were 
supportive of involvement in Libya due to concerns with human rights, 
democracy, and ousting Gadhafi.174 Obama and Libyan rebels’ combined 
dominance of the agenda (table 5.3) contributed to a humanitarian narra-
tive on the intervention. This point is reinforced in table 5.4 at the end of 
this chapter, which documents the regularity of humanitarian rhetoric in 
the news. Discussion of humanitarian themes appeared in as little as one 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



227From Fear to Democracy

in five to as much as nearly half of all news stories on Libya, depending 
on the news outlet.

While Obama dominated national discourse on the Libya conflict, 
the tone of coverage did change from early to midyear. Research from 
the Project for Excellence in Journalism suggests that the primary concern 
of news coverage in late February and early March was Gadhafi’s “ability 
to cling to power in the face of widespread resistance . . . as the media 
began to address the difficult and potentially divisive issue of whether 
the U.S. ought to intervene more directly in the fighting.” The prospect 
of intervention raised significant questions. The Project for Excellence in 
Journalism recounted of reporting in February and March that “a good 
deal of ” coverage “focused on a growing discussion about that no-fly 
zone,” although there was concern that it “could embroil the U.S. in 
another military situation.”175 The Project for Excellence in Journalism 
found that coverage from mid- to late March directed attention toward 
“intensifying internal debate over President Obama’s handling of the situ-
ation,” although the “tide” shifted by late March in favor of Obama and 
rebel forces as they made military advances against Gadhafi.176 In short, 
discussions of Gadhafi did not empower the dictator, but rather focused 
on the campaign against him.

The trends in news coverage suggest that there was some critical 
coverage, even as Obama dominated the news narrative. Critical coverage 
assessed how effective he was in handling the intervention. Republicans 

Table 5.3. Reporting on the Libyan Uprising (February 15–April 30, 2011)

Total mentions of each actor 
as a percent of all actors

   Daily Herald 
 New York Times NBC News  (Chicago)

Obama administration 17% 18% 21%

Republican officials  3%  3%  4%

Gadhafi government 43% 44% 40%

Libyan people (rebels, 37% 35% 36% 
displaced, and civilians) 

Obama administration 54% 53% 57% 
and protesters combined 

Source: LexisNexis.
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and right-wing pundits questioned the means by which Obama intervened 
in Libya. However, procedural disputes obscured the strong level of bipar-
tisan support for intervention more generally.

A humanitarian frame was common in news stories, while discus-
sion of oil and strategic considerations was marginalized. In the fifty-six 
feature stories the Times ran on Libya in spring 2011, the paper was 
more than five times as likely to run news reports stressing humanitarian 
concerns over U.S.-allied interest in Libyan oil.177 The ratio of stories 
referencing oil in Libya in general versus references to humanitarian 
intervention was nearly 1:1. This pattern was somewhat conflicted, with 
oil regularly referenced in stories, but with reports avoiding discussion of 
the intervention as driven—even partly—by strategic interests. In other 
words, U.S. journalists seemed to implicitly acknowledge the importance 
of Libya’s oil industry as a news topic, without explicitly acknowledg-
ing its strategic importance. This finding suggests that Times readers were 
primed to understand the importance of Libyan oil, while also interpret-
ing the intervention as driven by humanitarianism. Reporting on the rise 
in oil and gas prices—as attributed to growing instability in Libya—was 
a significant media story. It accounted for 2 percent of national news in 
late February 2011.178

Not a single Times editorial during spring 2011 discussed the Libya 
intervention as related, even in part, to strategic oil concerns.179 Speaking 
in somewhat unsavory terms about allies was acceptable, with the Times 
editors claiming that “events in Libya pose a more direct threat to Europe 
than to the United States” since “Europe relies heavily on Libyan oil and 
a prolonged crisis will cause serious shortfalls in Italy and other coun-
tries.”180 What this posturing ignored is the reality that U.S. officials have 
long stated that the United States must use military force to ensure the 
flow of inexpensive oil to the United States and to control the supply 
routes of oil for U.S. allies.181 Reporters reinforced Obama’s humanitarian 
narrative, ignoring strategic discussions.

News stories denied strategic oil interests were at play in Libya. 
Reporting accepted at face value official claims that the United States 
“does not view Libya as a vital strategic interest.”182 Obama administra-
tion officials contradicted that claim, discussing intervention in Libya as 
an important part of the broader strategic calculus of the United States in 
the Arab and Muslim world.183 This finding does not refute the claim that 
the intervention had a humanitarian component, but rather suggests that 
motivations are more complicated than an exclusive humanitarian interest.
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Outside of discussing oil considerations, criticisms of intervention 
could have emphasized the legal aspects of intervention. The 1973 War 
Powers Act requires that all presidents secure congressional authorization 
within sixty days of initiating a military conflict and that the president 
has an additional thirty days to remove all troops without such authori-
zation. The U.S.-NATO intervention in Libya spanned more than seven 
months—well past the ninety days the War Powers Act allowed. Obama 
never secured authorization from Congress to use force, despite the con-
stitutional allocation of power to declare war to Congress. The administra-
tion’s legal argument for failing to secure permission was that the Libya 
intervention was not really a “war,” hence rules requiring a congressional 
resolution under the Constitution and the War Powers Act were not appli-
cable.184 Congressional Republicans and legal scholars dismissed this legal 
defense outright, criticizing Obama for circumventing legal requirements 
and limits on presidential power.185

Despite protestations from Congress and legal scholars, the presi-
dent used force without legislative authorization. The Times and the Post 
aided Obama by directing minimal attention to legal concerns. Between 
February 15 and April 30, 2011—the time period analyzed in table 5.2—
the Times printed just three foreign news stories addressing congressional 
authorization of war. Discussion of authorization appeared in just 10 per-
cent of Times stories referencing “Libya” and “Congress,” and 0.7 percent 
of all stories referencing Libya. Congress took a back seat to the president 
in reporting, as just 7.5 percent of Times stories discussing Libya referenced 
Congress, compared to 35 percent of all Libya stories that referenced 
members of Obama’s administration. The pattern was more extreme in the 
Post. No story discussed congressional authorization of force from mid-
February through late April, despite thirty-one stories referencing Libya 
and Congress. Just 10.5 percent of all stories referencing Libya mentioned 
Congress, compared to 43 percent of Libya stories mentioning members 
of Obama’s administration.186

What of challenges to Obama from partisan media? There was sig-
nificant disagreement among pundits about Libya. Fox News personalities 
attacked Obama for not removing Gadhafi quickly enough, for not pro-
moting committing greater resources to intervention, and for inadequately 
addressing the importance of U.S. “victory.”187 MSNBC pundits assumed 
Obama deserved “the benefit of the doubt” regarding humanitarian con-
cerns.188 Right-wing challenges to Obama seemingly had little effect on 
turning Americans against the intervention, as discussed next.
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Public Opinion on Libya

The public exhibited signs of skepticism and support for intervention. 
Figure 5.6 suggests that support for Obama was mixed for most ques-
tions, although removing Gadhafi enjoyed majority support.189 Polling 
from early to mid-March found support for intervention was thin across 
most policy options, including introducing troops (13 percent); bombing 
Libyan air defenses (16 percent); sending weapons and supplies to anti-
government groups (23 percent); and implementing a no-fly zone (44 
percent).190 However, polls conducted in late March—when the United 
States instituted a no-fly zone and engaged in aerial bombings, found 
that 54 percent of Americans supported “the way Obama is handling the 
situation in Libya,” while 68 percent agreed with U.S. “cruise missile and 
air strikes in Libya in order to protect civilians from attacks by Gadhafi’s 
forces.”191 Late March polling revealed that 55 percent supported “tak-
ing increased military action against Libya to remove Muammar Gadhafi 
from power,” while polling from April and June indicated that between 
56 to 58 percent supported “U.S. military aircraft” participating along-
side “a coalition of international forces” to attack “Libyan forces” that 
were “threatening civilians.”192 In summary, despite significant reluctance, 

Figure 5.6. Public Opinion on the Libyan Conflict (March–August 2011)

Sources: CNN/ORC surveys.
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a majority supported Obama taking limited forms of military action short 
of committing ground troops.

Support for intervention was likely related to numerous factors. 
Multilateral interventions, in which many countries shoulder the military 
burden, are more popular than conflicts in which the United States “goes 
it alone.”193 Additionally, rally around the flag effects historically galvanize 
support for war once Americans are placed in danger’s way.194 Finally, the 
sympathetic framing of the intervention in reporting and editorials helped 
cultivate war support.

The civil war in Libya was one of the most heavily reported issues 
from February through April 2011.195 Coverage was sympathetic to the 
intervention, and that coverage fostered increased support for war. Draw-
ing on polling from Pew, figure 5.7 documents the role of political-
media discourse in cultivating war support.196 Those paying attention to 
Libya were significantly more likely to support sanctions, a no-fly zone, 
and military intervention. Those following Libya were between 10 to 30 
percentage points more likely to support intervention, depending on the 
question. Support for sanctions and a no-fly zone reached a majority 
among those paying attention to discourse on Libya, compared to less 
than majority support for those who were not attentive. Media effects 

Figure 5.7. Attentiveness to, and Support for, U.S. Intervention in Libya 
(March 2011)

Source: Pew survey (March 2011).
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remain after controlling for respondents’ sex, race, education, income, age, 
and political partisanship.197

Claims that right-wing pundits undermined Obama’s campaign seem 
unwarranted. Right-wing critiques merely questioned the means of engag-
ing in Libya, not whether to engage. On the main questions concerning 
intervention, a review of Pew data from figure 5.7 demonstrates that 
Republicans were at times more supportive of action. Republicans were 
not significantly more or less likely to support intervention or sanctions. 
However, 62 percent of Republicans supported the no-fly zone compared 
to 49 percent of Democrats; 28 percent of Republicans supported the 
bombing of Libya compared to 15 percent of Democrats. Although just 
26 percent of Republicans supported sending arms to rebels, this was 
just 4 percentage points less than Democrats were. In sum, survey data 
suggest that Republican partisanship was not an impediment to action 
in Libya. Reporting on Libya depicted the United States as benevolent 
in its pursuit of democracy and human rights. Favorable political-media 
discourse played an important role—amid other factors—in garnering 
support for a limited intervention.

Experimental Evidence on Libya

The association between media consumption and support for Obama could 
theoretically be a function of reverse causation. Growing public support for 
intervention could have driven media to report positively on war, thereby 
pressuring Obama to enter the conflict. The possibility that public opinion 
drove media coverage is unlikely for numerous reasons. Briefly recounting 
those explanations (from chapter 4): first, outside of the narrowcasting in 
partisan media, journalists are trained to be objective and privilege official 
sources, suggesting that political leaders are the dominant actors in setting 
the media agenda, not the public.198 Second, the public—especially on 
foreign policy issues—heavily relies on media for information. They lack 
the direct experience with these issues. The public imposes some basic 
limits on foreign policy (such as pressuring against long-term occupations), 
but Americans are not in control when formulating policy. Third, scholarly 
evidence suggests “politicians don’t pander”; they seek to fit public opinion 
around their preexisting agendas, rather than creating policies based on 
public preferences.199 This means reporters are most likely not responding 
to a presidential agenda determined by “the will of the people.” Finally, 
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experimental data, as presented in this chapter and chapter 4, suggests the 
media influence public attitudes on foreign policy.

I present evidence below from an experiment measuring the influ-
ence of political-media discourse on attitudes toward the Libya interven-
tion. The experiment included more than 120 students from an Illinois 
college. This sample is not representative of the entire country, but what 
the experiment lacks in generalizability, it makes up for by demonstrating 
cause-and-effect in political-media discourse.

In this experiment, each student was asked to answer pretest ques-
tions gaging their knowledge and opinions of the Libya conflict. A short 
primer was provided to them, including basic details about the interven-
tion. Pretest questions probed participants’ support for, or opposition to, 
the intervention prior to gaining more information, including:

 — Do you think the United States did the right thing by 
taking part in the military conflict in Libya, or should the 
United States have not gotten involved in Libya?

 — Looking back at the U.S. intervention in Libya, do you 
favor or oppose the United States and its allies doing each 
of the following with respect to Libya?

  a. Bombing Libyan government air defenses
  b. Sending troops into Libya

 — Regarding the U.S. intervention in Libya, do you think the 
United States maintained a significant interest in Libyan 
oil, or intervened in order to promote human rights and 
overthrow a repressive dictator?

Students were presented with six options for answering each question, 
ranging from “strongly agree” and “somewhat agree” to “somewhat dis-
agree” and “strongly disagree.” “Don’t know” and “No opinion” options 
were provided for respondents who were unfamiliar with the war.

After the pretest, students read a basic background to the interven-
tion. They were told:

The goal of this activity is to familiarize you with debates 
related to specific policy issues and to see how access to infor-
mation influences peoples’ attitudes. This activity focuses on the 
2011 U.S. intervention in Libya. The campaign was successful 
in removing Libyan military dictator Muammar Gadhafi from 
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power. The Libyan government was involved in a civil war 
against a rebel group demanding democratic rights. U.S. politi-
cal leaders claimed that intervention was needed to defeat a 
government that was committing human rights violations by 
bombing rebel cities and killing many civilians. During that 
campaign, the U.S. and its allies engaged in bombing strikes 
against Gadhafi’s government.

While all students received the background information, they were 
then exposed to different views. Participants were divided into two groups, 
one exposed to information favorable to Obama’s human rights narra-
tive, and a second group that read criticisms of the intervention. Those 
exposed to pro-intervention information read two pro-war editorials from 
the Times, a pro-war editorial from the Post, and a pro-war article from 
the Fox News website that stressed Obama’s human rights narrative. The 
Fox News story summarized that the Libyan rebels were under attack 
by Gadhafi and provided information about his initial success closing in 
on rebel cities. At that point in February 2011, international concerns 
about a massacre of Libyan civilians gained attention. The Fox News 
article reported on “militias loyal to Muammar-al-Gadhafi [that] opened 
fire on protesters streaming out of mosques in the Libyan capital [who 
were] demanding the regime’s ouster . . . across rebellious cities in the 
east, tens of thousands held rallies in support of the first Tripoli (the 
Libyan capital) protests. . . .” Protesters in Tripoli were “confronted by 
[government] troops and militiamen who opened fire . . . gunmen on 
rooftops in streets near the square shot down marchers.” The Fox News 
report included a statement from U.N. human rights official Navi Pillay 
asserting that the international community needed to “step in vigorously” 
to protect civilians.200

The Times editorials made a strong case for intervention. One 
warned: “Unless some way is found to stop him, Gadhafi will slaughter 
hundreds or even thousands of his own people in his desperation to hand 
on to power. [Obama] administration officials insist they are working hard 
to find ways to stop the killing . . . there is not a lot of time. Gadhafi 
and his henchmen have to be told in credible and very specific terms 
the price they will pay for any more killing.” A second editorial argued: 
“Obama correctly agreed to deploy American forces only when persuaded 
that other nations would share the responsibility and the cost of enforc-
ing international law [against the killing of civilians]. There is no perfect 
formula for military intervention. It must be used sparingly. . . . Libya 
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is a specific case: Gadhafi is erratic, widely reviled, armed with mustard 
gas and has a history of supporting terrorism. If he is allowed to crush 
the opposition, it would chill pro-democracy movements across the Arab 
world.”201 Finally, the Post editorial spoke optimistically about democracy 
in Libya following Gadhafi’s overthrow. Written in June 2012, the editorial 
described “local elections . . . in the cities of Benghazi and Misrata. In 
those cities and in Tripoli, policemen and the regular army keep order, 
and daily life has mostly returned to normal.”202

The second group was exposed to more critical stories. Partici-
pants read background information discussing claims that intervention 
was driven by concern with civilian deaths. Aside from the background 
information, the articles included an editorial from the Nation magazine, an 
investigative report from McClatchy news service, and a primer introduc-
ing students to presidential documents acknowledging that oil interests in 
the Middle East and North Africa matter strategically to U.S. officials. The 
Nation editorial, while emphasizing the importance of intervening to stop 
Gadhafi’s human rights violations, also raised questions about the conflict. 
It warned: “Like the Iraq war, the Libya intervention is a war of choice, 
undertaken by an executive acting without congressional authorization. 
This is a continuation of a dangerous and unconstitutional precedent, 
one that President Obama himself opposed when he was a senator.” The 
editorial referenced Obama’s own words: “The president does not have the 
power under the Constitution to unilaterally authorize a military attack 
in a situation that does not involve stopping an actual or imminent threat 
to the nation.” It also complained about “the flagrant hypocrisy of U.S. 
pursuit of yet another Middle East military campaign, ostensibly with 
humanitarian goals, even as it gives weapons and diplomatic support to 
the corrupt royal families of Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, and the other tin-pot 
tyrants of the Persian Gulf, who have banded together in savage repression 
of their own democratic oppositions.”203

Other writers suggested that the United States might be driven by 
a strategic interest in Libyan oil. Participants read a news article from 
McClatchy news service published in May 2011 that discussed formerly 
classified government documents acknowledging that U.S. officials were 
concerned with the Libyan oil market due to competition with Italian 
and Russian oil firms. The investigative reporter involved in the story 
explained the U.S. and Russian concern with oil as demonstrating “the 
kind of global hunt/scramble for oil,” which “is kind of the back story 
to so much of what happens” in the Middle East and North Africa.204 
Students were also provided with excerpts from national security  directives 
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that stressed the strategic importance of Middle Eastern and North African 
oil to national security planning.

The distinction between the two experimental groups underscores 
the importance of information in influencing public attitudes. The group 
receiving pro-intervention information more closely approximates the 
trends observed in real life, with reporters and editorials supporting war. 
The second group represents a hypothetic audience seeking to measure 
what public attitudes might have looked like if readers were provided infor-
mation that discussed humanitarian concerns, while also raising questions 
about U.S. motives. Condemnations of U.S. hypocrisy and oil interests 
were expected to produce more critical reactions to intervention.

To measure the effects of information on readers, a posttest sur-
vey was administered containing questions identical to the pretest. The 
experimental results suggest significant framing effects on attitudes after 
controlling for participants’ age, race, sex, partisanship, and ideology. Figure 
5.8 documents these effects, and exposure to critical information (for the 
critical exposure group) was associated with greater skepticism of war. 
Participation in the humanitarian exposure group was associated with 
greater support for intervention.205 Greater support for feelings that the 
United States “did the right thing” by intervening suggests that human 

Figure 5.8. Experimental Evidence for Media Effects on Libya Intervention 
(2012)

Source: Author’s primary data collection.
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rights considerations were strong for those exposed to pro-war views. 
This finding is not surprising considering that the United States likely 
prevented a massacre by intervening.

The findings from both groups suggest that media framing influ-
ences public perceptions of foreign policy. Coupled with the evidence 
from content analysis of national media and data from national polls, the 
findings suggest that presidential rhetoric—and sympathetic media—mold 
public minds in favor of official narratives. Presidents are far more effective 
in influencing attitudes than many believe. Framing effects do not have to 
influence the considerations of all, or even most, news consumers. Changes 
in public considerations on Libya were observed among less than half of 
respondents. Still, enough change in perceptions occurred to acknowledge 
political-media discourse as impacting public attitudes.

The Bahrain Blackout

Mid-February 2011 saw another uprising in the Gulf country of Bahrain. 
The nonviolent rebellion, continuing through 2012, demanded political 
rights for Bahrain’s ethnic Shia majority. The revolt sought to replace the 
monarch of the al Khalifa family with democratic government. Protesters 
rallied at the Pearl Circle roundabout near the financial district in Mana-
ma. Soon finding itself besieged by citizen protest, the al Khalifa regime 
requested assistance from Saudi Arabia’s monarchy to put down the pro-
tests. Demonstrations were met with swift suppression; a three-month state 
of emergency was declared, and protestors were arrested and brutalized 
for challenging martial law. Protests included as many as 100,000 people 
by early 2012.206 Responses to the uprising included government raids 
of Shia neighborhoods, the introduction of checkpoints where violence 
was regularly directed at demonstrators, and the punishment of medical 
practitioners attempting to aid those assaulted by government troops.207 
From 2011 to 2012, nearly 3,000 activists were arrested, and some died 
in police custody.208

The government’s human rights violations also spurred the uprising. 
Bahrain’s behavior was considered “dismal” by human rights monitors. 
Reports found that torture was common, while hundreds are detained 
for criticizing the regime. Websites run by government critics are forcibly 
shut down. Activists are charged with the “spreading [of] false information” 
against government, while detainees are denied access to legal representa-
tion and granted limited access to family.209 The Bahraini-Saudi alliance 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



238 Selling War, Selling Hope

forged in March 2011 quelled the uprising. Both the United Arab Emir-
ates and Saudi Arabia sent a combined 1,500 troops to Bahrain, the BBC 
reported, and “took up positions [in defense of] key installations,” although 
the Saudis announced that they would step up their operations to termi-
nate the rebellion if Bahraini forces proved unsuccessful.210 Working with 
Bahrain’s Sunni government, the Saudi-Bahraini suppression included a 
ban on the political opposition party, systematically detaining and beating 
citizens, raping female minors, censoring the country’s main opposition 
paper, and prosecuting dozens of the country’s medical professionals, who 
were charged with the “crime” of providing medical treatment to protest-
ers injured by government forces.211 A November 2011 report found that 
the psychological and physical torture regularly occurred.212

Human rights violations in Libya were of paramount concern among 
U.S. officials, but repression by U.S.-allied oil rich countries Bahrain and 
Saudi Arabia were marginalized. U.S. policy planners enabled Saudi and 
Bahraini regimes to escalate human rights violations by granting economic 
and military support and by muting their criticisms of these regimes. 
Consider, for example, the 2011 Human Rights Watch report on Saudi 
Arabia, which condemned Saudi Arabia for pursuing merely “symbolic” 
reforms for improving “the visibility of women” and establishing free-
dom of expression. The report highlighted severe Saudi abuses; torture is 
routinely used to extract “confessions,” while authorities refuse to inform 
criminal suspects of charges against them. The Saudi government arrests 
citizens for criticizing Sunni clerics, and women are treated as legal minors 
under the “guardian” system, which denies basic rights taken for granted 
in Western countries. Immigrant workers, comprising half the country’s 
work force, are regularly repressed. Human Rights Watch describes their 
plight as akin to “slavery-like conditions”—including “withholding wages” 
and “forcing [many] migrants to work against their will.” Unpaid work-
ers who strike to protest work conditions are deported without a hear-
ing. Saudi Arabia is a world leader in beheadings, executing nearly sixty 
people in the first ten months of 2011, for a variety of “offenses” such 
as homosexuality, among other transgressions.213

The United States’ thwarting of human rights and democracy in 
allied countries is acknowledged from time to time. The Wall Street Jour-
nal reported in March 2011 that the United States shifted to promoting 
“regime alteration” of repressive U.S. allies in the Middle East, while 
simultaneously promoting total regime change in enemy states such as 
Syria and Libya: “The U.S. is urging protesters from Bahrain to Morocco 
to work with existing rulers” who were repressing them, in the name 
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of reform. “The approach has emerged amid furious lobbying of the 
[Obama] administration by Arab governments, who were alarmed that 
President Obama had abandoned Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak and 
worried that, if the U.S. did the same to the beleaguered king of Bahrain, 
a chain of revolts could sweep them from power, too, and further upend 
the region’s stability.”214

The United States often sees support for repressive regimes as vital 
since countries such as Saudi Arabia and Bahrain are of strategic impor-
tance. Bahrain hosts the U.S. fifth fleet and is geographically situated 
next to majority Shiite areas in Saudi Arabia, which hold most Saudi oil. 
Rebellion against the Saudi and Bahraini regimes could threaten U.S. 
oil interests if protests in these countries endangered allied governments. 
Aside from residing in the oil-rich Gulf region, Bahrain is located just off 
the coast of Saudi Arabia and Qatar, southeast of Iraq and Kuwait, and 
southwest of Iran. The proximity to Iran ensures that Bahrain remains a 
key strategic ally for any potential military attack against Iran. Bahrain 
resides at the very heart of a region that retains more than half of all 
world oil reserves. The United States retains a military presence there to 
ensure “stability” of allied governments.

Saudi Arabia holds the largest oil deposits of any country. If Bahrain 
or Saudi Arabia were to fall under independent (non-U.S.) Shiite influence, 
it could threaten American dominance in the region. The Gulf Coopera-
tion Council, sometimes referred to as the Arab NATO, was created to 
prevent the emergence of Shiite power on the Arabian Peninsula.215 An 
independent Shiite government in Saudi Arabia might strengthen relations 
with Shiite majority countries such as Iran and Iraq, which are both 
currently independent of U.S. military power. The United States opposes 
this scenario, especially an alliance with Iran. Human rights abuses by 
U.S. allies are downplayed in narratives that suggest the United States is 
promoting liberty and democracy in the Middle East. The Times recog-
nized the danger to the Saudi regime, writing that Saudi intervention in 
Bahrain “underscored Saudi Arabia’s deep fears of protests on its doorstep 
and marked a crucial step in what many see as the kingdom’s attempt to 
stop the wave of pro-democracy demonstrations across the Arab world. 
Saudi Arabia, which tolerates almost no dissent, has a restive Shiite minor-
ity of its own in the eastern part of the country.”216 Continued U.S. aid 
to Saudi and Bahraini regimes from 2011 onward aided these allies in 
suppressing democratic uprisings.

The U.S. made no demands for regime change in Saudi Arabia and 
Bahrain. Despite large domestic protests, U.S. discussion of human rights 
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abuses was limited. Rather than promoting regime change, Obama adopted 
a policy of “regime alteration” in Saudi Arabia—applied to favored U.S. 
dictators. Of course, the concept of “alteration” is little more than cosmetic, 
as the United States continues to rhetorically call for greater moderation 
of human rights violations, while concurrently supporting the escalation of 
repression, evidenced by continued aid to Saudi Arabia at a time when 
it escalated human rights abuses at home and in Bahrain. As one admin-
istration official described Obama’s “new” “regime alteration” policy, the 
United States will continue on a path “toward emphasizing stability over 
majority rule” (emphasis added).217

From a human rights perspective, a double standard was evident 
when comparing the events in Bahrain and Libya. Political-media dis-
course regularly proclaimed the need to intervene in Libya—a nonallied 
state—on humanitarian grounds, but similar calls for action were absent 
with Bahrain—a strategic ally. The United States retained one human 
rights standard for its allies and a different one for nonallied states. This 
suggests a politicization of human rights in political-media discourse and 
actions.

Obama’s rhetorical response to Bahraini protests differed from rheto-
ric on Libya. In his May 2011 speech, months after Bahrain stepped up 
its attacks on protestors, Obama announced: “Bahrain is a longstanding 
partner, and we are committed to its security” (emphasis added). The White 
House vaguely emphasized “the importance of following through on the 
government’s commitment to ensuring that those responsible for human-
rights abuses will be held accountable” but laid out no plan for how this 
was to be accomplished.218 This approach put the administration in a 
contradictory position as it continued to grant aid while verbally chastis-
ing the regime—albeit in a limited manner. Attacking Iran for allegedly 
trying “to take advantage of turmoil there,” Obama claimed Bahrain’s 
government “has a legitimate interest in the rule of law,” implying that 
its repressive tactics were defensible. Addressing human rights violations, 
while also seeking to preserve the regime, Obama explained: “We have 
insisted both publicly and privately that mass arrests and brute force are 
at odds with the universal rights of Bahrain’s citizens . . . and such steps 
will not make legitimate calls for reform go away. The only way forward 
is for the government and opposition to engage in a dialogue, and you 
can’t have a real dialogue when parts of the peaceful opposition are in jail. 
The government must create the conditions for dialogue, and the opposi-
tion must participate to forge a just future for all Bahrainis” (emphasis 
added).219 Obama’s comments were notably different from the language 
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used concerning Libya. There was no discussion of the need for Libyan 
“reform,” or an announcement that “the only way forward” was a “for 
the government and opposition to engage in a dialogue,” or a demand 
that “the government must create the conditions for dialogue.” Had the 
Bahraini protesters been as successful in pushing for violent revolution 
against the Bahraini royal family, the sort of violent repression seen in 
Libya would most likely have materialized in Bahrain. That kind of suc-
cess did not happen, however, because of the U.S. economic and military 
effort to protect Bahrain’s government against its people.

Some commentators discussed the discrepancies between the U.S. 
policy in Bahrain and Libya. Commenting on Obama’s September 2011 
speech about democratic change in the Arab Spring, Max Fisher of the 
Atlantic wrote of “the change in Obama’s language and tone when his 
speech moved from Iran, Syria, and Yemen to Bahrain” as “difficult to 
miss.” In the former cases, talk of human rights and democracy was a 
major focus, whereas in Bahrain it was more limited. Fisher wrote:

He did not mention the thousands of Bahrainis “protesting 
peacefully, standing silently in the streets, dying for the same 
values that this institution is supposed to stand for,” as he 
did with Syria. Nor did he call for a “peaceful transition of 
power . . . and a movement to free and fair elections as soon 
as possible” as he did with Yemen. He did not scold the Bah-
raini regime for “refus[ing] to recognize the rights of its own 
people” as he did with Iran. Obama declined to declare that 
“the balance of fear shifted from the ruler to those that he 
ruled” as he did of Tunisia. He absolutely did not demand 
“a movement to free and fair elections as soon as possible.” 
When Obama spoke of Bahrain, his words sounded more like 
those of so many U.S. presidential foreign policy addresses of 
before the Arab Spring: we support our ally, call on him to 
lead reform, but would rather not discuss his autocratic rule 
or use of violence against protesters.220

Obama’s rhetoric on Bahrain, while granting lip service to reform, stood 
opposed to his behavior. The State Department—at the height of the 
Saudi-Bahraini crackdown on protests—stated: “We object to excessive 
force and violence against demonstrators. . . . We continue to believe the 
solution is credible political reform, not security crackdowns that threaten 
to exacerbate the situation.”221 This rhetorical response was the opposite of 
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Obama’s actual response, which rewarded the regime. Obama supported a 
$53 million arms transfer to Bahrain in early 2012, amidst ongoing human 
rights abuses, although Congress delayed the aid. Despite Congress’s oppo-
sition, Obama moved forward with the plan, making use of a loophole in 
the ban to provide weapons to the Bahraini regime.222 Clearly, strategic 
interests in Bahrain trumped human rights and democracy.

Authorization of military aid came within less than a year of Al 
Jazeera reporting of dozens of videos of daily demonstrations in Bahrain 
where police physically assaulted protesters (even breaking into their own 
homes), fired tear gas at residents, and arrested activists and children for 
criticizing the government.223 Those paying attention to developments in 
the Arab Spring may have noticed the difference between Obama’s actions 
in Bahrain and Libya. Democratic Senator Ron Wyden responded: “The 
Bahraini government has shown little progress in improving their human 
rights record over the last few months [from late 2011 to early 2012] 
and in some ways, their record has gotten worse. Protesters are still being 
hurt and killed, midnight arrests are still happening and the government 
continues to deny access to human rights monitors. The kingdom of Bah-
rain has not shown a true good faith effort to improve human rights in 
their country and the U.S. should not be reward them as if they have.”224

The strategic value of Saudi Arabia and Bahrain, coupled with the 
muted reaction to the human rights crises in those countries, was accom-
panied by political-media discourse that neglected concerns for human 
rights in allied dictatorships. Whereas the conflict in Libya was highly 
salient in U.S. discourse, Bahrain barely registered by comparison. Edito-
rials discussing Bahrain, when they did appear, mildly criticized Obama, 
claiming that he opposed the repression. Times editors wrote May 2011 
of the Bahraini government’s “brutalizing” of protesters, describing the 
“crackdown” as “unrelenting.” Criticizing Obama’s response, the paper 
complained: “President Obama tried quiet diplomacy. He got nowhere. 
In his speech on the Arab Spring, he finally took a tougher public line, 
insisting that ‘the only way forward is for the government and opposition 
to engage in a dialogue.’ He needs to keep pushing and warning Bahrain’s 
government that the only way to put the unrest behind it is with an end 
to the repression and real political reforms.”225 Intensified U.S. military aid 
to Bahrain contradicted this position, however.

Post editors wrote in May 2011 of “another ugly campaign of repres-
sion, in the Persian Gulf emirate of Bahrain, [that] hasn’t gotten much 
attention,” ironically ignoring the paper’s own role in downplaying the 
abuses. Post editors reiterated the Times’s inaccurate claim that Obama 
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opposed attacks on civilians in light of U.S. intensification of military 
aid during the crackdown. The Post acknowledged “the administration is 
trying to protect the strategic relationship with Bahrain . . . by tolerating 
the repression” and spoke caustically of the “cozy relationship” between 
the United States and Bahrain. But the paper echoed Obama’s support 
for “the implementation of moderate reforms,” rather than regime change. 
In sum, the arguments the Post and the Times made largely fell in line 
with Obama’s rhetoric.226

Reporting on Bahrain was favorable to the president. This meant 
downplaying U.S. support for human rights violations. Table 5.4 docu-
ments the differences in the political-media discourse on Egypt, Libya, 
and Bahrain. Far greater attention was paid to Egypt and Libya than to 
Bahrain. Depending on the media outlet, the conflicts in Egypt and Libya 
received more than two, to as much as seven, times as much attention 
compared to Bahrain. Whereas Egypt and Libya were important topics to 
American political leaders and journalists, Bahrain was nearly a nonissue 
in public discourse. When Bahraini human rights were discussed, framing 
of the uprising within a democratic or human rights framework was less 
common than the use of such language in Egypt and Libya for almost 
all newspapers.227 In summary, the significance of Bahrain was far less 
conceded in U.S. political-media discourse, as were issues of human rights 
and democracy. There was little reason to assume that human rights vio-
lations in Egypt were significantly more severe than in Bahrain, and yet 
the abuses in the latter were systematically neglected in Obama’s rhetoric 
and in the media.

As in political-media discourse, Bahraini human rights issues were 
erased from the public mind. Unlike with Egypt and Libya, polling orga-
nizations did not even bother to survey Americans on their opinions 
of Saudi or Bahraini government repression. I was unable to identify 
a single survey question on public opinion of the situation in Bahrain 
in my review of the questions archive from the Pew Research Center 
throughout 2011. I also failed to locate questions emphasizing Bahrain for 
Gallup—or any other polling organization. The erasure of Bahrain from 
public opinion should not be surprising considering the issue’s lack of 
salience. Victims of U.S.-sponsored state violence in Bahrain received little 
attention, while those in an enemy country (Libya) received great concern 
and discussion.228 Polling organizations apparently “read between the lines” 
when deciding which topics to emphasize—failing to discuss human rights 
violations in allied countries such as Saudi Arabia and Bahrain in favor 
of the violations in enemy states such as Libya.

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



Table 5.4. Salience of Conflicts in Egypt, Libya, and Bahrain and Discourse 
on Democracy and Human Rights

Egypt 
(February 1–28, 2011)

  Daily Herald 
 New York Times (Chicago) NBC News

Average number of stories 96 35 34 
per month

Democracy frame (percent 45% 80% 26% 
stories appearing in)

Human rights frame 25% 14% 26%

Libya 
(February 15–April 30, 2011)

  Daily Herald 
 New York Times (Chicago) NBC News

Average number of stories 90 30 114 
per month

Democracy frame (percent 13% 11% 26% 
stories appearing in)

Human rights frame 44% 32% 19%

Bahrain 
(February 14–March 31, 2011)

  Daily Herald 
 New York Times (Chicago) NBC News

Average number of stories 38 7 16 
per month

Democracy frame (percent 72% 10% 13% 
stories appearing in)

Human rights frame 24% 10% 13%

Source: LexisNexis.
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Conclusion

Two generalizations help make sense of media coverage: (1) journalistic 
objectivity translated into deference to officials sources—particularly the 
president—to the near exclusion of nonofficial sources; and (2) to the 
extent that reporters covered criticisms of government, they relied on 
views expressed by political officials—in this case congressional Republi-
cans. This left little room for dissent from nonofficial sources.

In the cases examined throughout this chapter, reporting fell in line 
with Obama’s agenda. Rhetoric stressing democracy and human rights 
was one-sided with negative attention directed at enemy states and away 
from allies. The effect of selective, politicized reporting on public attitudes 
was predictable. Americans accepted Obama’s rhetorical narratives toward 
Egypt and Libya, while failing to critically assess U.S.-sponsored abuses 
in Bahrain. The rhetoric of hope and democracy—applied selectively to 
human rights abusers in enemy countries—meant that political narratives 
and public opinion were socially constructed to reinforce Obama’s actions.

Other lessons emerge for the study of public opinion. Media mes-
sages were effective not only in influencing what Americans thought 
about, but also in influencing their policy attitudes. Concerning rational 
public theory, the case studies suggest that Americans can be trusted to 
pay attention to major foreign policy issues and that the public responded 
predictably to one-sided media messages by aligning with the president. 
On the other hand, the failure to engage in positions that challenge official 
rhetoric is a hallmark of elite theory in that it suggests much misinfor-
mation and ignorance on the part of Americans. In summary, both elite 
theory and rational public theory hold merit with regard to published 
opinion of the Arab Spring, although the examples of Egypt and Libya 
speak more to the power of elite theory in highlighting the failure to 
question the president.
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6

Losing Control

Obama’s Rhetoric on Benghazi and Syria

While the earlier years of the Obama administration saw success in culti-
vating support for U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East, later years saw 
mixed success. Obama’s failures in constructing sympathetic media nar-
ratives were apparent for the Benghazi terrorist attack and the failure to 
sell intervention in Syria. Americans blamed Obama for not doing enough 
to address the threat of terrorism and refused to support war against 
the Syrian regime of Bashar Assad. Exploring these events in detail, this 
chapter reviews Obama’s struggles in selling his foreign policy messages.

Terror in Benghazi

A major challenge to the Obama presidency emerged on September 
11, 2012—on the eleven-year anniversary of September 11, 2001—when 
the U.S. embassy in Benghazi, Libya, was attacked. The attack led to 
the deaths of four Americans and injured ten others. Responsibility for 
the attack was initially difficult to identify. The New York Times (Times) 
reported that U.S. officials “said that while many details about the attack 
remained unclear,” the assailants “appeared to have at least some level of 
advanced planning.”1 Within a day of the strike, U.S. officials speculated 
that it “may have been planned by extremists and inspired by al-Qaeda,” 
and reporting from late September alleged that U.S. intelligence knew 
within twenty-four hours of the attack that it was planned by al Qaeda 
affiliates.2 By mid-September the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) 
began an investigation, traveling to Libya to discern who was responsible.3

Publicly available evidence initially suggested a possible al Qaeda 
link. Al Qaeda leader Ayman al-Zawahiri called for an attack on  Americans 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



248 Selling War, Selling Hope

in Libya eighteen hours before the embassy attacks as retaliation for the 
United States killing al Qaeda member Abu Yahya al-Libi in Pakistan by 
a drone strike in June 2012. Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula—a branch 
of the terrorist group—similarly issued a statement three days after the 
Benghazi strike announcing that the attack was meant as revenge for al-
Libi’s death.4 Whether Zawahiri aided in planning the attack is unclear, 
although he praised it in a video during mid-October.5 Evidence sug-
gested the attack was homegrown as communications in the Benghazi 
area immediately following the strike linked Mokhtar Belmokhtar—the 
leader of the North African based al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb—to 
the attack.6 Chadian forces reportedly killed Belmokhtar in February 2013, 
although the U.S. State Department contradicted that claim by later adding 
him to their “Rewards for Justice” list. Despite initial claims of al Qaeda’s 
involvement, the United States formally filed criminal charges in August 
2013 against Ahmed Abu Khattala of Ansar al-Sharia—an Islamic funda-
mentalist military group—for his supposed involvement in the attack.7 
Weak government control over large segments of Libya made the appre-
hension of Khattala difficult, and he remained at large as of late 2013. 
Reports suggest that Khattala was present during the attack on Benghazi, 
and numerous sources alleged him to be the “ringleader” of the strike.8

The Presidential Response

Obama’s responses to the attack ranged from muted to ineffective in 
winning public support. Initial accounts of the attack from the Obama 
administration did not always match explanations that appeared in later 
months and into 2013. On the one hand, Obama referred to “acts of 
terror” that would not go unpunished three times within the two days 
after the September 11 strike on the U.S. embassy in speeches addressing 
Benghazi. Obama argued during the 2012 presidential debates that he 
referenced the incident as a terrorist attack, although he did not use the 
word “terrorism” to describe the events in a CBS 60 Minutes interview 
the day after the attacks. Responding to a question about whether the 
attacks constituted an act of terrorism, Obama referred simply to “an attack 
on Americans,” warning “it’s too early to know exactly how this came 
about.”9 His administration initially attributed the strike to spontaneous 
public anger over the dissemination of an anti-Muslim documentary on 
YouTube, titled Innocence of Muslims.10 This narrative was later revised as 
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officials referred to the strike as an act of terror, rather than an act of 
“spontaneous” protest against anti-Muslim prejudice.

These discrepancies and errors suggest an initial misunderstanding of 
the nature of the Benghazi attack. Not surprisingly, early accounts of crises 
events are later reevaluated and deemed inaccurate after new evidence is 
discovered. Criticisms articulated in later months, however, went beyond 
criticism of mischaracterization of the attack. By late 2012 through 2013, 
media and congressional investigations criticized the administration for 
failing to ensure American diplomats’ safety, despite prior warnings of the 
dangers they faced. Critics dismissed administration claims that congres-
sional and media inquiries revealed nothing new about Benghazi at a time 
when fresh evidence was emerging that the administration deprioritized 
diplomats’ safety. Investigations into Benghazi uncovered potential malfea-
sance on the part of the presidency. An April 2013 congressional inquiry 
from five committees in the House of Representatives concluded “senior 
State Department officials knew that the threat environment in Benghazi 
was high and that the Benghazi compound was vulnerable and unable 
to withstand an attack, yet the department continued to systematically 
withdraw security personnel.”11

Attempting to deflect attention away from critical narratives on 
Benghazi, the Obama administration claimed that fixation on this “scan-
dal” was manufactured and unwarranted. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton 
dismissed the “politicization” of the attack by Republican and conser-
vative critics.12 Obama called Republican criticisms of his reaction to 
the Benghazi attack a “sideshow,” arguing that administration critics were 
“dishonor[ing]” those killed in Benghazi by “turn[ing] things like this 
into a political circus. . . . What happened was tragic. It was carried out 
by extremists inside of Libya. We are out there trying to hunt down the 
folks who carried this out, and we’re trying to make sure that we fix the 
system so that it doesn’t happen again” (emphasis added).13 Vice President 
Joe Biden claimed that “we [the administration] weren’t told” they wanted 
more security there [at the embassy]” and explained that “those are things 
that are handled by security personnel at the State Department.” White 
House Spokesperson Jay Carney lambasted congressional Republican crit-
ics for supporting budgets “that slashed spending for diplomatic security” 
and for their alleged “lack of understanding about how this works.”14 The 
latter comment sought to exonerate the administration from blame by 
depicting the State Department, rather than the president or vice-president, 
as responsible for embassy security.

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



250 Selling War, Selling Hope

Political-Media Discourse

Reporting on Benghazi was characterized by the same deference to offi-
cial sources seen in other case studies in this book. The contours of the 
debate were defined by an executive on the one hand who sought to 
minimize the blame directed its way by Republicans and the public. On 
the other hand, congressional Republicans and right-wing media pundits 
depicted Obama as failing to adequately protect diplomats’ safety abroad. 
The conflict was defined by coverage that was at times quite critical of 
the president.

Public discourse on Benghazi represented a challenge to Obama. 
From the very beginning of this fiasco, the story was the effort by Con-
gress and the media to assess the level of blame the administration bore 
for the attack. With this question guiding discourse, the administration 
was at a systematic disadvantage because it could do little more than react 
to critics who were setting the agenda and points of inquiry through 
which discussion took place. Former Republican presidential candidate 
Mitt Romney criticized Obama for not immediately referring to the 
Benghazi attack as an act of terrorism.15 Republican vice presidential 
candidate Paul Ryan raised the possibility that the administration might 
have engaged in a “cover-up” by framing the attack as a spontaneous 
protest, rather than as a terrorist act: “Those of us who have had the 
briefings, seen the videos, know there was no protest involved. To sug-
gest afterwards that this was the result of a spontaneous protest, we now 
know is not the case.”16 Nonpartisan assessments were also critical. The 
December 2012 inquiry from former Deputy Secretary of State Thomas 
Pickering and former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Admiral Mike 
Mullen concluded that “systematic failures and leadership and management 
deficiencies at senior levels” in the State Department produced a “security 
posture that was inadequate for Benghazi and grossly inadequate to deal 
with the attack that took place.” Former Secretary of State Hillary Clin-
ton took personal responsibility for the security inadequacies, confirming 
administration blame.17

Right-wing media followed Republican critics’ lead, emphasizing 
the administration’s alleged malfeasance. Fox News personalities claimed 
Obama did not initially recognize Benghazi as an “act of terror,” while 
asserting that he issued a “stand down” order for U.S. forces not to assist 
those in danger at the embassy.18 The latter claim was repeated dozens 
of times on Fox News, but subsequent reporting concluded that forces 
supposedly directed to “stand down” received no such order.19 Fox News 
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also aired claims that Obama engaged in a “cover up” to hide Obama’s 
supposed absence from administration deliberations during the early hours 
of the Benghazi attacks, although later accounts revealed that there was 
no such absence.20 Fox speculated that the administration covered up 
the terrorist attack by referring to it as a spontaneous protest against 
an anti-Muslim film.21 This initial account was certainly inaccurate, as 
is now universally recognized, although evidence suggests efforts to link 
the Benghazi attacks to the film were based on an early Central Intel-
ligence Agency (CIA) report claiming that Benghazi was “spontaneously 
inspired by the protests at the U.S. embassy in Cairo” (protests that were 
motivated by the anti-Muslim film). The false claim of a spontaneous 
protest was seemingly the result of poor early intelligence, rather than the 
product of some conspiracy by Obama to empower Libyan terrorists.22 
Fox’s highlighting of the administration’s failure to protect Americans at 
the Benghazi embassy is validated by available evidence, although partisan-
ship, rather than evidence, motivated many attacks from the organization. 
One Fox anchor recognized this point, admitting that coverage was “a 
little lopsided” in favor of Republicans.23 In defense of Obama, liberal 
media personalities at MSNBC also claimed that Fox was exaggerating the 
Benghazi “scandal.”24 These outlets portrayed Benghazi as a manufactured 
scandal, not meriting serious attention.

Critical media coverage also appeared in nonpartisan sources. Dozens 
of stories in major print and television media questioned whether Obama 
issued a “stand down” order or engaged in “cover ups” of potentially 
damaging details on Benghazi.25 Neither of these questions is remotely 
flattering to the administration, portraying it instead as incompetent in 
providing security for U.S. diplomats. One prominent story that under-
mined Obama’s credibility was reported by CNN, which uncovered the 
journal of U.S. Ambassador to Libya Chris Stevens, who was killed in 
the September 11 attacks. Stevens’s writings expressed his concerns with 
the lack of security at the embassy and his fears of attacks from Islamic 
extremists.26 CNN reported on Stevens’s concern that he was placed on 
the al Qaeda “hit list” and that the embassy was “largely unsecured.”27 
Recognizing the tremendous negative potential of the story, the adminis-
tration quickly denounced CNN. State Department spokesperson Philippe 
Reins claimed the report was “disgusting” and “indefensible” and that 
the information in the journal was private information belonging to the 
family of the deceased.28

The media environment by late 2012 to 2013 at best provided 
the administration with no advantage in communicating its message; at 
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worst, Obama was often unable to control the Benghazi narrative. This 
range of outcomes is suggested in table 6.1, which documents how often 
members of the executive branch appeared in the news when compared 
to Republican critics. Republican references appeared about as often as 
did those of the administration. Republicans used their visibility to raise 
questions about Obama’s culpability for Benghazi. Table 6.1 also docu-
ments another trend in coverage during the first week after the attack: 
how often it was referred to as terrorism or as a spontaneous act of 
violence. Not until November 20 onward did high-level members of the 
Obama administration explicitly began to refer to the attack as an act of 
terror.29 Prior to that, Republican officials applied this narrative, seek-
ing to create an image of the administration as out of touch with what 
really happened in Benghazi. The findings suggest that the Republican 
narrative was far more common in news reports. Critical attention was 
continuously directed toward Obama throughout 2013. Media regularly 
covered congressional committee hearings from April onward that inves-
tigated potential administration wrongdoing. Stories covering the hearings 
appeared dozens of times each month in major news outlets.30 In summary, 
while administration and Republican voices were nearly evenly matched, 
initial framing of the story cut against the administration by questioning 
its explanation for the attacks. Later stories put Obama at a disadvantage 
by making the story about the Republican congressional inquiry into 
what Obama knew, when he knew it, and what he could have done to 
make diplomats safer.

Public Opinion on Benghazi

Media attention to congressional hearings on Benghazi threatened Obama’s 
credibility. Benghazi reporting represented a danger, considering the nega-
tive nature of the event. Any discussion of Americans killed or adminis-
tration responsibility was likely to work against Obama. Four Americans 
died at an embassy that was left without adequate protection, despite 
serious concerns expressed about lack of security. Obama did little to 
discuss his administration’s failure in keeping diplomats safe, at least until 
political opposition raised the issue. Continued discussion of Benghazi 
and the administration’s failings reminded Americans of the loss of life 
that occurred on the anniversary of another day when more than 3,000 
Americans were killed, 11 years earlier.

Obama failed in his efforts to construct a favorable narrative on Beng-
hazi. Combined with the prominence of oppositional voices, the critical 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



Table 6.1. Controlling the Narrative on Benghazi

Attack Aftermath (September–October 2012) 
Congressional Hearings (April–May 2013)

 Ratio of Ratio of Obama Percent of Percent of all 
 Obama administration administration to Benghazi stories Benghazi stories 
 to congressional congressional employing the employing 
 Republicans and Republican “terrorism” “spontaneous” 
 Romney references framework attack framework 
 (September 11– (April 1– (September 11–19, (September 11–19,  
News Sources October 31, 2012) May 31, 2013) 2012) 2012)

New York Times 1.1 : 1 1.1 : 1 35% 9%

Washington Post 1.2 : 1 1 : 1 39% 3%

St. Louis Post-Dispatch 1.5 : 1 1 : 1 31% 6%  

CBS News 1 : 1 1.1 : 1 50% 28%

MSNBC 1 : 1 1 : 1 84% 21%

Fox News 1 : 1 1.2 : 1 79% 47%

Source: LexisNexis.
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nature of the Benghazi attacks at least partially undermined Obama’s leader-
ship as he ran for reelection and as he entered into his second term. The 
loss of credibility was apparent among those paying closer attention to news 
on Benghazi. As figure 6.1 demonstrates, following the attacks, those con-
suming news on Benghazi were significantly more likely than those who 
were not to oppose Obama and support Republican critics. As figure 6.2 
documents, increased opposition was related to attentiveness to the major 
criticisms of Obama, with those more aware of the “spontaneous protest” 
controversy and the Benghazi embassy’s requests for security being more 
likely to disapprove of Obama.31 Most Americans expressed dismay about 
Obama’s handling of the Benghazi attacks. By the time of the November 
2012 presidential election, 54 percent disapproved of how he “handled” 
Benghazi. Disapproval remained more than 50 percent through mid-2013. 
While the attacks represented an initial obstacle for Obama, how much 
they harmed his presidential legacy is not clear.32 Whether Obama will be 
remembered after his second term ends for Benghazi remains to be seen.

 While public displeasure with Obama was apparent in late 2012, 
it was not enough to prevent his reelection. Furthermore, as figure 6.3 
suggests, attention to the controversy fell significantly throughout 2013, 
meaning that less critical interest was directed at the matter.33 Still, a slight 
majority of Americans continued to disapprove of Obama’s handling of 
Benghazi by mid-2013, suggesting the event had some lasting impact on 
public opinion. By May 2013, 55 percent agreed that the administra-
tion was “trying to cover up the facts” on the attack, while 59 percent 

Figure 6.1. Opposition to Obama on Benghazi (September–October 2012)

Source: Pew surveys (September 2012 and October 2012).
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felt “the U.S. government could have prevented the attack on the U.S. 
consulate in Libya.”34 The most powerful impact of the Benghazi attacks 
was felt among Republicans, who were over 20 percentage points more 
likely to pay attention to Benghazi in the news compared to Democrats 
and independents.35 Republicans were over 30 percentage points more 
likely to disapprove of Obama on Benghazi than independents and over 
60 percentage points more likely than Democrats were.36

Figure 6.2. Attention to Reporting of Specifics on Benghazi and Opinions 
of Obama (October 2012)

Source: Pew survey (October 2012).
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Source: Pew and CNN/ORC surveys.
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The Benghazi attacks ultimately represented a failure for Obama if 
for no other reason than because of his inability to deflect critical public 
attention away from the conflict. Lingering public animosity remained 
over the next year, likely the product of critical coverage, mixed with 
the negative nature of the event and preexisting Republican animosity 
toward Obama. The event did not derail Obama’s reelection, but it did 
undermine his credibility as he entered his second term. While Obama 
was successful in selling the 2011 Libya intervention, the tables had turned 
against his foreign policy eighteen months later.

The Syrian Civil War: A President on the Defensive

The rhetoric of hope, fear, and democracy were largely absent from presi-
dential messages on Benghazi since Obama’s strategy was geared toward 
directing attention away from the damaging incident. With Syria, how-
ever, Obama appropriated the rhetoric of hope, drawing on humanitarian 
themes designed to increase public support for military action against the 
government for allegedly using chemical weapons against civilians. The 
rhetoric of hope was a direct outgrowth of the rhetoric of democracy 
and human rights, which Obama had appropriated throughout the Arab 
Spring.

Obama’s foreign policy on Syria suffered from numerous setbacks 
and failures. Obama was unable to construct a narrative that allowed the 
United States to go to war. The proposed use of force never benefitted 
from much support from Americans; most remained wary of another war 
after living through the Iraq occupation. It is commonly recognized in 
Western commentary that the Syrian regime of Bashar Assad has a repres-
sive human rights record and is strongly protested by the Syrian public. 
Hailing from the Alawite religious group (adherent to Shia Islam), Assad 
represents a demographic group comprising just 12 percent of the Syrian 
population.37 Although Sunni Muslims comprise three-quarters of the Syr-
ian population, they retain no control of government.38 Seventy percent 
of career military personnel are Alawites, and this group dominates Syria’s 
military leadership, prompting outcries from the Sunni majority, which 
often view Alawite religious beliefs as deviating from mainstream Islam.39

Anger at the Syrian government was concentrated most in Syr-
ia’s poorer cities and towns, and more commonly voiced by Sunnis.40 
Public unrest was exacerbated by many problems that intensified during 
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the 2000s. These problems included a lack of basic political freedoms or 
democratic representation; suppression of dissent from government crit-
ics; economic growth that was concentrated in relatively few hands and 
that produced growing inequality; an inadequate social welfare state to 
provide for the needs of the poor; chronically high unemployment and 
underemployment, with some estimates suggesting between one in five to 
as much as one in three were unemployed; the lack of unemployment aid 
for those without work; and depleted agricultural production due to years 
of drought.41 Largely nonviolent government protests throughout 2011 
were met with violence by the government, exacerbating public resent-
ment.42 The escalation of armed hostilities was accompanied by growing 
cost of living since violence increased transportation costs and triggered 
unfavorable cross-national exchange rates.43 Attempting to quell unrest, 
Assad announced increased pay for soldiers and government employees, 
although these changes did nothing to help the nation’s unemployed or 
to make heavily sought-after government jobs available to the masses.44

The Syrian civil war began in March 2011 as public protests against 
the Assad dictatorship materialized. The Syrian military met protests with 
violence throughout April, prompting government opponents to turn to 
armed attacks. The opposition was initially driven by the Syrian Nation-
al Council, which was subsumed by the Syrian National Coalition, an 
umbrella group including numerous actors formed in 2012. The coalition 
reportedly included a “wide variety of political groups, exiled dissidents, 
grassroots activists, and armed militants,” although concerns eventually 
arose that “the expanding influence of al-Qaida–linked militants in the 
rebel movement is undermining its struggle for a free Syria.”45 The emer-
gence of a radical Islamist element, reporting suggested, “threatened to 
further fragment an opposition movement” that was already “outgunned 
by the regime.”46 Despite the coalition’s mixed makeup and their weakness 
in challenging Assad, in late 2012 Obama recognized the Syrian rebels 
as a legitimate alternative to Assad’s regime. He also initiated multiple 
rounds of sanctions against the Syrian government prohibiting American 
citizens from engaging in transactions with Syrian national officials or in 
the country, while freezing the Syrian government’s assets in the United  
States.47

The Syrian civil war escalated into a regional conflict, and by July 
2013 the Lebanese Islamic group Hezbollah intervened in support of 
Assad’s government. Hezbollah reportedly received tactical military support 
from the Iranian government via smuggled arms shipments for use against 
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the Syrian rebels.48 Potential U.S. involvement in the conflict threatened to 
introduce further instability, with Hezbollah vowing to launch attacks on 
Israel following U.S. intervention.49 Proposed U.S. intervention to support 
the rebels was most likely motivated by the understanding that they were 
not capable, on their own, of defeating the Syrian government—which 
retains a modern military and updated hardware provided by Russia.50 
Syrian rebels were fighting an “asymmetrical” war against the Syrian gov-
ernment’s military superiority. As Time magazine summarized the conflict 
in mid-2013:

Although vast swaths of the country, especially across the north, 
have fallen out of Assad’s control, they are still within the reach 
of his artillery and warplanes. Government forces appear to 
be focusing on regaining or maintaining control of key roads 
and towns near strategic highways, rather than trying to win 
back all of the lost territory, and on consolidating their hold 
in the towns and cities they still control. Rebel commanders, 
meanwhile, are trying to learn the lessons of why their ambi-
tious, province-wide offensive essentially failed. The reasons are 
simple and have been replicated on many a battlefield across 
Syria in this vastly asymmetrical war, yet they also highlight 
the complexity of the conflict—the difficulty of uniting reb-
el ranks, the inconsistency of rebel supplies of weapons and 
ammunition, and the creativity of Syrian army tactics.51

The Syrian national army (a branch of the Syrian National Coalition) 
made only limited progress in the war by mid-2013. Estimates suggested 
that the Syrian government controlled just 30 percent of national territory, 
but retained jurisdiction over 60 percent of the population. While the 
insurgents controlled large amounts of territory throughout the north and 
east, they were unable to overthrow Assad.52 Fighting between the govern-
ment and rebels, however, did produce mass destruction. Assad began to 
use large-scale artillery against insurgent targets by early 2012—particularly 
in the Damascus suburbs—resulting in the shelling of urban neighbor-
hoods and civilian casualties. By late 2012, more than 500,000 Syrians 
were refugees in neighboring countries; another 2.5 million were inter-
nally displaced within Syria.53 An estimated 100,000 Syrians were killed 
by mid-2013.54 U.N. investigations implicated the Syrian government and 
rebels in human rights abuses.55
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Presidential Rhetoric on Syria

Obama’s rhetoric on Syria vacillated between reservation and confron-
tation. Throughout 2011 and 2012, he was reserved in addressing any 
U.S. role in the civil war. Recognizing that the civilian loss of life was 
“heartbreaking,” Obama maintained that military intervention would be 
a mistake.56 Despite initially opposing military action, he warned that the 
use of chemical weapons by the Syrian government constituted “a red 
line” that “would change my equation.” He promised “enormous con-
sequences” following the use of chemical weapons, promising that the 
United States would protect the Syrian people.57 Despite refusing direct 
military action, Obama secretly authorized covert action through the CIA 
to provide tactical training, in addition to antitank and antiaircraft weapons 
for the Syrian rebels.58

Claims of the Syrian regime’s potential plans for chemical attacks 
date back to December 2012, when news reporting discussed “intelligence 
reports that some precursor chemicals have been mixed for possible use 
as weapons.”59 By June 2013, the Obama administration claimed that 
Assad ordered chemical attacks in rebel-controlled areas in two neighbor-
hoods of the city of Damascus.60 A White House statement announced, 
“following a deliberative review our intelligence community assesses that 
the Assad regime has used chemical weapons, including the nerve agent 
sarin, on a small scale against the opposition multiple times in the last 
year. . . . Our intelligence community has high confidence in that assess-
ment given multiple, independent streams of information.” The attacks 
allegedly killed 100 to 150 people.61 August 21, 2013, marked a major 
change in presidential rhetoric, as news reports alleged that the Syrian 
government used chemical weapons against civilians. The reported use of 
sarin gas was accompanied by the intensification of antiregime rhetoric, 
and lack of rebel progress led the Obama administration to announce 
the providing of U.S. aid.62 The White House quickly announced it had 
evidence of government responsibility for the attack, which killed more 
than 1,400 Syrians in the Ghouta area of Damascus.63 The September 
2013 U.N. report confirmed use of chemical weapons, although it did 
not discuss whether the government was responsible.64

Within a week of the reported August 21 attack, the Obama admin-
istration began a major rhetorical offensive to build public war support. 
That war narrative depicted beleaguered, yet worthy, rebels and a suffering 
civilian population facing repression by the Syrian government. Speaking 
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at the State Department on August 30, Secretary of State John Kerry initi-
ated the first major administration effort to build support for a military 
strike, based on the hope that the United States would protect the Syrian 
people. Kerry spoke of a “horrific chemical weapons attack” that unleashed 
“indiscriminate, inconceivable horror” and represented a “crime against 
conscience” and a “crime against humanity.” Kerry spoke of the adminis-
tration’s unclassified intelligence estimate, reflecting “the verdict,” expressed 
with “high confidence” that chemical weapons were used by the regime 
in the Damascus suburbs. Kerry included the claim that rockets containing 
chemical agents were launched “from regime-controlled areas and went 
only to opposition-controlled or contested neighborhoods.” Onsite reports 
from “ordinary Syrian citizens” revealed “victims with breathing difficul-
ties, people twitching with spasms, coughing, rapid heartbeats, foaming at 
the mouth, unconsciousness, and death.” One senior Syrian regime official, 
Kerry maintained, confirmed that the Assad regime used. “Syrian regime 
elements” were allegedly “told to prepare for the attacks by putting on 
gas masks and taking precautions associated with chemical weapons.”65

Kerry framed the proposed U.S. intervention as a matter of defend-
ing U.S. credibility and protecting the “defenseless people of Syria.” The 
credibility claim related to Obama’s previous promise that the United 
States would take action if a “red line” was crossed by the use of chemi-
cal weapons. As Kerry warned, the failure to act was “directly related” to 
questions about “whether countries still believe the United States when 
it says something.” He was aware of the difficulties that would befall 
the administration in selling another war based on claims of a threat 
of weapons of mass destruction (WMD). Acknowledging the erroneous 
information used to justify the invasion of Iraq, Kerry promised he had 
“carefully reviewed and re-reviewed information regarding this attack,” 
and that he was “mindful of the Iraq experience. We will not repeat that 
moment. . . . We have taken unprecedented steps to declassify and make 
facts available to people who can judge for themselves.”

By late August, military action appeared imminent.66 The United 
States sent five destroyers to the eastern Mediterranean Sea, armed with 
Tomahawk cruise missiles in preparation for what defense officials expect-
ed would be a “limited, precise strike” against the Assad regime.67 As the 
Times reported, “target lists already drawn up are said to be related to 
Syria’s chemical weapons capability, including delivery vehicles and com-
mand centers. Officials said that chemical weapons storage sites, which are 
widely dispersed in populated areas, would not be hit.”68 Obama, however, 
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surprised reporters by delaying any attack prior to gaining support for 
action from Congress.

Despite strong public opposition to intervention, Obama appeared 
confident that Republican congressional support would shore up public 
support for war. Seeking legislative support, the president sent administra-
tion officials to provide classified intelligence to Senators and Represen-
tatives, although only a small number of officials opted for access.69 The 
effort to win congressional support was a failure. The Times’s vote tracker 
estimated that by early September 2013, votes in the Senate ran 24 in favor, 
29 against, and 49 undecided. Those numbers looked charitable relative 
to the House of Representatives, which projected at 32 in support, 181 
against, and 213 undecided.70 The full tallies had yet to be counted by 
September since Obama asked Congress to shelve any resolutions before 
an official vote. That request is not surprising considering the lack of 
legislative support for military action.

Congressional challenges to Obama’s war agenda were many, and 
his efforts to construct narratives that were sympathetic to intervention 
failed on Capitol Hill. A relatively small number of Republicans criti-
cized Obama for committing to limited strikes, and maintained that the 
United States should be willing to go further than “pinprick” strikes.71 
Most reasons for opposing intervention, however, focused on whether 
war was merited. Questions arose about whether U.S. entrance into the 
Syrian civil war would lead to further instability. Reporting emphasized 
that 4 million Syrians were already internally displaced, while another 1.8 
million became refugees by mid-2013.72 U.N. Secretary General Ban Ki 
Moon expressed humanitarian concerns, warning, “there is no military 
solution to this conflict, even if both the government and the opposi-
tion, and their supporters, think there can be . . . the military path points 
directly towards the disintegration of the country.”73 Republican Senator 
Rand Paul echoed this concern, fearful that intervention would produce 
increased civilian casualties.74 Other members of Congress worried about 
the wisdom of intervention in a civil war that already killed 100,000 
Syrians.75 Middle East experts reiterated concerns about whether the use 
of violence would lead to further instability in Syria.76

Another major concern related to the desirability of supporting the 
Syrian resistance. Critics highlighted the potential danger with radical ele-
ments of the rebellion associated with al Qaeda or other fundamentalist 
groups.77 Senator Ted Cruz (R-TX) framed an intervention as confirming 
that the United States would serve as “al Qaeda’s air force” in the war 
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against Assad. Rand Paul claimed: “I don’t see a valid American interest 
in supporting a side of the war that’s allied with al Qaeda.”78 Outside 
of talk about extremist rebels, the human rights record of the resistance 
was of concern. Human rights reports established that rebels retained a 
questionable record in their treatment of civilians. For example, Human 
Rights Watch reported that rebel groups practiced torture, kidnapped 
and executed government personnel and civilians, indiscriminately shelled 
neighborhoods, and executed government personnel and civilians.79 News 
reports directed attention to Syrian rebels for executing government sol-
diers.80 Finally, rebels were condemned for allegedly employing chemi-
cal weapons—specifically sarin gas—in their war with the government.81 
These charges, if accurate, raised serious questions about the legitimacy 
of supporting human rights abusing rebels. Such behavior was a reason 
American officials provided for why the United States must confront the 
Syrian government. If allied rebels were engaging in similar behavior, it 
would undercut arguments for war based on human rights.

A third concern from congressional opponents was the lack of trans-
parency from Obama administration officials. Uncertainty remained by late 
August with regard to who was responsible for using chemical weapons in 
the August 21 attack. Was the Assad regime responsible, as Obama claimed, 
or did the rebels initiate the attack? Many pundits and officials assumed 
that the Syrian government was responsible, but by August Obama had 
not publicly make the case for regime culpability, and Kerry presented 
only preliminary evidence based on a brief four-page declassified intel-
ligence report that was light on details and heavy on allegations. Com-
plicating matters further, the administration sought congressional support 
before making the case for war. In late August, Speaker of the House John 
Boehner (R-OH) responded to the administration’s initial claims against 
Assad by announcing: “If the president believes this information makes a 
military response imperative, it is his responsibility to explain to Congress 
and the American people the objectives, strategy, and legal basis for any 
potential action.”82

Weapons proliferation experts also voiced concerns about U.S. policy 
toward Syria. Weapons experts worried that disarmament was difficult in 
light of insecurity on the ground in addition to the secret nature of the 
Assad regime. U.N. inspectors expressed concern over the long history of 
Assad’s secrecy, specifically the lack of transparency to the international 
community in accounting for what was thought to be the third larg-
est chemical weapons global stockpile. The country historically remained 
outside international arms control treaties prohibiting the development, 
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stockpiling, and use of chemical weapons. Furthermore, accounting for the 
hidden arsenal was difficult without introduction of an inspections regime.

Recognizing the strong opposition in Congress, Obama’s approach 
to Syria emphasized humanitarian concerns for the Syrian people, and 
(eventually) a pragmatic shift toward emphasizing a nonviolent solution 
to the conflict. On August 30, 2013, Obama laid out the case for mili-
tary action. Complaining of growing congressional intransigence, Obama 
warned that failure to act would demonstrate that the world was “para-
lyzed” despite Assad’s atrocities: “a lot of people think something should 
be done, but nobody wants to do it.”83 Kerry announced that the United 
States would not abdicate to “a thug and a murderer like Bashar al-Assad,” 
with inaction meaning he “can gas thousands of his own people with 
impunity, even after the United States and our allies said no.”84 In his 
September 10 speech Obama reiterated this emphasis. Personalizing the 
chemical attack, Obama reflected:

The situation profoundly changed on August 21, when Assad’s 
government gassed to death over a thousand people, includ-
ing hundreds of children. The images from this massacre are 
sickening: Men, women, children lying in rows, killed by poi-
son gas. Others foaming at the mouth, gasping for breath. A 
father clutching his dead children, imploring them to get up 
and walk. On that terrible night, the world saw in gruesome 
detail the terrible nature of chemical weapons, and why the 
overwhelming majority of humanity has declared them off-
limits—a crime against humanity, and a violation of the laws 
of war.

Obama placed blame squarely on Assad. He cited U.S. intelligence suggest-
ing that the Syrian government distributed gas masks to troops and that 
senior officials “reviewed the results of the attack” after firing sarin-filled 
rockets from “regime-controlled” areas. Keeping with a humanitarian nar-
rative, Obama asked: “What kind of world will we live in if the United 
States of America sees a dictator brazenly violate international law with 
poison gas, and we choose to look the other way?”85

Obama and Kerry recognized public opposition to military strikes, 
although the acknowledgement was begrudging. Kerry claimed in his 
August speech that “after a decade of conflict, the American people are 
tired of war. But fatigue does not absolve us of our responsibility.” Obama 
recognized “the terrible toll of Iraq and Afghanistan” as well as the feel-
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ing among Americans that “the idea of any military action, no matter 
how limited, is not going to be popular.” Responding to such opposition, 
Obama promised he would “not put American boots on the ground” or 
“pursue an open-ended action like Iraq or Afghanistan.” He would “not 
pursue a prolonged air campaign” either. “I don’t think we should remove 
another dictator with force—we learned from Iraq that doing so makes 
us responsible for all that comes next.” Despite announcing that he would 
seek neither military strike in late 2013 nor authorization from Congress, 
Obama continued to insist that an attack might be necessary in the future 
as “a targeted strike can make Assad, or any other dictator, think twice 
before using chemical weapons.”86

Declaring “a deeply held preference for peaceful solutions,” Obama 
spoke of the importance of “diplomacy and sanctions, warning and nego-
tiations.” But he also postulated that Assad’s alleged use of chemical weap-
ons represented a potential threat to American national security. “What 
if ” scenarios included Kerry’s promise that congressional authorization of 
force “would send a firm message to Iran that the United States would 
not tolerate the fielding of a nuclear device,” implying that a failure to 
support war meant enabling of repressive governments (allegedly) seek-
ing WMDs.87 Obama articulated a second “what if ” scenario, presenting 
the August 21 chemical attack as “a danger to our security.” With the 
precedent of chemical weapons use tolerated by the international com-
munity, the ban on their use would erode, and “other tyrants will have no 
reason to think twice about acquiring poison gas, and using them. Over 
time, our troops would again face the prospect of chemical warfare on 
the battlefield. And it could be easier for terrorist organizations to obtain 
these weapons, and to use them to attack civilians.” Military action, Obama 
suggested, would “deter Assad from using chemical weapons, degrade his 
regime’s ability to use them,” and “make clear to the world that we will 
not tolerate their use.”88

Retreating from the use of force by September 2013, Obama sup-
ported U.S. talks with Russia, which produced an agreement to pressure 
Assad to dismantle his chemical weapons. Syria formally accepted a Rus-
sian proposal to place its chemical weapons stockpile under international 
control, avoiding a U.S. military attack. The agreement was to be enforced 
by the U.N. Security Council and called for a full disclosure of Syrian 
chemical weapons program, followed by an inspection process culminat-
ing with a dismantling of the weapons by mid-2014.89 Obama declared: 
“This initiative has the potential to remove the threat of chemical weapons 
without the use of force,” although success would only be confirmed if 
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“the Assad regime keeps its commitments” to disarming.90 By April 2014, 
reporting suggested that Syria “turned over all but an estimated 8 percent 
of its chemical arsenal” to international weapons monitors.91

Obama’s decision to refrain from military strikes in Syria represented 
a significant milestone. The twelve years prior to 2013 saw numerous 
conflicts—in Afghanistan (2001), Iraq (2003), again in Afghanistan (2009), 
and Libya (2011). In Iraq and Afghanistan, there was little public con-
straint on the part of the public to avoid war. Whether a president has 
at any other time in U.S. history allowed a hostile public to pressure 
the executive out of a war in which it was committed is not clear. Yet, 
by September 2013, congressional and public opposition succeeded in 
forcing Obama to rethink war. Most Americans—weary from years of 
war—opposed Obama’s policies toward Syria and played a more active 
role in limiting his policy. Efforts to construct public support for war 
became a losing game.

Fluctuating Media Coverage

The media gave Obama’s messages inconsistent treatment. Coverage of 
Syria from 2012 through 2013 was mixed, reinforcing messages that were 
both critical and supportive of the president. Editorials expressed views 
that were at times suspicious of military action, and at other times sup-
portive. The Post favored a belligerent approach to addressing Syria. In 
mid-2012 it blamed Obama for not acting decisively to directly intervene 
in the conflict and for instead working through the United Nations and 
with Russia in favor of a solution.92 By May 2012, however, the editors 
supported Obama’s supplying arms to Syrian rebels. The act represented “a 
step” toward toppling the Assad regime, “but probably not a big enough 
one.” The Post called for the introduction of a no-fly zone to provide 
rebels cover against government missiles and bombers.93 Following the 
August 21 chemical attack, the Post warned that the United States “must 
act against crimes against humanity” since “no country other than the 
United States can or will respond fittingly.” It also faulted Obama: “We’re 
among those who believe the administration should have done more, 
short of boots on the ground, to forestall those deaths, and we believe 
that any military action should be part of a strategy to influence the 
war’s outcome. . . . But these [the chemical attack] deaths are different. 
A line has been crossed; if there are no consequences, it will be crossed 
again. Someday U.S. soldiers on a battlefield could be the victim of 
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the resulting impunity.”94 The Post rejected Obama’s promise of disarma-
ment via diplomacy and retreat from military action. He was attacked for 
offering “stumbling, improvised and often inconsistent explanations for 
why military action is needed and what effect it would have”; the U.S.-
Russian-U.N. effort to disarm Syria through inspections was dismissed 
as “a long-shot.”95 A September 2013 editorial left little doubt that the 
Post preferred military threats: “There’s only one reason an initiative on 
chemical weapons might turn out differently: a credible threat of military 
action by the United States. That makes Congress’s vote on a resolution 
authorizing force all the more important. If the resolution is approved, 
the administration will have leverage to push through the Russian pro-
posal. If one or both houses of Congress reject the authorization, the 
Assad regime can be expected to find a way to reject the deal or dodge 
compliance indefinitely.”96

The Post’s criticisms represented a hawkish approach, but this view 
was not parallel to those expressed by the Times, which was more dovish. 
It questioned the utility of military action, drawing attention to Syrian 
rebels’ human rights abuses, calling on them to “make clear to members 
that such actions will not be tolerated.”97 One editorial lauded Obama 
for exercising “caution” before engaging in a conflict. The paper warned: 
“The administration is right to resist arming the rebels. Many have murky 
aims and some are extremist.”98 By 2013 the Times shifted to discussing 
reported Assad human rights violations. Responding to Obama’s com-
ments about a Syrian “red line” following the use of chemical weapons, 
the paper complained that Obama “boxed himself into a corner” by 
proposing military action that lacked significant public or congressional 
support. Reflecting public anxiety, the Times editorialized: “Like most 
Americans, we are deeply uneasy about getting pulled into yet another war 
in the Middle East. Those urging stronger action seemed to have learned 
nothing from the past decade of war in Afghanistan and Iraq, which has 
sapped the United States and has produced results that are ambiguous at 
best.”99 The Times was no more likely to embrace military strikes even 
after Obama proposed action in the fall of 2013. It reflected that war 
would occur “without legal justification and without the backing of two 
key institutions: Congress and the United Nations Security Council.” The 
paper worried that “even in the best of circumstances, military action 
could go wrong in so many ways: the lack of strong domestic and inter-
national support will make it even more difficult.” Concerns about lack of 
congressional and international support are common among liberal pundits 
and thinkers, and suggested that the Times did not support an attack.100
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Television punditry was similarly mixed between proponents and 
opponents of military action. Emphasizing the dangers of chemical weap-
ons, Fox News programs suggested that the Syrian government might be 
secretly making use of weapons smuggled from Iraq following the 2003 
U.S. invasion of that country.101 While no hard evidence ever confirmed 
that this occurred (or that the alleged Iraqi WMDs even existed), the 
channel took for granted that Assad was responsible for the chemical 
attack. Prominent Fox personalities lent their support to military strikes 
in the name of punishing Assad for reported use of chemical weapons.102 
MSNBC pundits accepted the claim that Assad used chemical weapons, 
but were skeptical of military intervention, framing the conflict as “not 
our fight” and a battle the United States did not have the resources to 
pursue.103 In short, the same distinctions in major print editorials were 
apparent on television.

As with editorials, news stories varied in terms of reporting posi-
tions that were critical and supportive of Obama. Reporting through 
much of 2012 was sympathetic to the president at a time when he had 
not yet publicly decided on a course of action and Republicans were for 
the most part undecided on intervention. The debate over Syria emerged 
as a consistent issue by March 2012, when the Obama administration 
asked the Pentagon to begin reviewing military options.104 Obama initially 
indicated that he did not support military airstrikes, although an official 
debate over their desirability emerged in 2013.105 Senior Pentagon officials 
emphasized the risks involved with military strikes, stressing the desir-
ability of economic and diplomatic pressures instead. Early to mid-2012 
marked the beginning of an extended official debate about what form 
U.S. policy should take.106 Other periods of analysis included Septem-
ber 2012, the month following Obama’s declaration that Assad’s use of 
chemical weapons represented a “red line” that would require U.S. military 
action. I also analyzed coverage in 2013, first examining reporting from 
February through June, when Obama pledged to assist the Syrian rebels, 
and when violence, deaths, and instability escalated and media attention 
grew.107 Second, I review coverage from August to September 2013, when 
discussion of military action intensified.108

Reporting in March 2012 favored Obama over competing political 
actors. Table 6.2 demonstrates that the administration was more com-
monly referenced in reports than congressional Republicans across all six 
news outlets examined.109 While Assad was the most commonly refer-
enced political actor in three of six news outlets, much of the reporting 
was devoted to describing the campaign against his regime. For example, 
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headlines reporting on the conflict were significantly more likely to dis-
cuss rebel actions than those of Assad, the latter of which were relegated 
to discussion within stories.110 In other words, the rebels, not Assad, were 
setting the agenda in stories. References to the rebels and discussion of 
their campaign against Assad were far more common than reporting from 
human rights activists that framed the rebels in a negative light. This trend 
meant that human rights-based criticisms of a military campaign remained 
on the margins of news coverage. The Human Rights Watch was the 
major group criticizing the rebels, releasing a March 2012 report docu-
menting human rights abuses by rebel groups and government forces.111 
Later months saw additional reports documenting concerns about rebel 
abuses.112 As Table 6.2 suggests, however, stories referencing reports from 
Human Rights Watch barely appeared in the news.

Similar trends were evident in the month following Obama’s prom-
ise that chemical weapons use marked a “red line” that would force 
military action. As with March, references to the Obama administration 
outnumbered references to congressional Republicans. Assad continued to 
receive much attention, although stories again emphasized rebel attacks 
on the regime. Finally, stories referencing human rights activists were far 
less frequent than references to Syrian rebels, meaning that attention to 
alleged rebel abuses were marginalized. As violence in Syria grew during 
early to mid-2013, and as the United States officially recognized it was 
providing aid to rebel groups, U.S. media coverage displayed identical 
trends to those in 2012.

Reporting on Syria was sympathetic to Obama in 2012, most likely 
due to the lack of sustained criticism of the president during that time. 
Congress conducted no hearings during this time to draw critical atten-
tion to Obama’s rhetoric, and the issue of Syria was not of high salience 
during the 2012 election relative to Benghazi. The lack of challenge to 
the executive changed by mid- to late 2013, however, when Obama met 
resistance from Congress and from Americans on military action. War 
opponents stressed the dangers of involvement in a civil war and the risks 
of supporting a resistance with Islamic fundamentalist elements.

Media coverage stressed themes that were both sympathetic and hos-
tile to Obama’s proposed intervention. Table 6.3 on page 271 documents 
the split nature of coverage, with antagonistic and sympathetic themes 
appearing consistently.113 On the one hand, as with 2012 the executive 
branch again dominated over congressional Republicans, usually by a ratio 
of more than 2:1 (Table 6.3). But other indicators of media content 
suggested competition between positions of war supporters and critics. 

 
          
 

 
 

 

  



Table 6.2. Political Actors in the Syrian Civil War (March 2012–June 2013)

March 2012

News Outlet

Political Actor New  St. Louis 
(Percent of stories York Washington Post-  
appearing in) Times Post Dispatch CBS Fox News MSNBC

Obama administration 23% 32% 22% 32% 39% 41%
Republican congressional and 
presidential candidates 15% 14% 13% 28% 33% 38%
Assad 34% 32% 33% 22% 17% 10%
Rebels/insurgency 26% 22% 31% 18% 10% 10%
Human rights watch  2%  0%  0%  0%  1%  0%

September 2012

News Outlet

 New  St. Louis 
 York Washington Post-  
Political Actor Times Post Dispatch CBS Fox News MSNBC

Obama administration 39% 52% 37% 67% 77% 78%
Congressional Republicans 22% 25% 12% 15% 17% 44%
Assad 41% 45% 49% 39% 17%  6%
Rebels/insurgency 38% 43% 56% 48% 17% 11%
Human rights watch  2%  1%  2%  0%  0%  6%

continued on next page

           
  

 
   



Table 6.2. Continued.

February–June 2013

News Outlet

 New  St. Louis 
 York Washington Post-  
Political Actor Times Post Dispatch CBS Fox News MSNBC

Obama administration 28% 34% 25% 33% 35% 37%
Congressional Republicans  8% 10%  5% 22% 30% 28%
Assad 31% 28% 35% 23% 16% 19%
Rebels/insurgency 32% 28% 35% 23% 18% 17%
Human rights watch  5%  4%  3%  3%  0%  0%

Source: LexisNexis.

           
  

 
   



Table 6.3. Competing Themes in Syria Reporting (August 21–September 21, 2013)

Themes (Percent stories appearing in)

     Presidential vs. 
   Red  Republican 
 Chemical Civil Line =/U.S.  References 
News Outlet Weapons War/Displaced/Refugees Credibility Terrorism (ratio)

New York Times 47% 23% 13%  6% 2.8:1
Washington Post 54% 22% 14% 21% 2.4:1
St. Louis Post-Dispatch 59% 36% 13%  3% 2.6:1
CBS News 78% 29% 16% 23% 2.1:1
MSNBC 79% 35% 40% 51% 1.15:1
Fox News 51% 16% 46% 20% 1.5:1

Source: LexisNexis.
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The two most prominent themes were antagonistic and supportive, the 
first stressing the Syrian government’s alleged use of chemical weapons, 
and the second emphasizing discussions of civil war and mentions of the 
internally displaced and refugees. The discussion of chemical weapons 
was in reference to the Syrian government’s reported use, rather than to 
allegations—made by the United Nations, Syria, and Russia—that rebels 
were responsible for the attack. This much was clear from survey data, 
which found that most Americans concluded, from what they “read and 
heard . . . [that] there is clear evidence that the Syrian government used 
chemical weapons against civilians.”114 The discussion of civil war, refugees, 
and the displaced raised critical attention to Syrian instability with which 
the United States would become embroiled after intervening.

The third and fourth themes in table 6.3 were also conflicting, the 
third emphasizing U.S. credibility and Obama’s “red line” warning, and 
the fourth highlighting the problem of terrorism in Syria—commonly 
linked to rebels. Both claims received significant attention in news reports, 
providing an advantage neither to the administration nor to its critics. The 
“red line” framing portrayed intervention as important to U.S. credibility 
because of its promise to act following Syrian government abuses. Refer-
ences to extremism in the resistance raised questions about the veracity of 
U.S. allies. In sum, themes that both reinforced and challenged Obama’s 
Syria agenda competed for influence in reporting.

Summarizing Syria coverage, Obama’s initial position of privilege 
in 2012 eroded as congressional opposition grew by the fall of 2013. 
Journalists reflected the relative lack of controversy over Syria in 2012, 
and conveyed the disagreements among Republicans and Democrats a 
year later. Government officials were privileged throughout both periods, 
as nonstate human rights based actors received scant attention. Journalis-
tic deference to officials ensured that competing official narratives drove 
national discourse.

Public Opinion: A Historic Opposition

The rhetoric of hope—specifically claims about protecting Syrian human 
rights—did not gain much traction among the public. Something his-
toric happened in late 2013—Congress and the public deterred a war 
that the sitting president proposed, something that has never occurred in 
U.S. history. Democratic President Harry Truman fought the Korean War 
in the name of preventing a communist takeover. During the Vietnam 
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War, Democratic President Lyndon Johnson convinced the public to sup-
port intervention to fight communism, and Republican President Richard 
Nixon successfully expanded that war through secret bombings in Laos 
and Cambodia. Both the Korean and Vietnam wars declined in popular-
ity over time, although they received higher support initially. Following 
the Iranian hostage crisis, Democratic President Jimmy Carter ordered an 
unsuccessful military effort to rescue the American hostages. The notion 
that the United States should secure the release or rescue of the hostages 
was popular among Americans, even if Carter was blamed for failing to 
achieve this goal. During the Republican presidency of Ronald Reagan, 
the United States pursued a short-term, and ultimately successful, military 
effort in Grenada, and a successful covert-military war with the Nicaraguan 
socialist Sandinista government. Reagan was criticized for illegally selling 
weapons to Iran to fund the counterinsurgency effort in Nicaragua and for 
allocating aid to anti-Sandinista guerillas—contrary to a congressional ban 
on aid. However, the administration never publicly pushed for direct U.S. 
intervention. Republican President George H. W. Bush successfully pursued 
two conflicts, one in Panama and the other in Iraq. Both were short-term 
interventions not accompanied by military occupations. Democratic Presi-
dent Bill Clinton pursued limited military interventions in Somalia, Kosovo, 
and elsewhere, although the conflict in Somalia quickly lost support after it 
began. Republican President George W. Bush prosecuted wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan, with strong initial public support. Democratic President Barack 
Obama was successful in introducing a North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO)-based intervention in Libya, in addition to ordering military drone 
strikes against alleged terrorist targets throughout the world.

A number of the interventions under Clinton (Somalia), Bush (Iraq), 
and Obama (Afghanistan) were considered controversial or suffered from a 
lack of public support over time as U.S. casualties grew. Extended conflicts 
such as the Korean and Vietnam wars were increasingly unpopular over 
time. But a public-congressional rebuke of a sitting president prior to the 
prosecution of war has no precedent in modern history. One could draw 
a parallel with the George W. Bush administration’s belligerent rhetoric 
against Iran and talk of military action, but that posturing never material-
ized into calls for military action. In the case of Syria, newspapers reported 
by early September 2013 on what looked like “imminent” military action 
following Kerry and Obama’s initial calls for military strikes.115

Available evidence suggests that the public played a significant, if par-
tial, role in curtailing presidential power. Based on discussions with mem-
bers of Congress, CBS News concluded that Americans exercised “a great 
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deal of influence” on the Syria agenda. As Nancy Cordes reported from 
Washington, for members of Congress, “it’s difficult to find a way to vote 
yes when so many of your constituents are opposed, especially for house 
members who get reelected every two years and are going to be judged 
in 2014 based in part on how they vote on this very controversial matter.” 
Cordes stressed that, from the members of Congress she spoke with, “the 
ones who already have deep misgiving about the [Obama Syria] strategy 
are the ones who say that public opposition is the nail in the coffin for 
them, while those who are leaning toward yes or who are undecided say 
that public opinion is one of many considerations.”116 Cordes’s findings sug-
gest that, while public opinion was not the only factor at play, it did play 
a role in strengthening opposition to war from congressional opponents, 
and undecided and tepid supporters. Obama and Kerry’s recognition of 
public war opposition, and their promise that the United States would not 
introduce ground troops in Syria, suggest a visible concern with public 
opinion and a concern with angering Americans with another bloody 
occupation. When taken alongside congressional opposition, public opinion 
appeared to play a significant role in preventing intervention.

Part of the failure to gain public war support likely relates to the 
media. To Obama’s advantage, coverage during 2012 cut in favor of admin-
istration efforts to construct public support for action. Supportive reporting 
exerted significant influence in terms of increasing approval of interven-
tion among those paying attention to political-media discourse. Drawing 
from polling by Pew, and as documented in figure 6.4, by March 2012 
those consuming news on Syria were significantly more likely to feel the 
United States bore responsibility for intervening and favored supplying 
the rebels with arms. Greater support among the attentive coincided with 
Obama’s decision later in the year to provide weapons. The relationship 
between news consumption and attitudes was significant for both ques-
tions after controlling for respondents’ sex, age, education, race, income, 
political party, and ideology.117

Despite greater support for intervention among attentive Americans, 
Obama suffered from a lack of support overall. Even among the most 
attentive, support for intervention did not reach more than 35 to 45 
percent, as seen in figure 6.4. Overall, public opinion toward intervention 
in Syria was never better than lukewarm, and it was often negative. Poll-
ing from March 2012 found that just 25 percent supported the bombing 
of Syrian military forces. During that month, only 29 percent favored 
sending military aid to the Syrian rebels, and that number fell another 
5 percentage points by June.118 By midyear, just 33 percent approved 
Obama’s handling of Syria.119
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One may wonder, if Obama was so successful at dominating national 
discourse on Syria, and those paying attention to that discourse were 
more likely to support intervention, why did he fail to secure major-
ity American support? Simply stated, most Americans were not paying 
attention to Syria coverage, so sympathetic coverage did not have much 
effect. As figure 6.5 suggests, throughout 2012 rarely did more than 33 

Figure 6.4. Mediated Support for Syria Intervention (March 2012)

Source: Pew survey (March 2012).
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Figure 6.5. Public Attention to Syria (March 2012–September 2013)

Source: Pew surveys.
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to 40 percent of Americans report paying attention to events in Syria; 
approximately 67 percent reported paying attention only “a little” or “not 
at all.”120 It was not until September 2013—when Obama announced 
support for U.S. military intervention—that most Americans for the first 
time followed Syria news. In short, Obama’s dominance of political-media 
discourse on Syria did not matter all that much when most Americans 
were not paying attention.

Public opinion did not grow sympathetic to intervention in 2013. By 
January, 63 percent of Americans felt the United States had “no responsi-
bility to act in Syria.”121 A June 2013 survey found that 70 percent opposed 
sending arms to Syrian rebels—a 7 percent increase from March. Six in 
ten felt that the Syrian opposition “may be no better than the current 
government” due to their human rights record. More than two-thirds 
felt the United States was already overcommitted militarily throughout 
the world.122 By September 2013, most Americans rejected the Obama 
administration’s rhetorical effort to sell war with Syria. As documented 
in figure 6.6, the public felt the United States should do something 
to respond to the chemical attacks.123 Most felt that the United States 
had a moral obligation to stop the violence and needed to send a mes-
sage that use of chemical weapons was unacceptable. However, most also 
felt airstrikes would make matters worse and that there were “no good 
options” in dealing with the conflict. These opinions strongly overlapped 
with numerous critical themes that appeared regularly in the news by 
late 2013. According to figure 6.6, public support for Obama was thin. 
Less than half felt Syrian fighting represented a “threat” to U.S. national 
security; less than 40 percent agreed with Obama’s assessment that U.S. 
“credibility” was on the line if the United States failed to act. Not only 
was intervention unpopular, but by some measures opposition was grow-
ing. Figure 6.7 summarizes the changes, as opposition to sending arms 
and opposition to military strikes grew, albeit incrementally during late 
2012 and 2013. The feeling that the United States should “do something” 
in Syria fluctuated somewhat over time, but remained high throughout 
2012 to 2013. The most noticeable development, however, was opposition 
to using force, which grew by 15 percentage points between late August 
and early September 2013.124

What was happening in August and September 2013 that galvanized 
war opposition? Much of the answer lies in increasingly critical news 
coverage. The role of the media in cultivating both public support for, 
and opposition to, Obama is captured in figure 6.8. On the one hand, 
those paying closer attention to reporting on Syria were more likely to 
think that the Syrian government used chemical weapons. This finding 
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is unsurprising since this was the most common theme in Syria report-
ing documented in table 6.3. On the other hand, media consumption 
was also tied with increased opposition to intervention and rejection of 
hopeful rhetoric claiming the United States could alleviate human rights 

Figure 6.6. Public Anxiety over Military Action (September 2013)

Source: Pew survey (September 2013).
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violations via military action. Those paying attention to Syria reporting 
were more likely to feel Obama had not sufficiently explained why the 
United States should use force, and more likely to agree that the United 
States should secure U.N. support prior to a strike.125 The split nature of 
media effects was most likely the product of the split in coverage that 
was both favorable to, and critical of, Obama, as documented in table 6.3.

Obama failed in selling the Syria intervention to the public. Unhap-
py with years of war under Bush and Obama, most Americans rejected 
another war. Obama, however, benefitted from public support once he 
abandoned the military option. After announcing a commitment to Syr-
ian disarmament through inspections in his September 10, 2013, speech, 
public opinion turned in Obama’s favor. Sixty-nine percent of Ameri-
cans reacted “very” or “somewhat” positively to the speech, compared to 
just 30 percent responding “somewhat” to “very” negatively. Sixty-one 
percent expressed support for Obama’s disarmament plan over military 
strikes, while 60 percent believed it was “not in the national interest to 
be involved in the conflict in Syria.”126

As discussed throughout this book, democratic theory and elite the-
ory take competing views regarding the public’s political competence. The 
Syria case study suggests that Americans exercised a considerable degree 
of independence from presidential rhetoric and a rejection of his foreign 
policy agenda. This finding represents a challenge to elite theory, which 

Figure 6.8. Mediated Opposition to Syria Strikes (September 2013)

Source: Pew survey (September 2013).
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frames Americans as dependent on the rhetoric of political elites.127 Syria 
represents a validation of democratic theory in that Americans by 2013 
reported paying close attention to reporting on Syria and formed their 
opinions on the conflict based on the information that was available in 
addition to their own personal preferences in opposition to war. Regu-
lar attention to news, coupled with a successful effort to hold Obama 
accountable, stands at the core of pluralistic models of democracy that 
stress the importance of an informed, active citizenry.

Conclusions

While Obama succeeded in selling his foreign policies in Egypt and Libya, 
he was on the defensive by 2012 and 2013. With the Benghazi attack and 
the Syrian civil war, the president failed to secure majority support for 
his narratives and policies. The rhetoric of hope regarding human rights 
when it came to Syria was ignored by most. Part of the failure may have 
been the result of the loss of public support for presidents, which histori-
cally emerges with time. Another reason for opposition to Obama was 
the critical nature of the Benghazi incident itself, which saw the killing 
of Americans, and the failure of Obama to prioritize adequate security 
at U.S. embassies despite previous warnings about the dangers diplomats 
abroad faced. That failure, coupled with the executive’s loss of control of 
national discourse on Benghazi, contributed to an informational environ-
ment that worked against Obama. Public and congressional opposition to 
war in Syria, and increasingly critical coverage of the proposed interven-
tion, helped deter military intervention. In sum, this chapter’s case studies 
suggest that Obama was unsuccessful in cultivating public support for his 
policies by 2012 to 2013.

Several lessons emerge from this chapter. First, efforts to construct 
public support for war are not always successful, particularly in the later 
years of a president’s term. A variety of groups, including the public, media, 
and official actors, may come together to limit presidential power if they 
are unhappy with his policies. Presidential failure notwithstanding, the Syr-
ia case suggests that official actors held a dominant position in determining 
the contours of public discourse. Reporters deferred to official narratives, 
even though conflicting official messages were explored. Regarding pub-
lic opinion, the Syria and Benghazi cases suggest that media yet again 
exerted a significant impact, not only on influencing what issues Ameri-
cans thought about, but also on policy attitudes.  Concerning  theories of 
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public opinion, the Syria and Benghazi case studies reinforced democratic 
theory, demonstrating that an attentive public was able to form opinions 
independent of the president and even proactively limit presidential power 
when Americans did not agree with his policies.
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Conclusion

This conclusion summarizes the major findings from previous chapters, as 
well as draws from those studies to provide generalizations about factors 
that influence a president’s rhetorical successes and failures. In this book 
I examined the role of presidential rhetoric—filtered through media—on 
public attitudes. I presented evidence throughout that presidents are more 
effective than commonly assumed in constructing support for U.S. foreign 
policy. Using the rhetoric of fear and hope, presidents exercised consider-
able success in molding the public mind. The rhetoric of hope centered 
on promises that the United States would promote democracy and human 
rights in the Middle East. Ten case studies were examined from 2001 
through 2013. Seven of those cases—the Afghanistan war (2001–2002), the 
Iraq invasion (2003), the Afghanistan surge (2009), the Libya intervention 
(2011), the Egyptian uprising (2011), the Bahraini rebellion (2011), and 
the U.S. confrontation with Iran (2001–2013)—translated into presidential 
success in winning public support. Just three cases—the occupation of Iraq 
(2003–2012), the Benghazi terror attack (2012), and the proposed inter-
vention in Syria (2013)—were presidential failures in terms of building 
public support. The case studies suggest that recent presidents succeeded 
twice as often as they failed on the major foreign policy initiatives. While 
the number of case studies is relatively small, the gravity of these events is 
not. The ten cases represent the core of U.S. foreign policy in the Middle 
East, in the “War on Terror,” and the Arab Spring over more than a decade.

“Operation Enduring Freedom” in Afghanistan already benefitted 
from enormous public support after the September 11, 2001, attacks. 
Americans were willing to grant the president wide latitude in pursuing 
wars abroad in the name of fighting terrorism. Presidential rhetoric and 
sympathetic media coverage, however, were significant in further escalat-
ing support among an already supportive public. While support for the 
Afghanistan war declined throughout early to mid-2009 due to growing 
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U.S. casualties, the Obama administration’s fortunes improved by later in 
the year, as casualties declined and as the president mobilized public sup-
port, in significant part through sympathetic reporting and editorializing 
in the media. The Afghanistan war suffered from dwindling support from 
2010 onward, however, as Americans increasingly supported withdrawal. 
The change in public opinion did not necessarily translate into a failure 
for Obama since he had promised a troop drawdown by 2011 to 2012, 
recognizing the limits of public war support.

The Iraq war represented a mixed case in that it demonstrated presi-
dential success and failure in selling the rhetoric of fear and hope. The 
Bush administration encountered much difficulty in late 2002 in selling 
the public on an invasion due to critical media coverage and Democratic 
congressional opposition. Once political opposition melted away in early 
2003, however, the administration became increasingly effective in sell-
ing fear and the perceived need for intervention. The war was popular 
throughout 2003 and much of 2004, although from late 2004 onward 
public opposition became more vocal. President Bush lost control of the 
Iraq narrative by 2005 to 2006, as the country slipped into civil war. That 
changed temporarily in 2007 and 2008 with the surge of troops, which 
convinced many politically attentive Americans that an escalation was 
necessary. Ultimately, efforts to maintain public approval for war failed. 
Growing opposition was related to a variety of factors, including concern 
with casualties, escalating violence, moral aversion to war, concerns about 
the likelihood of victory, and partisan considerations (with Democrats 
more likely to oppose war and Republicans more likely to support it).

The Iran case study witnessed two presidents who effectively culti-
vated public fear of an alleged nuclear threat. Both Presidents Bush and 
Obama framed Iran as devoted to a weaponized nuclear program, despite 
great uncertainty on this claim. Still, news coverage for more than ten years 
stressed the claim that Iran was developing nuclear weapons. Journalistic 
“objectivity” and deference to official sources encouraged the repetition 
of belligerent rhetoric emanating from the White House. Furthermore, 
those paying attention to reporting were more likely to agree with the 
presidents’ narrative.

The Arab Spring’s emergence challenged anti-Muslim stereotypes—
particularly the assumption that Islam is antithetical to democracy. During 
the Arab Spring, the Obama administration appropriated the rhetoric of 
democracy in Egypt, even if it opposed the rebellion against the Mubarak 
regime. This marked a change from the Bush years, which overwhelm-
ingly stressed the rhetoric of fear. Much of the American public embraced 
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Obama’s democratic rhetoric, which was hopeful about the prospects of 
the revolution for empowering the Egyptian people and those throughout 
the Middle East. Similarly, the public supported Obama’s intervention in 
Libya, which promised to end the dictatorship of Muammar Gadhafi. 
Despite questions about the United States’ inconsistent concern with 
human rights in the Middle East, Americans expressed majority support 
for the war, minus the use of ground troops.

As with Bush, Obama suffered failures in selling his foreign policy 
agenda. The Benghazi terrorist attack placed the president on the defensive 
as political-media discourse framed his administration as failing to protect 
American lives. Critical attention directed toward Benghazi undermined 
Obama during an election year, although the controversy did not ulti-
mately prevent his reelection. The public viewed Obama’s proposal to 
intervene militarily in Syria as controversial and the vast majority rejected 
U.S. involvement. The media reported themes that were both supportive 
and critical of the president, and at the very least failed to create a politi-
cal environment that was conducive to selling the public on intervention. 
Political opposition was instrumental in preventing presidential action, and 
most members of Congress expressed opinions that were either lukewarm 
or outright hostile to intervention. In the end, the rhetoric of human 
rights failed to convince Americans of the need for action.

Major Lessons

I presented a number of major lessons derived from more than ten years 
of foreign policy analysis. These included six major findings. First, presi-
dents are more successful in socially constructing public support for U.S. 
foreign policy than many scholars previously recognized. Second, in light 
of the declining effectiveness of fearful rhetoric in the War on Terror, the 
presidency embraced the rhetoric of democracy and human rights. Under 
Obama, the power of hope shifted away from fearful rhetoric and toward 
language claiming that the United States would intervene throughout the 
world to protect the disadvantaged from harm and empower them in the 
name of self-government. That rhetoric, however, saw dwindling effective-
ness as the Obama entered his second term. Third, through the practice 
of objectivity, journalists regularly defer to official sources, allowing them 
to dominate political-media discourse. The president’s position as the most 
powerful political official in the foreign policy realm provides him with 
an advantaged position in framing policy debates.
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Fourth, objectivity usually ensures journalistic deference to official 
sources, and at critical junctures, it also allows for challenges to official 
narratives. Sustained coverage of critical events, such as growing violence 
in Afghanistan and Iraq, and terrorist acts against Americans, are some 
examples. Some events, such as growing U.S. casualties, or the failure to 
find Iraqi weapons of mass destruction (WMDs), are so significant that 
they cannot be ignored without damaging journalists’ credibility. When 
these events reflect negatively on government, they often undermine offi-
cial perspectives. Fifth, media appear to be more influential than previously 
assumed in influencing public opinion. Journalists influence not only what 
issues people think about (agenda setting), but also their policy attitudes. 
Finally, the American public is not easily characterized as ignorant—in 
line with elite theory—or well informed and knowledgeable—as assumed 
by democratic (rational public) theory. The case studies examined suggest 
that Americans display characteristics of both theories. At times they hold 
misinformed opinions and are manipulated by political officials; at other 
times they display considerable independence from official rhetoric and 
spin. This independence is a result of their attention to critical events 
occurring in the world. The Iraq war case study—and the overall declining 
effectiveness of the rhetoric of fear in the War on Terror—suggest that 
the public grows more independent of political rhetoric and propaganda 
over time.

Other lessons related to presidential power should also be discussed. 
The conflicts addressed in this work, complemented by previous scholar-
ship, suggest that several factors remain relevant in influencing whether 
presidents succeed or fail. Those factors include:

 1. Presidential proactivity and sympathetic media coverage. 
My research demonstrates that presidential rhetoric remains 
central to the successful selling of U.S. foreign policy. Pre-
vious research suggests that presidents succeed as often as 
they fail in seeking to cultivate public support for their 
agendas.1 Such research, however, only measures the effects 
of individual speeches on public attitudes. My findings sug-
gest that presidential rhetoric often succeeds when it is 
filtered through media, which generally provide a sympa-
thetic venue for presidents. Presidents who are proactive 
in their efforts to get out their messages often succeed on 
high-profile foreign policy issues, while those who make 
little or no effort have little chance of selling their messages. 
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More often than not presidents succeed due in large part 
to journalistic objectivity and deference to official sources.

 2. Presidential popularity. Previous research suggests that presi-
dents benefit from higher public support and are more 
successful legislatively, earlier in their terms.2 The “honey-
moon” effect is likely the result of high public expecta-
tions that the president will pursue his campaign promises 
after he is elected. The Gallup polling firm concludes that 
the honeymoon period diminished in recent decades, with 
recent presidents falling below 55 percent public support 
within seven months, compared to an average of twenty-six 
months from the 1940s through the 1970s. With Obama, 
public support fell below 55 percent by July 2009, after 
just six months. The case studies from this book suggest 
that presidents are more successful earlier in their presiden-
cies than later even if the “honeymoon” period is over. 
Presidential successes, including the war in Afghanistan (late 
2001), the Afghanistan surge (late 2009), the response to the 
Egyptian revolution (earlier 2011), and the Libya interven-
tion (early 2011), occurred relatively earlier in the Bush 
and Obama administrations. In contrast, presidential failures, 
including the occupation of Iraq (2003–2008), the Beng-
hazi terrorist attack (late 2012), and the proposed interven-
tion in Syria (late 2013), all occurred after presidents served 
for years and were suffering from declining public support. 
The distinction between earlier successes and later failures 
suggests that time plays a role in presidential success. The 
honeymoon concept suggests a short-term effect for public 
opinion, but my case studies suggest that public opinion 
may provide presidents with a larger window to exercise 
their power than previously thought.

 3. Rally around the Flag. Crises play a key role in increasing 
presidential support.3 Americans “rally around the flag” in 
early stages of a conflict when citizens or troops are in 
danger. The Afghanistan war (2001), the Afghanistan surge 
(2009), and the Iraq war (2003) are examples of how pub-
lic fear of terrorism motivated Americans to stand behind 
the president. The power of fear is a significant motivator 
and can even be enough—in the case of Iraq—to cloud 
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Americans’ minds despite dubious intelligence. The case of 
Benghazi suggests that a president may lose support follow-
ing a terrorist incident if the commander-in-chief is not 
seen as reducing the terror threat. Of course, much of the 
opposition is most likely related to partisan politicization 
since President Bush was widely celebrated after September 
11 and the death of thousands, despite the administration’s 
failure to address early warning signs of a threat.4 The Iraq 
occupation and the proposed Syria intervention represent 
examples of the failure to build public support, absent a 
perceived threat to national security. In the case of Syria, 
the government’s reported use of chemical weapons was 
not seen as a danger to U.S. citizens. In the case of the 
Iraq occupation, support for the war dropped following the 
failure to find WMDs with the finding that Iraq was not 
tied to al Qaeda and in light of growing military casualties.

 4. Critical and positive events. Events often provide advantages 
or disadvantages for presidents’ policy agendas. The Iraq 
war produced events with positive and negative implica-
tions for Bush. Events widely seen as negative—including 
the failure to find WMDs, the Abu Ghraib prison scandal, 
the Guantanamo Bay controversy, and escalating violence—
were associated producing declining support for war. In 
contrast, perceived positive events—including the capture of 
Saddam Hussein, the 2005 legislative elections, the death of 
al Qaeda terrorist Abu Musab al Zarqawi, and the decline 
in violence in Iraq following the 2007 surge—contributed 
to the decline in opposition to the war among attentive 
Americans. Other negative events played a role in the dete-
rioration of presidential support. These included the death 
of Americans via the 2012 terrorist attack in Benghazi and 
the growing U.S. military casualties in Afghanistan during 
2009. Journalistic credibility necessitated that these monu-
mental events receive sustained attention in the United 
States considering their tremendous importance to the wars 
in Afghanistan and Iraq. Presidents will inevitably try to 
represent any event as favorable, but some events are so 
negative that they undermine the executive. The influence 
of events on public attitudes suggests a significant role for 
the American people in challenging presidential rhetoric.
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 5. Public opposition. Previous research finds that public opin-
ion is an important factor in influencing presidential suc-
cess.5 Some research even identifies a “CNN effect,” in 
which television reporting is thought to influence public 
attitudes with the public pressuring political officials by 
limiting foreign interventions or influencing officials’ policy 
priorities.6 In recent years, public opinion appears to be 
playing an increasingly important role in limiting presiden-
tial power. Following the unpopularity of the Iraq occupa-
tion, Americans grew more hostile to war. During the Iraq 
occupation, public opinion played little role in curtailing 
the conflict, as the Bush administration initiated the surge 
in spite of public opposition. In Obama’s first term, pub-
lic war opposition clearly had an effect on foreign policy 
in a reactive way. While the Iraq war continued, Obama 
capitalized on its unpopularity, promising an end to the 
conflict by late 2011. Although Obama did pursue conflicts 
in Afghanistan and Libya, he also announced a relatively 
limited engagement with promises of a phased withdrawal 
in Afghanistan from 2011 forward and the refusal to com-
mit ground troops in the Libya intervention. The “limited” 
nature of the Afghanistan war (which was actually escalated 
in 2009) was unlikely to satisfy antiwar critics. Similarly, the 
public’s reluctance to commit ground troops in Libya did 
not deter Obama from fighting this war. The president’s 
failure to sell intervention in Syria, however, suggests that 
public opposition to war had shifted from being merely 
reactive—limiting the nature of engagements—to proac-
tive—preventing such engagements altogether. This historic 
event suggests that the public is becoming more effective 
in limiting presidential power.

 6. Congressional support. Previous research finds that level of 
congressional support is significantly related to presidential 
success and failure.7 Democratic congressional opposition 
to the war delayed public approval in the case of the Iraq 
war in late 2002, while the decline of political opposition 
in early 2003 paved the way for Bush to build war sup-
port. Partisanship was also a significant factor in motivating 
opposition to war throughout the occupation, as discussed 
in chapter 3. The lack of Democratic or Republican oppo-
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sition to intervention in Afghanistan in 2001 and 2009 
provided presidents Bush and Obama with greater leverage 
in pursuing the conflict. Agreement from both parties on 
the alleged Iranian nuclear threat meant greater freedom for 
presidents to build public support for U.S. foreign policy. 
With the Egyptian revolution and the Libyan intervention, 
a lack of sustained political opposition freed Obama to 
build public support. However, Republican criticisms of 
Obama on Benghazi drew public attention to the perceived 
failure in keeping Americans safe abroad. Republican criti-
cisms on Syria were part of a larger effort that encouraged 
public opposition to intervention and prevented a congres-
sional vote for military action. Much of the congressional 
opposition to presidents may relate to public opposition. 
Members of Congress are no doubt aware of Americans’ 
aversion to war and took advantage of that in the case of 
Syria and the Iraq occupation.

Implications for Democratic Accountability?

This book’s findings carry implications for democratic society. First, results 
suggest that the spectrum of views journalists express is often extremely 
narrow, restricting opinions to those voiced by political officials. If democ-
racy requires the exploration of diverse and competing views—those 
expressed within government and outside of it—then media regularly 
fail in achieving this goal. Most Americans express distrust and disapproval 
of government, which raises questions about the harmful implications of 
ignoring critical views political officials leave unaddressed. The marginal-
ization of dissident views is particularly concerning in cases like Iraq and 
Iran where the public was sold on alleged threats with incomplete, selec-
tive, and one-sided information. In other case studies such as the Egyptian 
revolution and the Libya intervention, the lack of critical views meant 
that challenging official rhetoric concerning Obama’s alleged humanitarian 
goals was difficult for the public.

The growing independence of the public from official rhetoric pro-
vides optimism for adherents to democratic theory. Elite theorists often 
complain of a lack of public interest in politics and that Americans are 
either ignorant of or misinformed on major political issues. To the con-
trary, the public paid close attention to reporting on most of the issues 
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discussed in this book, and Americans combined increased attentiveness 
to politics with growing independence from political rhetoric in the cases 
of the Iraq occupation (2003–2011), Afghanistan (in early to mid-2009), 
Benghazi (2012), and Syria (late 2013). Challenging presidential rhetoric, 
in and of itself, is not necessarily evidence of rational, reasoned thought. 
But when such criticisms are the product of attention to the details of 
U.S. conflicts and policy debates and questioning of official distortion and 
propaganda, increased opposition is clear evidence of rational thinking.

These conclusions suggest that both optimism and caution are war-
ranted when assessing the state of American discourse on foreign policy. 
Concerns about the inadequacies of public political discourse are well-
founded, but the conclusion that Americans are not up to the task of 
influencing public policy in a democracy is questionable. Democracy is 
not a fraud, at least when the public plays an active role in influencing 
politics in informed, rational ways. Democracy requires an active, engaged 
public that holds its political leaders accountable when they misrepresent 
information and manipulate public thoughts. The American people appear 
to be moving closer to achieving this ideal, if events in recent years are 
an indicator.
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Afterword

By 2014 fundamental transformation was occuring throughout Iraq. News 
headlines were littered with discussion of the Islamic State of Iraq and 
Syria (ISIS), a radical religious fundamentalist group dedicated to annexing 
territory throughout Iraq and Syria in the name of restoring an Islamic 
caliphate—or an Islamic state run by a supreme religious and political 
leadership. The group initially gained attention as a result of its efforts to 
defeat the regime of Syrian President Bashar Assad. ISIS, later renamed 
itself the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL), before finally settling 
on the Islamic State (IS), and sought to take over Sunni areas of Iraq 
throughout mid- to late 2014, as it established a tactical military alliance 
with Sunni peoples and militants living throughout western, central, and 
northern Iraq. The group was increasingly successful between June and 
August as Iraqi troops throughout western and northern Iraq abandoned 
their positions in mass during the IS’s military advance.1 The group report-
edly boasted an estimated 20,000 to 31,500 fighters in Iraq by late 2014, 
and the United States and its allies viewed IS as a major threat to Western 
strategic interests in Iraq.2 IS was led in 2014 by Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, a 
militant who had engaged in attacks against the U.S. military occupation 
during the 2000s as part of the Iraqi insurgency.

The Islamic State earned a reputation for brutality in its activities 
in Iraq and Syria, targeting non-Sunni Muslims for execution, considering 
them to be heritcs because they reject Sunn-fundamentalist interpretations 
of the Koran and Islam. The group was widely considered to be a terror-
ist organization because of its reliance on abductions, torture, mutilation, 
and mass killing of non-Sunnis. The group gained infamy after releasing 
videos documenting its brutality.3 At least 1,000 civilians were killed by 
the group between early to late June according to news reports.4 Amnesty 
International accused IS of ethnic cleansing directed against Shia, Chris-
tian, and Yazidi ethnic and religious groups in Iraq.5 By early August, the 
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Obama administration announced that it was undertaking military action 
against IS, in relation to a reportedly worsening humanitarian crisis in Iraq. 
IS ethnic cleansing was reportedly directed against Iraq’s Yazidi minority, 
as reports suggested tens of thousands were stranded on Mount Sinjar in 
northwestern Iraq without water and food, fearing an IS massacre after 
they were driven out of the town of Sinjar.6 The Islamic State was also 
the subject of much derision in the United States and among its allies 
after reports surfaced that it executed American journalists Steven Sotloff 
and James Foley, among others in late 2014.7

By early August 2014, President Obama ordered “limited” aerial 
military attacks against IS, accompanied by food and water shipment drops 
targeted toward Yazidi Iraqis.8 This action represented a U.S. counter-
mobilization against fundamentalist insurgents in Iraq. The Los Angeles 
Times reported that the Obama administration refrained from intensifying 
its counterinsurgency effort against IS by late August, due to the initial 
inability of the president and his advisors to agree on a clear plan of 
action moving into the future.9 Early indecision, however, gave way to 
a concrete plan by mid-September, when the administration announced 
a sustained military campaign against IS. This military effort included a 
greater focus on training Iraqi troops in favor of counterinsurgency efforts, 
renewed military strikes against suspected militant targets, and expanded 
the strikes to cover suspected IS targets in Syria.10 The Syrian airstrikes 
were directed in large part against a radical group that was previously 
unknown to most all Americans—the Khorasan group.11 The U.S. military 
claimed that the Khorasan group was planning “major” terrorist strikes 
against American civilian targets, allegedly including explosive devices such 
as toothpaste tube bombs that would be able to pass undetected through 
airport security.12 The broad discussion among political officials and media 
of the phantom Khorasan plot to strike the U.S. reinforced the pro-war 
narrative that envisioned the military intervention in Syria and Iraq as 
vital to protecting U.S. national security.

The Rhetoric of Fear Makes a Comeback

Obama’s rhetorical efforts to build support for war on IS concentrated 
on warnings of a renewed terror threat and the importance of providing 
humanitarian relief to civilians targeted by religious fundamentalists. The 
president heavily emphasized not only the rhetoric of fear, but also the 
rhetoric of hope—promising to keep Americans safe from radical foreign 
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threats. In his June 19 speech to the nation, Obama spoke of radicals as 
posing “a threat to the Iraqi people, to the region, and to U.S. interests,” 
and of the need to train Iraqi troops in “counter-terror” tactics necessary 
for the defeat of IS. Obama also claimed a link between threats to Iraqi 
civilians and threats to American citizens. He stressed efforts to “protect 
the security of the United States and safety of the American people” by 
“deny[ing] groups like ISIL a safe haven.” The association of danger in Iraq 
with alleged danger in the United States seemed to represent an effort to 
call back to Americans’ experiences in the past with terrorism—speaking 
to the tragic events of September 11, 2001.

The attempt to link terror in Iraq and past trauma with terrorism “at 
home” was even more apparent in Obama’s September 10, 2014, speech, 
which was clearly planned to coincide with the thirteenth anniversary 
of the original September 11 attacks. In that speech, Obama announced 
his plan for escalating the counterinsurgency effort against IS members. 
The president spelled out the stakes for the United States in Iraq in dire 
terms. The Islamic State, “formerly al Qaeda’s affiliate in Iraq,” represented 
“a cancer,” which if left unchecked, would engage in “the slaughter of 
all those who stand in its way.” The United States, Obama argued, must 
show “strength and resolve” by reentering a war in Iraq that had ended 
less than three years earlier, this time through the use of “targeted action” 
airstrikes, rather than a military occupation. This time, Obama promised, 
the United States “would not get dragged into another ground war”; the 
United States would train Iraqi forces to “go on offense” against IS. Obama 
promised to “destroy ISIL” and pressure the Iraqis to form a “more inclu-
sive government” that would incorporate the Sunni population, which had 
long been neglected and repressed by the government of Prime Minister 
Nouri al-Maliki. The effort, Obama claimed, would be humanitarian in 
nature, as he celebrated U.S. intervention as instrumental in “save[ing] the 
lives of thousands of innocent men, women, and children.”13

Was There an Alternative to War?

While Obama was resolute in his defense of renewed military interven-
tion in Iraq, opposition to the continuation of the “War on Terror” was 
evident among many. War weariness among the American public and for 
many throughout the world set in long before 2014 and numerous sub-
stantive criticisms of another “anti-terror” campaign emerged at the time 
of the U.S. escalation. Opposition to renewed war seemed to be based on 
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at least three points, two specific and one more general. For one of the 
specific points, many war critics felt that U.S. history in Iraq suggested 
it is part of the problem in terms of increasing the terror threat, rather 
than part of the solution in terms of eliminating that threat. A second 
specific criticism centered on the claim that U.S. interventions in the 
Middle East are traditionally motivated by strategic interests, rather than 
humanitarian goals. More generally, a major criticism of intervention arose 
from the reality that many Americans seemed to be suffering from War 
on Terror burnout after living through thirteen years of what to many 
must seem like an endless war because of the complete refusal of U.S. 
officials to project an end to global counterterror operations and wars. 
The questioning of U.S. motivations in the Iraq-Syria intervention was 
well-articulated by historian, intellectual, and war critic Ramzy Baroud. 
He concluded that strategic, rather than humanitarian motivations, were 
the main driving force in this intervention in an oil-rich region within 
which fundamentalist groups were challenging U.S. power and interests. 
The Yazidis, Baroud warned, “will cease to exist [as a serious consideration] 
the moment the [strategic] objective [of attacking IS] is met. Consider, 
for example, the fact that IS has been committing horrific war crimes 
in western and northern Syria for years, as did forces loyal to President 
Bashar al-Assad and militant belonging to the various opposition groups 
there. Hundreds of thousands of Syrians have been killed and wounded. 
Various minority groups there faced and continue to face genocide. Yet, 
somehow, the horrifying bloodshed there was not only tolerated, but in 
fact encouraged.”14 According to this line of criticism, while “humanitar-
ian interventions” are undertaken in the name of human rights, similar 
human rights atrocities in non–oil rich regions are often downplayed or 
ignored due to a lack of strategic importance to U.S. and allied officials.

A second criticism war opponents offered emphasized feelings that 
the War on Terrorism was a failure, while claiming that the United States 
was responsible for increasing extremism in the Middle East. Both criticisms, 
if accurate, would suggest that efforts to expand the War on Terrorism 
may be counterproductive from a security standpoint. Antiwar critic Tom 
Englehardt argued in Mother Jones that the United States was itself respon-
sible for expanding the terror threat due to its actions in the Iraq war. 
ISIS represented “America’s legacy in the Middle East,” with U.S. support 
for a repressive Iraqi government under former Prime Minister Nouri al-
Maliki radicalizing the Sunni population “to create a situation in which 
ISIS would be welcomed or tolerated throughout significant areas of the 
country.” The Iraq war and U.S. military presence Iraq and the Middle 
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East, Englehardt concluded, was so unpopular and polarizing among the 
Iraqi public that it essentially provided “breeding grounds for extremism 
and producing yet another set of recruitment posters for yet another 
set of jihadist movements.”15 Similarly, Middle East and scholar of Islam 
John Esposito warned that under the U.S.-supported Maliki government, 
“political marginalization of Sunnis increased an already polarized situation 
and sectarian violence that would result in alienated Sunnis welcoming 
ISIS. ISIS’s expansion so far has been mostly in areas of Iraq that are 
either primarily Sunni or have important Sunni populations in them.”16

Other intellectuals and scholars agreed with Englehardt that the 
United States was contributing to instability in the Middle East, rather 
than serving as a stabilizing force. Phyllis Bennis argued in the Washington 
Post that “more than 10 years of U.S. intervention in Iraq” demonstrated 
“that we can’t defeat Islamist extremists with airstrikes.” She highlighted 
a Pentagon study from 2013, which concluded that the 2003 Iraq inva-
sion and subsequent occupation “provided al Qaeda with a new front, a 
new recruiting poster, and a new destination for global jihadists,” con-
tradicting claims that the United States was marginalizing or eliminating 
fundamentalists and terrorist groups.17 Other research concluded that the 
Iraq occupation was so polarizing, unpopular, and destabilizing for people 
in the Middle East that it was accompanied by a “sevenfold increase in 
the yearly rate of fatal jihadist attacks, amounting to literally hundreds of 
additional terrorist attacks and thousands of civilian lives lost.”18 Similarly, 
the Bush administration’s National Intelligence Estimate on “Trends in 
Global Terrorism” suggested that “the Iraq war has become the ‘cause 
célèbre’ for jihadists . . . and is shaping a new generation of terrorist 
leaders and operatives.”19 While Obama’s more limited airstrikes were not 
the same as a long-term military occupation, the above data was taken by 
critics to suggest that U.S. militarism more broadly was driving increasing 
instability and radicalization in the Middle East.

A final, more general criticism of U.S. intervention was based on 
long-standing public opposition to the War on Terror among the Ameri-
can people and most throughout the Middle East. By the 2010s, many 
appeared to be tiring of the seemingly endless nature of the war to 
eradicate terrorism, and this was apparent in public opinion surveys of 
numerous countries. The Iraq and Afghanistan wars were consistently 
unpopular in the United States during the mid- to late 2000s onward, 
despite the official justification that they were needed to “fight terrorism.” 
While a majority of Americans concluded that the United States and its 
allies were “winning the war on terrorism” from 2001 through 2004, 
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majority support did not emerge at any other time from 2005 through 
2011, according to Gallup surveys.20 By 2014, 52 percent of Americans 
felt that the United States had “mostly failed” in “its goals in Afghani-
stan,” while 77 percent supported a plan to withdraw all U.S. troops from 
Afghanistan by 2016.21 While most Americans in 2014 supported airstrikes 
in Iraq, a majority opposed introduction of ground troops—a sign of 
continued anxiety about U.S. military occupations in the Middle East.22 
Most throughout the Middle East in surveys of seven Muslim countries 
conducted by the end of the Iraq occupation also expressed opposition 
to U.S. military intervention in Iraq. Vast majorities felt the U.S. occupa-
tion was “negative” rather than “positive” in its effects; by a factor of 2:1, 
Iraqis felt U.S. withdrawal was a good thing, and Iraqis were three times 
as likely to say the United States would play a role of “interference” with 
Iraqi politics and Iraqi lives moving forward into the future, compared 
to saying the United States would play a role in providing a “security 
presence” within the country.23

These surveys suggested that people across the United States and 
Middle East had grown weary of the War on Terror and the wars in Iraq 
and Afghanistan, even if a majority of Americans lent support for a limited 
intervention in Iraq in the form of airstrikes. Sustained public opposition 
was likely the product of war burnout among a public that provided little 
indication, by 2014 or in the days and years since September 11, that the 
War on Terror had any clear end in sight.

Throughout 2014, Obama administration officials provided no time-
table for when the war against fundamentalists in Iraq and Syria was going 
to end.24 This ambiguity was not new. After September 11, President 
Bush suggested that the War on Terror would continue indefinitely into 
the future. He promised, “our war on terror begins with al Qaeda, but it 
does not end there. It will not end until every terrorist group of global 
reach has been found, stopped, and defeated.” Critics of this promise might 
wonder whether the war could ever end, considering that Bush’s criteria 
for “victory” required the complete eradication of global terrorism—a 
goal that seems impossible to achieve considering that terrorism represents 
an age-old tactic, rather than a specific person or network that can be 
identified and eliminated. Terrorism can never be eliminated as a method 
of warfare and intimidation, and if anything this method of war appears 
to have grown in popularity since September 11.25

By 2014 the War on Terror entered its thirteenth year, and the 
United States appeared no closer to declaring an end to this conflict than 
it was in the days after the 2001 terrorist attacks. In 2001 President Bush 
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identified at least sixty countries of concern where terrorist forces were 
considered to pose a potential or definite threat to Western and American 
security. Throughout President Obama’s two terms, he identified potential 
terrorist threats in numerous countries, and engaged in military strikes 
within a number of those countries. While most Americans supported 
limited action against fundamentalists in Iraq in 2014, the population was 
clearly weary over the prospect of infinite war. The possibility of the War 
on Terror continuing indefinitely into the future seemed quite daunting 
for those who had grown disenchanted with long-term counterinsurgency 
campaigns and military occupations.

The Media Embrace Fear, Then Intervention

In mid-August 2014 the CBS program Face the Nation aired a roundtable 
discussion that symbolized the tone of media coverage more generally in 
the push for renewed war with Iraq. In that program, Washington Post col-
umnist Ruth Marcus echoed the concerns of Congressman Mike Rogers 
(R-MI) about the mounting danger of fundamentalism in the Middle East. 
Rogers’s message, Marcus warned, “is the one you hear from others in the 
intelligence community and elsewhere, which is be very afraid [emphasis 
added]. In fact, be more afraid than you should have been before 9/11, 
because of the competition between various terrorist groups to show their 
force and their capacity to inflict damage on the infidels, also known as 
us.”26 This narrative ran directly contrary to the antiwar criticisms above, 
which framed U.S. intervention in the Middle East as increasing the ter-
rorist threat to the United States, rather than reducing it.

The media environment surrounding the rise of IS and Obama’s 
declaration of war against fundamentalist groups was heavily sympathetic 
to military action. The main theme in reporting could be accurately sum-
marized in two themes: fear of terrorism and hope that Obama would 
act to keep Americans safe. Editorials in elite national newspapers stressed 
the threat of terrorism, and endorsed military action against fundamentalist 
groups in Iraq. Some concerns were also voiced in such editorials, however, 
regarding (1) the lack of a Congressional vote in both the House and 
Senate to authorize the use of force, and (2) the failure of the Obama 
administration to prioritize assistance in helping rebuild Iraq.27 While any 
further political or military interference in the state of Iraqi affairs was 
deeply opposed by Iraqis and most throughout the Middle East, such 
concerns with U.S. involvement in the region were of little interest to 
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U.S. newspaper editors or reporters, who either marginalized or ignored 
outright Arab and Muslim voices in news covering Iraq and Syria.

Coverage increasingly stressed that terrorist groups in Iraq and Syria 
represented a growing danger to U.S. national security at home. Figure A.1 
documents the growing emphasis and salience of terrorism, as included 
in news stories discussing Iraq during August and September 2014. It 
was during this period that IS received increased attention in the news, 
and the Obama administration officially announced its counterinsurgency 
campaign in Iraq and Syria. The emphasis of terrorism and the threat of 
terrorism increased from April to June (during which IS embarked on its 
military offensive in Iraq), declining somewhat in July, only to increase 
again by August and September when Obama undertook military action. 
Other themes appeared in the news as well. Stories often discussed the 
military intervention as humanitarian in nature. Under this broader theme, 
which appeared countless times in the U.S. media, stories discussed the 
plight of Iraq’s Yazidi population and IS ethnic cleansing against Shia 
Iraqis, in addition to the group’s beheading of American journalists and 
a British aid worker.28 Reporting on the murder of a U.S. journalist 
provided Americans with a tangible and direct connection to the Iraq crisis. 
If Americans were already being targeted and killed by radical terrorists, 

Figure A.1. The Growth of Fear: Reporting on Iraq (April 1–September 15, 
2014)

Source: LexisNexis.
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what was to stop fundamentalists from targeting other Americans too? 
This fear likely motivated many to support war, although the Obama 
administration never actually presented any evidence of domestic terror 
cells working to initiate attacks on U.S. soil. By reporting the rise of IS as 
an issue involving humanitarian crisis and terrorism, U.S. officials and the 
media set the agenda for what issues would come to mind for Americans 
when assessing U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East. By stressing an 
existential threat to American security, reports were likely to influence 
how Americans thought about the issue of U.S. intervention, specifically 
in a direction that favored military action.

Stories sometimes focused on substantive dissent regarding U.S. use of 
force. For example, stories in the New York Times (Times) during August and 
September focused on the need of the Obama administration to secure sup-
port for war from Congress, and highlighted the opposition to war among 
Arab allies such as Egypt, Jordan, and Turkey.29 As the Times reported citizens 
in these three countries expressed apprehension toward “13 years of chaos, 
from September 11 through the Arab Spring revolts,” which “deepened 
political and sectarian divisions and increased mistrust of the United States 
on all sides.”30 The concerns of political leaders and citizens throughout the 
Muslim world, however, received far less attention in the news than the 
views of the Obama administration, the latter of which was firmly in control 
in terms of guiding coverage of the push for war. Figure A.2 suggests that 
the Obama administration was by far the dominant source appearing in 
the news across many news outlets, significantly more so than congressional 

Figure A.2. Controlling the Iraq Narrative (August 1–September 15, 2014)

Source: LexisNexis.
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Republicans, the Iraqi government of Nouri al-Maliki, or skeptical Arab 
allies such as Turkey, Jordan, and Egypt. This privileged position translated 
into an enormous advantage for the president in molding public opinion 
over the promised virtues of military intervention.

To summarize, U.S. political and media discourse played out in a 
way that privileged pro-war officials, while setting the agenda for public 
discussion in a way that emphasized an imminent threat of terrorism to the 
American people. The United States was typically framed as humanitarian in 
its goals and concerned with protecting national security, rather than being 
motivated by stragegic interests and with projecting influence and power 
in the region. This environment, as I discuss below, lent itself to Americans 
embracing pro-intervention views and marginalizing criticisms of war.

The Public Embraces Fear  .  .  .  and Then Limited War

The U.S. informational environment cut in favor of military interven-
tion in mid- to late 2014, and most Americans favored taking military 
action in Iraq and Syria. Within very specific limits on the application 
of military power, most Americans supported military strikes against IS 
and other radical groups. ABC News/Washington Post polling from early 
September 2014 found that 90 percent of Americans surveyed said that 
Sunni insurgents in Iraq and Syria posed a “very serious” or “somewhat 
serious” threat “to the vital interests of the United States,” compared to 
just 7 percent who felt that they posed a threat that was “not so serious” 
or “not serious at all.”31 Gallup survey data from September found that 
50 percent of survey respondents thought ISIS posed a “critical threat,” 
while 31 percent thought it represented an “important,” but “not critical” 
threat. Just 13 percent thought ISIS represented “not much of a threat” 
or “no threat” to Americans.32 Multimonth surveys from ABC News and 
the Washington Post suggested that support for airstrikes against Sunni 
insurgents in Iraq increased from just under half of Americans in June 
2014 to more than 70 percent by September. Support for providing arms 
to Kurdish militias to oppose Sunni radical increased from less than half 
to nearly 60 percent of Americans from June to August.33 Support for 
war also extended to taking action in Syria, reversing the trend of public 
opposition observed in 2013 and discussed previously in this book. By 
early September 2014, 65 percent of Americans agreed with “expanding 
U.S. air strikes against the Sunni insurgents in Syria.”34 A majority of 
Americans—66 percent—also favored “sending additional military advisors 
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to Iraq to help the Iraqi army fight ISIS militants,” while only 29 percent 
opposed this effort.35 The above actions, Americans hoped, would succeed 
in curtailing the terror threat before it reached U.S. shores.

In some ways, the public appeared to be even more hawkish in 
its thirst for a military action than President Obama was. Immediately 
prior to Obama’s September 10 escalation speech, 52 percent felt he was 
being “too cautious,” compared to just 8 percent who thought he was 
being “too aggressive” in his actions in the region.36 Even after Obama’s 
announcement of the counterinsurgency campaign in Iraq and Syria, 57 
percent of Americans thought the president was “not tough enough in 
dealing with ISIS militants,” compared to 31 percent who felt his response 
was “about right.”37 Such public posturing was probably sparked in large 
part by right-wing rhetoric among political officials and in the media. 
These figures long subscribed to the notion that Obama was “too soft” 
on global terrorist threats due to promises to withdraw completely from 
Iraq and remove troops from Afghanistan.

Growing public support for war was largely mediated. First, by Sep-
tember 2014, a large majority of Americans—75 percent—reported fol-
lowing “news about the actions of the Islamic militants in Iraq and Syria” 
either “very closely” or “somewhat closely,” while just 25 percent said they 
followed the issue “not too closely” or “not at all.” Such high attention—
especially in light of the pro-war nature of news coverage—produced 
growing support for war among the most attentive Americans. Figure A.3, 
drawn from a September 2014 Pew Research Center survey, suggests that 

Figure A.3. Mediated Support for Renewed War in Iraq (September 2014)

Source: Pew Research Center.
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those following news coverage of ISIS “very closely” were approximately 
30 percentage points more likely to support airstrikes than those paying 
less attention to the news. Similarly, those paying close attention to news 
on ISIS were more than 20 percentage points more likely to be wor-
ried that the United States “will not go far enough in stopping Islamic 
militants” than those paying less attention to the news.38 Such mediated 
support was not surprising considering the lopsided discussion of Iraq 
and Syria that took place among political officials and in the mass media.

Concerns about partisan media undermining the president appeared 
to be misplaced. While conservatives in the right-wing media criticized 
Obama for not being vigilant enough in fighting terrorism, support for 
intervention was still evident among Republican congressional officials, 
right-wing media personalities, and those Americans on the right side 
of the political spectrum.39 Furthermore, a majority of Democrats and 
Republican Americans supported military intervention, including 64 
percent of Republicans and 60 percent of Democrats.40 In short, while 
right-wing media personalities bloviated over whether Obama was “tough 
enough” to lead in the War on Terror, in the end they supported the 
president in his decision to use force in Iraq and Syria.

While some evidence suggested a renewed public hawkishness in 
pushing for war, other surveys revealed public reluctance in recommitting 
to a war in Iraq or to expanding that war to Syria. A Gallup poll from 
late September 2014, for example, reported that 54 percent of Ameri-
cans opposed “sending ground troops to Iraq and Syria in order to assist 
groups in those countries that are fighting the Islamic militants,” compared 
to 40 percent who favored such action.41 Reluctance to commit to a 
ground war was based on public anxiety over long-term wars that result 
in mounting financial costs, destruction, and civilians and military casual-
ties. Public opposition was evident in a September CBS/New York Times 
survey, which found that 83 percent of respondents were either “very 
concerned” or “somewhat concerned” that “U.S. intervention in Iraq and 
Syria will lead to a long and costly involvement there.” In contrast, just 
16 percent were either “not too concerned” or “not at all concerned” 
about a long and costly involvement.42 Furthermore, American priorities 
appeared to be significantly reordered compared to more than a decade 
earlier. A miniscule 4 percent of Americans—compared to 46 percent in 
2001—viewed terrorism as the “most important problem” of the United 
States by September 2014, despite the massive resources expended to sell 
war on the part of political officials and journalists.43 Additionally, just 43 
percent of Americans expressed confidence in the federal government to 
handle international problems, compared to 83 percent in 2001.44
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How does one make sense of these competing trends, which suggest 
both strong support for war and anxiety about extended war? The answer 
seems to be that both strains of thought were operating simultaneously by 
late 2014. Americans were weary of war, but also willing to grant some 
support to targeting fundamentalist groups in Iraq and Syria. This finding 
suggests that while support for war was significant, it was also limited and 
seemingly superficial. The public embraced airstrikes against militants, but 
there was little support for a lengthier, drawn-out conflict, especially one 
that involved the use of ground troops.

Concluding Lessons

One main point to draw from this afterword is that 2014 marked the 
return of the rhetoric of fear in a big way. Just one year earlier, the Obama 
administration failed miserably in seeking to mobilize public support for 
war against the Syrian President Bashar Assad, under claims that his pos-
session of WMDs and his repression of Syria’s civilian population needed 
to be punished by the United States. The 2014 Iraq-Syria case study is 
also significant because it provides more evidence of the effectiveness 
of presidential rhetoric—filtered positively through the mass media—in 
influencing public opinion. The final tally of presidential rhetorical suc-
cesses in cultivating public support now reaches eight—including the 2001 
Afghanistan war, the 2009 Afghanistan “surge,” the 2002–2003 Iraq war, 
the 2014 war with Syria and Iraq, the long-standing rhetorical conflict 
with Iran, the 2011 Egyptian revolution, the 2011 Libyan civil war, and 
the 2011 uprising in Bahrain. In contrast, presidents saw just three failures 
during this time, including the occupation of Iraq, the 2012 Benghazi 
fiasco, and the 2013 proposed war with Syria.

Summarizing the major foreign policy events from 2001 through 
2014, this book presented authoritative evidence of the tremendous power 
of presidents and the mass media in influencing public attitudes in favor 
of war. While the American public appeared to become increasingly inde-
pendent of political rhetoric and propaganda by the late Bush years and 
into the mid- to later Obama years, that trend had somewhat dissipated 
by 2014 with the escalation of the U.S. conflict against Syria and Iraq. 
While public support for war may vary in intensity over time and fluctu-
ate depending on the specific conflict in question, the ability of political 
elites to build public support through a compliant media is a recurring 
pattern evident across many foreign policy conflicts.
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