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Preface

As we were putting the fi nishing touches on this manuscript, politi-
cal happenstance offered up a test of one of our central arguments. 

Our analysis of the conservative media establishment suggested that if Rush 
Limbaugh, the editorial pages of the Wall Street Journal, and key players on 
Fox News were confronted by a serious Republican presidential contender 
whose proposals and past deviated from Reagan doctrine, they would mar-
shal against the candidacy.

After a year of speculation about the prospects of presidential candidates 
John McCain, Mitt Romney, Rudy Giuliani, and Fred Thompson, the emer-
gence late in 2007 of Mike Huckabee, a telegenic former preacher and gov-
ernor of Arkansas, as a serious Republican contender upended conventional 
wisdom. In conservative circles, surprise at Huckabee’s rise was overlaid with 
concern about the ideological inclinations of the charismatic former Baptist 
minister. Specifi cally, some worried that beneath his socially conservative, 
antiabortion, anti–gay marriage veneer beat the heart of a social liberal and 
foreign policy moderate. If so, Huckabee’s candidacy constituted a betrayal 
of Reagan conservatism.

As Huckabee surged in Iowa polls, the media voices on which we focus 
in this book, including Rush Limbaugh, Fox News’s Sean Hannity and Chris 
Wallace, and editorial page writers at the Wall Street Journal, moved to the fore 
to test the Arkansan’s adherence to the Reagan catechism. On his nationally 
syndicated radio show, Limbaugh concluded that there is “a lot of liberalism” 
and not “a lot of Reaganism” in Huckabee (December 21, 2007). Among 
Limbaugh’s issues with the telegenic former preacher was his embrace of 
the notion that the United States should strive to be well regarded in the 
world community, a seeming repudiation of the muscular foreign policy of 
presidents Ronald Reagan and George W. Bush.1 On the Journal’s website, 
OpinionJournal.com’s editor James Taranto raised concerns about the same 
article that riled the talk radio host and also attacked the governor’s social 
policies with the suggestion that Huckabee’s health care proposals smacked 
of nannyism. Rounding out the critique, on the Wall Street Journal’s editorial 
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pages, Kim Strassel  challenged Huckabee’s economic conservatism by noting 
that Huckabee’s record as Arkansas governor revealed him to be “ambivalent 
about tax increases.”2

Key players in the Fox News family weighed in as well. In an interview 
with Huckabee, Fox’s conservative host Sean Hannity challenged him on his 
prison commutation and pardon policies (December 11, 2007). Fox’s Han-
nity and Colmes also featured a former Arkansas journalist who averred that 
Huckabee’s claim to be a conservative was belied by his gubernatorial record 
(December 26, 2007).

Lest the political establishment miss the importance of the concerns 
expressed by such media powerhouses as Limbaugh, others in the conserva-
tive media served up reminders. When an anonymous Huckabee aide char-
acterized Limbaugh’s critique of him as the Washington-dictated views of 
an “entertainer,” Fox News empaneled four experts who informed listeners 
that a candidate who risked Limbaugh’s wrath would pay a political price. 
Meanwhile the impact of Limbaugh’s opinion was magnifi ed by the New York 
Times, which reported that the talk radio leader had accused Huckabee of 
“practicing ‘identity politics’ (as an evangelical) and conservative apostasy.” 
Limbaugh “told his listeners that Mr. Huckabee is ‘not even anywhere near 
conservative,’ ” the Times reported.3

The day before Iowans caucused, Limbaugh informed his audience: “Gov-
ernor Huckabee supports open borders and amnesty. . . . His position allows for 
all kinds of taxpayer aid to the children of illegals. . . . He said to the legislature 
of Arkansas, ‘Send me any tax increase, send it up here.’ . . . Conservatism, ladies 
and gentlemen, true conservatism balances budgets by cutting government, 
not by raising taxes. Governor Huckabee is opposed to school choice, and he 
said we should treat dictators and terrorists with the Golden Rule” ( January 
2, 2008). One of Limbaugh’s conclusions moved onto cable when Fox News’s 
 bottom-of-the-screen ticker carried Limbaugh’s pronouncement to the Fox 
audience on the eve of the caucus: “Governor Huckabee who might be a fi ne 
man and is a great Christian is not a conservative” (January 2, 2008).

The morning after Huckabee topped the Republican fi eld in the Iowa cau-
cuses, an op-ed in the Journal proclaimed, “Mike Huckabee’s New Deal: More 
God, More Government.” Featured in the piece were Huckabee’s gubernatorial 
record of support for free health insurance for children and the working poor, 
his opposition to school choice and vouchers, and his support for an increase in 
the minimum wage. He “pleased teachers’ unions” said the author and “satisfi ed 
labor.”4 On the day New Hampshirites voted in their primary, another essay 
on the editorial pages of the Journal attacked the centerpiece of  Huckabee’s 
economic platform, a fl at tax on consumption labeled the Fair Tax.5
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In an election year with a surfeit of debates, a Fox News–sponsored 
candidate matchup was the fi rst to directly challenge Huckabee’s con-
servatism. In that debate of January 10, 2008, the fi rst after the New 
Hampshire primary, moderator Chris Wallace raised a question unasked 
by moderators who had hosted the earlier MSNBC, CNN, and ABC 
debates: “Governor Huckabee, in your 10 years running Arkansas, you 
raised taxes. They were higher at the end of your 10 years than they were 
at the beginning by hundreds of millions of dollars, and you increased the 
size of government.” The implication that Huckabee is either a hypocrite 
or a heretic lurks just beneath the surface of the question Wallace then 
asked: “Is that your idea of change, to be a big government Republican 
president?” (South Carolina, January 10, 2008). On the day Michiganders 
went to the polls in their Republican primary, Rush Limbaugh’s conclu-
sion was categorical: “If either of these guys (Huckabee or Arizona senator 
John McCain) gets the nomination, it’s going to destroy the Republican 
Party” ( January 15, 2008).

In the country’s earliest years, the process of assessing a person’s fi tness for 
the presidency was superintended by the nation’s property-owning elites; in 
later times, party leaders claimed that role. Today, in Republican circles, the 
conservative opinion media shoulder part of that function. As we will show 
later, by so doing, they helped undercut the presidential primary aspirations 
of conservative columnist and author Pat Buchanan in 1996 and of Arizona 
senator John McCain in 2000. Vetting Republican candidates seeking their 
party’s nomination is one of the functions of conservative media we explore 
in this book. But it is not the only one.

As the Huckabee illustration suggests, we believe that Rush Limbaugh, Fox 
News, and the opinion pages of the Wall Street Journal constitute a conserva-
tive media establishment. We don’t expect readers to fi nd that claim either 
novel or in need of extensive documentation. In a world in which Fox’s owner 
Rupert Murdoch has recently purchased the Wall Street Journal and in which 
Limbaugh’s is the most popular political talk radio program, Fox the most 
watched cable network, and the Journal the second most read paper in the 
country, we instead see our goal as understanding how these outlets make 
sense of politics for their audiences and fathoming what their success means 
for the Republican Party and the democratic process. In this book we analyze 
the ways Limbaugh, Fox, and the editorial pages of the country’s major con-
servative newspaper both have protected Reagan conservatism across a more 
than decade-long period and insulated their audiences from political persua-
sion from Democrats and the “liberal media.”
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Specifi cally, we argue that these conservative media create a self- protective 
enclave hospitable to conservative beliefs. This safe haven reinforces the 
views of these outlets’ like-minded audience members, helps them main-
tain ideological coherence, protects them from counterpersuasion, reinforces 
conservative values and dispositions, holds Republican candidates and lead-
ers accountable to conservative ideals, tightens their audience’s ties to the 
Republican Party, and distances listeners, readers, and viewers from “lib-
erals,” in general, and Democrats, in particular. It also enwraps them in a 
world in which facts supportive of Democratic claims are contested and those 
consistent with conservative ones championed. To explore the implications of 
the emergence of popular, commercially viable conservative opinion media, 
we ask what happens when conservative partisan outlets attract a large audi-
ence of the like-minded and make it possible for them to gather informa-
tion and opinions about politics within a protective shelter from which they 
emerge holding polarized attitudes about Democrats and armored against 
discrepant information.

To set the premise of the book’s central argument in place, we open with 
chapters showing that Limbaugh, the opinion pages of the Wall Street Journal 
(often James Taranto), and key players on Fox News (including Brit Hume, 
Sean Hannity, and Carl Cameron) adopt similar lines of argument, shared 
evidence, and common tactical approaches in their defense of conservatism 
and their attack on its opponents. In the process, we identify one overarching 
defi ning argument characterizing the content of these three outlets: the “lib-
eral” media are both biased against conservatives and liberal and, as a result, 
untrustworthy. In the fi rst two chapters, we prepare for the argument of the 
book with case examples that show how the conservative opinion media deploy 
a common vocabulary, build unique knowledge and interpretation, and polar-
ize by distancing their audience from Democratic actions and  positions.

Throughout the book we illustrate the ways these conservative voices 
portray themselves as the reliable, trustworthy alternative to mainstream 
media, while at the same time attacking “liberals” and dismissing or refram-
ing information that undercuts conservative leaders or causes. In the process, 
they challenge the credibility of news outlets such as the New York Times 
and NBC, CBS, MSNBC, and CNN. The decibel level of this critique rises 
when the information or interpretation that the “mainstream media” offer 
is problematic for conservatives; unsurprisingly, these conservatives feature 
the work of the mainstream when it advances the conservative cause. This 
reframing builds the audience for conservative media by inviting it to turn to 
conservative outlets for reliable information and protects its members from 
Democratic views when they immerse themselves in the stream of the  “liberal 
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media” or view counterattitudinal information in such venues as presidential 
debates. Framing the mainstream media as liberal also ensures that the differ-
ences between liberals and conservatives are regularly featured, a move that 
creates cohesion within the conservative audience.

Our exploration of the conservative media’s indictment of “liberal media” 
is set for us in a context in which scholarly efforts to isolate mainstream media 
bias have largely come up empty. A meta-analysis of 59 studies found no bias 
in newspapers and measurable but insignifi cant biases in news magazines and 
television news, with slightly more statements by Republicans in magazines 
and slightly more by Democrats on television.6 The more media bias is dis-
cussed, the more people believe it exists, regardless of whether the news at the 
moment favors Republicans or Democrats,7 a fi nding that could help explain 
why those in the audience of the conservative opinion media who repeatedly 
hear or read this claim are more likely to believe it. Another factor shap-
ing conservatives’ conviction that the media are liberal may be what scholars 
term the “hostile media phenomenon.” Viewers are prone to detect and feature 
instances in which reporting seems to support an opposing ideology while not 
noticing the bias that favors their preferred position. These explanations aside, 
none of these studies examines one specifi c claim that conservative opinion 
media make—which is that the mainstream employs a double standard.8

The conservative opinion hosts underscore the notion that the mainstream 
media use a double standard that systematically disadvantages conservatives 
and their beliefs. To advance this notion, the conservative outlets feature 
instances of bias on the other side. This process builds a storehouse of evidence 
available to conservatives when challenged about their beliefs. Moreover, the 
audience can call on this information to buffer itself from claims detrimental 
to the conservative cause. These media outlets also enwrap conservatives and 
conservatism in positive emotion and tie negative feelings both to the main-
stream media and to conservatism’s adversaries.

Binding these dissimilar media fi gures and venues into a conservative 
media establishment is their embrace of the tenets of Reagan conservatism. 
The Wall Street Journal is the founding member in the club on which we 
focus. Long before the California governor emerged on the national scene, the 
Journal had championed the economic views that would come to be known as 
Reaganomics. The Journal had also been in the vanguard challenging Frank-
lin Roosevelt’s New Deal. Since that time, the Journal’s editorials had rejected 
Roosevelt’s social and economic policies while at the same time arguing for 
tax cuts and against government intervention, regulation, and expansion of 
social programs. The editorial pages of the Journal carry a consistent view 
of the history of the battle against liberalism. In that account, Roosevelt’s 
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 policies failed to lift the country from the depression, for example. Reagan 
not only embraced these views but also embodied the free market philosophy 
espoused by the Journal, among others.

Those in search of a conservative presidential icon have few modern choices 
because Dwight Eisenhower and Richard Nixon’s social policies were more 
centrist than conservative. Indeed, Nixon violated conservative doctrine by 
advocating wage and price controls, increasing governmental regulation of 
the environment, and supporting a health care reform proposal that made 
Bill Clinton’s 1993–94 effort seem moderate by comparison. By contrast, 
Reagan governed from the right. Harking back to Reagan’s time also permits 
conservatives to rally behind the philosophy of a personable and successful 
two-term president who was reelected in a landslide and who, unlike Nixon, 
left offi ce in good standing with the American people. In addition, if one 
hopes to hold a voting coalition together, invoking the name of the president 
who originally assembled it makes strategic sense.

The conservatives on whom we focus champion a version of the past that 
asserts that Reagan conservatism succeeded where Franklin Roosevelt’s liber-
alism failed. Specifi cally, Reagan’s growth-producing military and economic 
policies saved the economy from destructive “liberal” taxation and sent the 
communist enemy into a death spiral. Conservatives are at war with what 
they call the liberal media in part because, they argue, it is an elite transmis-
sion belt that perverts the public’s understanding of conservatism’s successes 
and proffers a false account of liberalism’s record.

This commitment to the Gipper’s brand of conservatism means that Lim-
baugh, Hannity, and the Journal’s editorial pages take exception to moves by 
Republican leaders that expand the role of the federal government in educa-
tion, increase spending on social programs, or initiate new “entitlements” 
such as the prescription drug benefi t. This adherence to Reagan conservatism 
ensures that these outlets will reinforce a common set of presuppositions, a 
redundancy that heightens the impact of their underlying message. It guar-
antees as well that they protect an interpretation of Reagan conservatism that 
argues that the period 1980–88 vindicated Reagan’s defense buildup, tax 
cuts, and assaults on regulation.

The conservative opinion media carry the Reaganesque message to an 
audience disposed to accept it. Magnifying the political importance of the 
three aforementioned outlets is the fact that their audiences are fi lled with 
voters indispensable to Republican victory. Where both Fox and Limbaugh 
attract an audience tilted toward economically anxious middle-class males 
from churchgoing households and southerners, the Journal addresses the 
 party’s business base.
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The relationship between Limbaugh, in particular, and his audience harks 
back to an earlier age. By attracting this audience and engaging it in extended 
communication about the merits of conservatism and the dangers inherent in 
liberalism and in the “liberal” media, the conservative media perform func-
tions once associated with party leaders. In this role, they reinforce a set of 
coherent rhetorical frames that empower their audiences to act as conserva-
tive opinion leaders, and enable Limbaugh in particular to mobilize party 
members for action, hold the Republican Party and its leaders accountable, 
and occasionally help screen candidates for the party’s nomination. In a world 
in which the party identifi cation of some shifts with the political tides, one 
byproduct of either listening to Limbaugh or watching Fox News or doing 
both may be an increased adherence to the Republican Party and with it a 
protection from the infl uences that might encourage alliance with or votes 
for Democrats. This phenomenon provides a fl oor of support for a faltering 
Republican president and a base of loyal voters likely to back the Republi-
can Party nominee even when the Democrats have nominated an appealing 
centrist or a third-party candidate claims to be the bona fi de conservative in 
the race.

Both Fox and Limbaugh insulate their audiences from persuasion by 
Democrats by offering opinion and evidence that make Democratic views 
seem alien and unpalatable. From 2004 survey data, we surmise that increas-
ingly, Limbaugh’s audience, which once paid more attention to mainstream 
broadcast and cable news than did others of similar education and income, is 
now less likely to turn to such sources, and more likely to turn to the second 
player in our analysis, Fox News. In other words, we suggest that those Rush 
listeners who are also Fox viewers are now better able to confi ne themselves in 
an insulating, protective media space fi lled with reassuring information and 
opinion. This space cushions already held beliefs. It also inculcates frames of 
interpretation that blunt the persuasive power of antagonistic views.

We do not suggest, however, that Limbaugh’s audience ignores or boycotts 
other media.9 The shift of Limbaugh’s audience toward Fox is a tendency, 
not a mass exodus. What exposure to conservative media does, we argue, is 
increase the likelihood that what its audiences take from the mainstream (as 
it is generally termed) is that which is compatible with their conservative 
ideology. We fi nd the same protective effect for Democratic claims and corre-
sponding rejection of Republican ones among both CNN viewers and among 
those who turn their radio dials to National Public Radio (NPR).

In the fi nal third of the book, we turn to the possible effects of the conser-
vative opinion media establishment. We show, for example, that Limbaugh’s 
audience differs both from nonlistening conservatives and from the public at 
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large in the kind of knowledge it holds and in its interpretation of political 
information. His audience also interprets political information and politi-
cal events in a way that is both systematic and consistent with Limbaugh’s 
rhetoric. This creates for his listeners a polarized view of political phenom-
ena. Because our data are drawn in the main from surveys, in most cases the 
method we employ opens two alternative explanations: either he has produced 
this effect directly, or his message draws in audiences and reinforces their dis-
positions. It may of course do both. Where we have experimental data, it often 
supports the former interpretation without excluding the latter.

Limbaugh’s and Fox’s message also distances his audience from Democrats 
and the mainstream media. In the 2004 National Annenberg Election Survey 
(NAES 2004), we fi nd evidence that their audiences hold distorted percep-
tions of the positions of Democrat John Kerry, just as audiences for CNN and 
for NPR hold distorted perceptions of Republican stands. Overall audiences 
for Fox and Rush were more likely than nonviewers and nonlisteners of simi-
lar ideological disposition and education to embrace Republican campaign 
messages and reject Democratic ones.

In the fi nal chapter we ask what all of this suggests about the future of 
partisan media of both the Left and the Right. At the same time, we exam-
ine concerns about the impact of partisan media on public deliberation and 
democracy.

To make our case, we draw on analysis of the content of these media as 
well as survey and experimental data. Some of the limitations of the evidence 
we offer in this book are the byproduct of its history and the history of the 
media we are studying. Although Rush Limbaugh made his national radio 
debut in 1988, he didn’t attract our attention until 1994. In March of that 
year, the talk radio host raised red fl ags in the mainstream media and among 
Democrats with his announcement on air that Clinton White House con-
fi dant Vince Foster “was murdered.” A subsequent inquiry concluded that 
Foster had killed himself.

The following November, under the leadership of Newt Gingrich, the 
Republicans took the House of Representatives, a turnover that put them in 
power for the fi rst time in 40 years. In the wake of that revolution, Repub-
lican leaders called Limbaugh a “majority maker” and named him an honor-
ary member of the freshman class of the 104th Congress. Gingrich’s former 
press secretary, Tony Blankley, recalls, “After Newt, Rush was the single 
most important person in securing a Republican majority in the House of 
Representatives.”10

Our interest in media effects in politics prompted us to study the  content 
and impact of political talk radio in general and his program in  particular in 
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the context of the 1996 presidential campaign. As testimonials about Lim-
baugh’s infl uence mounted, so, too, did concern in the mainstream media 
about this supposedly new force in American politics. We expanded our 
study to ask how well what these traditional media sources said about politi-
cal talk radio matched its actual content.

In a preliminary report on that study, coauthored with our colleague 
media systems scholar Joe Turow and issued in August 1996, we concluded: 
“Press reports of talk radio suggest that it typically offers a discordant per-
haps dangerous discourse that is intolerant and histrionic, unmindful of evi-
dence, classically propagandistic.” That conclusion was not supported by our 
content analysis of actual shows. “While the language of call-in political talk 
radio is less civil than the discourse of national party leaders,” we reported, 
“the segments mentioned in articles on talk radio are not typical of the hosts 
quoted, nor are they representative of the political talk radio shows with the 
largest audiences.”11 In other words, at least some in the mainstream seemed 
to be vilifying the upstart medium.

Just as we came late to the realization that Rush Limbaugh had become 
a force in politics, we were tardy in studying a parallel phenomenon emerg-
ing in cable. Although Fox had been around since 1996, it wasn’t until 2000 
that the Fox audience became large enough to isolate in our surveys. By 
2000, the similarities between its content and that of Rush Limbaugh’s radio 
show could not be missed. Our interest was heightened by two moments in 
reporting on the 2000 presidential campaign: fi rst, Fox scooped the other 
networks with a report that as a younger man Bush had been charged with 
“driving under the infl uence”; second, Fox was the fi rst network to call the 
2000 presidential election for Governor George W. Bush, a call made with a 
Bush relative in the Fox decision process.

In our focus on the news, we neglected the most long-lived of the conser-
vative media establishment, the opinion pages of the newspaper that spawned 
supply-side economics, the Wall Street Journal. Our reason was straightfor-
ward. Although sizable for a newspaper, this paper’s audience is too small 
to isolate in the surveys our early work relied on. Not until we fi elded the 
massive NAES in 2000 were we able to study a large enough population to 
isolate Journal readers. This history means that in some parts of the book we 
focus exclusively on understanding Rush Limbaugh’s program and its possi-
ble effects, and in others we bring in data about Fox News and the Journal.

To address the specifi c questions we concentrate on in this book, we draw 
on rhetorical analyses of the content of the media outlets, supplemented by 
surveys, experiments, and content analysis conducted in 1994–2005. We 
include a brief summary of the surveys and have posted questionnaires and 
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statistical backup for our reported analysis on the Annenberg Public Policy 
Center website (www.annenbergpublicpolicycenter.org/echochamber/). This 
website includes original data, questionnaires, and statistical analyses that 
will allow our more technically oriented readers to view past results, repro-
duce our analyses, or conduct new ones.12

The experimental and survey work from 1996 was supported by grants 
from the Carnegie Corporation of New York and the Ford Foundation. The 
2000, 2004, and 2008 NAES surveys were made possible by funding from 
the Annenberg Foundation. And a sabbatical at CASBS freed Kathleen’s time 
to complete this manuscript.

Backing our work on this project were teams of Annenberg graduate and 
undergraduate students. In the early years of the project, Melinda Schwenk 
and Joe Borrell played particularly important roles. In the middle years, Kate 
Kenski and Danna Young did the same. In more recent times, at odd hours, 
during holidays and weekends, Bruce Hardy and Jeffrey Gottfried did the 
heavy lifting with good humor and without complaint. Throughout, Josh 
Gesell, Miriam White, and Jackie Dunn valiantly chased down obscure refer-
ences. We continue to miss Josh, whose death last spring left a chasm in the 
social fabric of the Annenberg Public Policy Center.

We are indebted as well to our Oxford editor, David McBride, and the 
Oxford back offi ce team for ensuring that our second coauthored OUP book 
made it past the charts and tables and into print.

For more reasons than we can or should put in a preface, we are grateful to 
the spouses who found us in college and have stayed with us into years fi lled 
with salmon, bluefi sh, calamari in red sauce, and Rush Limbaugh. To Bob 
Jamieson and Elena Cappella, we dedicate this book.

www.annenbergpublicpolicycenter.org/echochamber/
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1
How the Conservative Opinion Media Attack 

the Democratic Opposition

Rush Limbaugh, Fox News, and the editorial page of the Wall Street 
  Journal are part of a larger phenomenon. In 1982, there “was the 

New York Post . . . [and] . . . the Washington Times. . . . There was no alternative 
media, except small conservative publications: National Review, Commentary, 
the American Spectator, Human Events. There was nothing else,” New York Post 
editor and columnist John Podhoretz told Limbaugh in the spring of 2004. 
“There was no you. There was no talk radio. There was no News-Max. There 
was no Internet. There was no Fox news channel. . . . And now these views have 
a voice, they have a place to go.”1 Speaking of the rise of right-of-center talk 
radio and websites as well as Fox, conservative organizer Paul Weyrich noted 
in fall 2003, “There are 1,500 conservative radio talk show hosts. . . . You have 
Fox News. You have the Internet, where all the successful sites are conserva-
tive. The ability to reach people with our point of view is like nothing we 
have ever seen before!”2

The result was palpable anxiety in Democratic circles. In December 2002, 
for example, the Democratic Party’s 2000 presidential nominee, Al Gore, 
identifi ed Limbaugh, Fox News, and the Washington Times as “part and par-
cel of the Republican Party.” In an interview in the New York Observer, Gore 
argued that “most of the media [have] been slow to recognize the pervasive 
impact of this fi fth column in their ranks that is, day after day, injecting the 
daily Republican talking points into the defi nition of what’s objective as 
stated by the news media as a whole. . . . Something will start at the Repub-
lican National Committee, inside the building, and it will explode the next 
day on the right-wing talk-show network and on Fox News and in the news-
papers that play this game.”3 Gore was not the only Democratic leader to 
take on the conservative opinion media. In stump speeches delivered in the 
2004 Democratic primaries, former Vermont governor (and current head of 
the Democratic National Committee) Howard Dean repeatedly declared that 
the American fl ag does not belong to Rush Limbaugh.
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In this book, we explore the implications of the emergence of mass-
 audience, ideologically coherent, conservative opinion media by focusing on 
the content of three conservative media outlets: the Wall Street Journal edi-
torial page, two programs on Fox News, and Limbaugh’s radio show. Each 
has an internet presence. Taken together, these communication channels 
constitute important venues for reinforcing the tenets and values of Reagan 
conservatism. In the pages that follow, we show that for their audiences, 
these conservative outlets marginalize mainstream media and minimize their 
effects. At the same time, we suggest that both Fox and Limbaugh insulate 
their audiences from persuasion by Democrats by building up a body of opin-
ion and evidence that makes Democratic views seem alien and unpalatable. 
Moreover, we show that Limbaugh’s audience, which once paid more atten-
tion to mainstream broadcast media than others of similar education and 
income, is increasingly less likely to turn to such sources and more likely to 
turn to the second player in our analysis, Fox News. In other words, we argue 
that the conservative media have developed the capacity to wrap their audi-
ence in an insulating media enclave of information and opinion.

It is not our purpose to determine whether what is generally known as the 
“mainstream” media, consisting of major dailies such as the New York Times 
and Washington Post, major broadcast outlets such as ABC, CBS, and NBC, 
and cable networks such as MSNBC and CNN, are indeed “liberal,” as the 
conservative media suggest. Nor, with a few exceptions, do we examine the 
effects the mainstream media have on their audiences. (For practical purposes, 
the past decades of scholarship and the fi ndings that are central to our under-
standing of mass media have been based on a study of the mainstream.)

Our goal is not to provide an exhaustive analysis of all of the conserva-
tive media on the scene or to determine the origins of the messages found in 
the conservative media. As a result, we will not assess the notion, advanced 
by media commentator Tim Cuprisin of the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, that 
there is a “Republican transmission belt: the right-wing radical blogs to 
Rush Limbaugh’s radio show to Fox News and then into the headlines.”4

There is nothing novel in our starting assumption that these three outlets 
are conservative. Nor will anyone be surprised by the argument that they 
share common lines of argument. We see our contribution here as an analysis 
of how they function across a decade-long period and a theoretically driven 
grounding from which to understand their possible effects.

In this chapter and the next, we introduce the notion that conservative 
opinion media are an important part of the political landscape. To make 
this case, we develop two case studies, one involving the 2004 Democratic 
presidential nominee, John Kerry, and the other a prominent Republican, 
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Mississippi senator Trent Lott. We do this to illustrate the ways Fox News, 
Limbaugh, and the print and web editorial pages of the Wall Street  Journal 
play both offense and defense in service of conservative objectives. As these 
case studies will suggest, the big three reinforce each other’s conservative 
messages in ways that distinguish them from the other major broadcast 
media, CBS, NBC, ABC, CNN, MSNBC, and major print outlets such as 
the Washington Post and New York Times.

Our task in this chapter is exploring the ways the three outlets on which 
we focus undercut conservatism’s opponents. To do so, we begin with a 2004 
exchange between those supporting the incumbent, Republican President 
George W. Bush, and those on the side of the presumptive Democratic Party 
presidential nominee, Senator John Kerry, about a supposed remark by Kerry 
at a town hall event in Florida on March 8, 2004. There, news reports indi-
cated, the presumptive Democratic Party nominee said, “I’ve met ‘foreign’ 
leaders who can’t go out and say it all publicly, but boy they look at you 
and say, you gotta win this, you gotta beat this guy, we need a new policy, 
things like that.” After listening again to his audiotape more than a week 
after his fi rst account, the pool reporter responsible for reporting the original 
remark, Patrick Healey of the Boston Globe, reported that Kerry had said not 
“foreign leaders,” but “more leaders.” Had this journalistic blunder created 
a fi restorm of controversy around a Republican Party nominee, the conserva-
tive opinion leaders would have minimized the damage to their candidate by 
crying “media bias.” The Democrats didn’t have a comparable argument in 
their arsenal.

Both before and after Healey corrected the record, representatives of the 
Bush administration demanded names. On Fox News Sunday with Chris 
 Wallace, Secretary of State Colin Powell said, “I don’t know what foreign 
leaders Senator Kerry is talking about. It’s an easy charge, an easy assertion to 
make, but if he feels that’s [an] important assertion to make, he ought to list 
names. If he can’t list names, then perhaps he ought to fi nd something else 
to talk about.” A White House statement insisted, “If Senator Kerry is going 
to say he has support from foreign leaders, he needs to be straightforward 
with the American people and state who they are. . . . Or the only conclusion 
one can draw is he’s making it up to attack the president.” In response to a 
reporter’s question, President Bush said on March 16, “If you’re going to 
make an accusation in the course of a presidential campaign, you ought to 
back it up with facts.”

Our story continues at a March 15, 2004, rally in Pennsylvania, where 
a questioner named Cedric Brown confronted the presumptive Democratic 
standard-bearer. Brown, a Vietnam War vet, insisted that the senator reveal 
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the names of the foreign leaders who wanted to help him “overthrow” the 
Bush presidency. He also suggested that Kerry was a liar and articulated an 
assumption earlier advanced by Limbaugh that the supposed meeting may 
have been with the head of North Korea. The back-and-forth between Kerry 
and Brown took about eight minutes.

Using media treatment of that exchange as a case study, in this chapter we 
will illustrate the conservative opinion media on the attack. Specifi cally, we 
will argue that the frames employed in hard news stories by Fox and ABC 
News differed in signifi cant ways, with the Fox News report markedly more 
hostile to Kerry and ABC tilting in the other direction. In addition, we will 
argue that conservative media opinion leaders aggressively disparaged the 
Kerry statement. Specifi cally, taken together, Limbaugh, Hannity, and the 
Wall Street Journal’s opinion pages marshaled four strategies to marginalize 
Kerry and undercut his perceived acceptability as a candidate for president: 
extreme hypotheticals, ridicule, challenges to character, and association with 
strong negative emotion.

The media covered the controversy through three sets of competing frames, 
as follows. (1) Whereas both the mainstream broadcast and conservative Fox 
focused on the Kerry-Bush confl ict, Fox also created an anti-Kerry frame. (2) 
While mainstream broadcast focused exclusively on the confl ict and its stra-
tegic intent, Fox concentrated in addition on the Kerry-Brown exchange over 
Brown’s political affi liation and past votes. (3) Whereas mainstream print 
cast Kerry as restrained and civil in tone and Brown as yelling, conservative 
opinion leaders indicted Kerry’s temperament by describing him as “yelling” 
and “thuggish.” We will discuss each set of frames in turn.

In the next chapter, we compare non-news conservative opinion media to 
opinion comments in mainstream outlets; here we open by contrasting a hard 
news story on ABC with one on Fox. We do so to suggest that in news, the dif-
ference between the traditional broadcast networks and Fox is one of framing.

Competing Frames 1

mainstream frame: kerry and bush 
fi ght about credibility

Frames focus on some facets of a story and not others, invite the audience 
to accept some assumptions over others, and imply some questions while 
ignoring others. Among the frames that dominate reporting on politics are 
those centered on strategy and confl ict. When employing the strategy frame, 
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 reporters usually ask, who’s ahead and why? In its more obvious form, strategic 
framing is found in stories accounting for horse race results in polls. A subtler 
manifestation of the strategy structure divorces the “underdog” from direct 
contact with strong verbs by casting him as “trying” to accomplish objectives 
or as struggling or foundering. Instead of concentrating on the substantive 
differences revealed by attack and response, the confl ict frame features attack 
and response in order to explore the strategic intent of the exchange.5

In reports on the Kerry-Republican back-and-forth over the “foreign” 
leader remark, CBS and ABC brought different information but not different 
frames into relief. We concentrate on ABC’s story here because the CBS report 
is a synopsis provided to viewers by the anchor, not a full-blown report.

The CBS synthesis invites viewers to ask: Should Kerry name names? Is 
Kerry’s refusal warranted? Is the White House justifi ed in suggesting that 
Kerry is lying? “In the presidential campaign, Bush campaign operatives in 
the White House today stopped just short of calling Senator John Kerry a 
liar for saying that some foreign leaders hope he defeats President Bush in 
November,” said CBS anchor Dan Rather. “Senator Kerry says he won’t iden-
tify the leaders because it would betray their confi dences. But White House 
spokesman Scott McClellan said that if Kerry won’t name names, it must be 
because he is, and I quote, ‘making it up.’ ”6 By sandwiching the Kerry posi-
tion between an opening and closing statement focused on the Bush perspec-
tive, this CBS piece creates a net advantage for the Republicans.

Since ABC was the only mainstream broadcast network to air a reporter’s 
hard news story on the Kerry exchange on March 15, we will compare its 
hard news stories to that on Fox.

Linda Douglass’s story on ABC invited viewers to ask the same questions as 
did the CBS report but suggested others as well: Who is more truthful, Kerry or 
Bush? Is the Bush campaign attacking Kerry to defl ect attention from its own 
record? Has the Bush administration deceived the public about and silenced 
a government offi cial over the true cost of the prescription drug benefi t?

The structure and content of the ABC piece were dictated by its the-
sis: “the campaign seems to be all about credibility.” Consistent with that 
notion, the ABC report showed each side assaulting the truthfulness of the 
other. The story featured two attacks: the Republican one on Kerry’s cred-
ibility for his refusal to name the names of the foreign leaders with whom 
he allegedly spoke, and Kerry’s charge that the Bush administration had 
silenced a government offi cial who was trying to reveal the true cost of the 
Bush  prescription drug plan.

Anchoring the March 15 nightly news, Elizabeth Vargas opened by noting: 
“The issue today was credibility. The White House made the  extraordinary 
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accusation that John Kerry might be dishonest. It is yet another sign of 
how intensely both sides of this campaign intend to fi ght.” She then handed 
off to Douglass, who presented and commented on clips of Kerry making 
 statements.

douglass (voice-over): The White House charged today that John Kerry 
may have been lying when he suggested to contributors that foreign lead-
ers support his campaign. He said, “I’ve met more leaders who can’t go 
out and say it all publicly, but boy, they look at you and say, you gotta win 
this, you gotta beat this guy.” Yesterday, a Bush supporter demanded to 
know which foreign leaders he was talking about.
kerry: I have had conversations with a number of leaders in the course of the 
last two years up until the present moment. And I am not going to betray the con-
fi dences of those conversations.
douglass (voice-over): Today, President Bush’s spokesman challenged 
Kerry to back up his claim or, quote, “the only conclusion is that he’s 
making it up to attack the president of the United States.” Kerry side-
stepped the questions.
douglass (off-camera): The White House accuses you of making it up, 
Senator.
kerry: They’re trying to change the subject from jobs, health care, the environ-
ment, Social Security. They don’t have a campaign, so they are trying to divert it.
douglass (off camera): Kerry is determined not to give ground in the 
war over who is most truthful. Today, his campaign released a list of what 
it called false statements by the White House.
douglass (voice-over): The Senator pointed to reports that the admin-
istration concealed the true cost of the Medicare prescription drug bill. 
A government expert says he was ordered not to release the information.
kerry: He was told to be quiet. He was threatened by the administration with 
the possible retribution that would come if he didn’t. There is no place for silencing 
the truth.
douglass (voice-over): Seven months before the election, the campaign 
seems to be all about credibility. Linda Douglass, ABC News, Washington.7

fox frame: kerry lacks credibility

Opening the March 15, 2004, Special Report with Brit Hume, on Fox, Hume 
forecast the news story to come later in the newscast not by summarizing 
Kerry’s justifi cation or his counterattack on the truthfulness of the Bush 
administration but by saying, “John Kerry still won’t say who those foreign 
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leaders were, whom he claims are back—who he claims are backing him for 
president.”

In the hard news segment Hume forecast, Fox’s Carl Cameron focused on 
the attack-counterattack Kerry initiated over the adequacy of funding for 
fi rst responders to disasters and terrorist attacks, on the Bush-Kerry attack-
counterattack over “foreign leaders,” and on the exchange between Kerry and 
Cedric Brown. In a story that opened with Kerry “battered for refusing to 
name foreign leaders” and closed with Republican accusations that Kerry was 
making things up, Cameron reported as follows. (Kerry, Colin Powell, and 
Cedric Brown were shown on screen making their statements after Cameron 
introduced them.)

cameron: Battered for refusing to name foreign leaders that he claims 
want President Bush defeated, John Kerry tried to get back on offense 
accusing the administration of underfunding fi rst responders in a speech 
to the nation’s largest fi refi ghters’ union.
kerry: This administration has given our homeland security efforts short shrift.
cameron: Kerry renewed a claim that few Americans believe, accord-
ing to the polls, that the president deliberately underfunded national 
security to cut taxes for rich cronies.
kerry: This administration has put a tax giveaway for the very wealthiest of 
our nation over making sure that we do all that we can to win the war on terror 
here at home.
cameron: Outraged, Republicans call it hypocrisy and accused Kerry 
of voting against the troops, when he opposed the $87 billion to stabi-
lize and complete the post-Saddam Iraq war. Undaunted, Kerry seemed 
to link last week’s attacks in Madrid to what he sees as the president’s 
 security failings.
kerry: This administration is big on bluster and is short on action. But as we 
saw again last week in Spain, real action is what we need.
cameron: Camp Kerry quickly said the senator does not blame Spain 
or the U.S. for the attacks on Madrid, but that Kerry would do more than 
President Bush to improve security and U.S. international relations.
kerry: He pushed away our allies at a time when we needed them the most.
cameron: Republicans now deride Kerry as a quote “international man 
of mystery,” for his various un-backed-up charges recently, particularly—
refusing to name foreign leaders that Kerry claims want President Bush 
out. Secretary of State Powell weighed in yesterday on Fox News Sunday.
powell: He ought to list some names. If he can’t list names, then perhaps he 
should fi nd something else to talk about.
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cameron: Kerry kept the mystery going at a Pennsylvania town hall 
meeting, when he told a demanding voter that it was, quote, “none of his 
business” what Kerry was discussing with still nameless foreign leaders.
kerry: And I’m not going to betray the confi dences of those conversations, but 
I have had conversations with leaders. I’ve also had friends of mine who’ve met 
with leaders. As recently as this past week I’ve heard from a couple of leaders. I’m 
not going to tell you who they are because that would betray their position.
cameron: Then Kerry upped the ante, claiming unnamed U.S. busi-
ness leaders overseas want Bush out too.
kerry: There are business people . . .
cameron: Kerry is a fi nger pointer and as he angrily stabbed the air, he 
tried to turn the table on his inquisitors.
kerry: What are you? Are you a registered Republican? Are you a Republican? 
You answer the question. That’s not an answer. Did you vote for George Bush?
questioner cedric brown: I voted for George Bush.
kerry: Thank you.
cameron: The man did say “Yes.” Today White House spokesman . . .  
accused Kerry of lying, saying that if he doesn’t name the foreign leaders, 
quote, “The only conclusion one can draw is that Kerry is making it up 
to attack the president.”8

The strategic frames of Fox and ABC differ. On Fox, Kerry is cast as “bat-
tered” and on the strategic defensive. (He “tried to get back on offense”; “He 
tried to turn the table on his inquisitors” [emphasis added].) By contrast, 
ABC situates Kerry as a contender who is “determined not to give ground in 
the war over who is most truthful.” On Fox, Kerry’s attack on Bush is por-
trayed as an attempt “to get back on offense,” whereas the Bush response is 
portrayed as motivated by outrage.

Overall, whereas the Fox piece focuses on Kerry’s credibility, ABC con-
centrates on charges and countercharges about the relative truthfulness of 
Bush and Kerry. Whereas Douglass attributes claims about truth or falsity 
to a campaign (“Today, his campaign released a list of what it called false 
statements by the White House” [emphasis added]), Cameron invites the 
inference that Kerry’s answer is unbelievable (his charges are “un-backed-
up”). Cameron also questions Kerry’s credibility with the statement “Kerry 
renewed a claim that few Americans believe, according to the polls.”

But if the Fox piece disadvantages Kerry, the ABC piece advantages him. 
Although in Douglass’s piece, each side is questioning the other’s truthfulness, 
Vargas leads into the story by tagging only the Bush attack as an  “extraordinary” 
accusation. Yet each side has made a strong attack on the truthfulness of 
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the other. In the ABC segment, Kerry has accused the Bush administration 
of “silencing the truth,” and the Bush representative has accused Kerry of 
 “making it up to attack the president.” In addition, Douglass devotes more 
time in her piece to Kerry’s charge than the Bush campaign’s attacks.

By contrast, Cameron ignores Kerry’s counterattack on Bush’s truthfulness 
and, after quoting the Bush campaign’s ridiculing label for Kerry, “International 
Man of Mystery,” reinforces the label in his own voice by saying “Kerry kept 
the mystery going.” Without mentioning the source, Cameron has embraced 
the label being offered to the media by the Republican National Committee.

Competing Frames 2: Mainstream Omission of Kerry-

Brown Exchange; Conservative Focus on It

Frames make some features of an event more salient and omit others. The second 
framing difference between mainstream broadcast and Fox is one of omission. 
Whereas the mainstream focused on Kerry’s statement and Bush’s response, 
Fox included as well the Kerry-Brown exchange about Brown’s past votes.

Kerry’s question about Brown’s past votes was nowhere to be seen in main-
stream broadcast network evening news. By contrast, Brown was featured in 
Cameron’s Fox report and hosted in other Fox venues as well. Brown’s only 
interviews on national television occurred on Tuesday, March 16, when he 
appeared twice on Fox, fi rst in the morning on Fox and Friends and then 
on Hannity and Colmes. The Fox questioners were sympathetic to Brown. 
 Hannity, for example, presupposes that Kerry was deceiving Brown:

hannity: I don’t think John Kerry was being honest with you. Do you 
think he was being honest with you?
brown: He didn’t appear to be honest. He refused to answer my  question. 9

In the Fox interviews, Brown portrayed the Massachusetts senator’s 
“attack” as “unfortunate” and called for a congressional investigation into 
Kerry’s supposed meetings with foreign leaders. While talking with Han-
nity, Brown stated, “I think Senator Kerry betrayed our country. And he 
needs to answer for that.”

Although he was ignored by mainstream broadcast, Brown was inter-
viewed by mainstream print. The Washington Post, for example, noted, 
“Afterward, Brown, who described himself as a small-business owner and a 
graduate of West Point, said, ‘If he’s lying about something so simple as this, 
you have to wonder whether President Kerry would be an honest person. 
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I wanted to give him an opportunity to defend his lie. He gave a non answer, 
which tells me he’s lying.’ ”10

Both network accounts are selective. After all, ABC ignores the exchanges 
between Brown and Kerry. By contrast, Fox’s Cameron omits all of Brown’s 
extreme statements and ignores the Kerry counterattack on Bush’s truthful-
ness. We are not arguing that the Fox frame is selective and ABC’s is not, but 
rather that one pattern of selection disadvantages Kerry whereas the other 
advantages him.

Ignoring the mainstream print accounts, the conservative opinion media 
charged that by ignoring Kerry’s questioning of Brown’s voting history, 
mainstream news reporters revealed their liberal bias. As we argue in chapter 
2, beliefs that the mainstream media are liberal, employ a double standard, 
and are systematically biased against conservatives are commonplace in con-
servative circles in general and in the conservative opinion media in particu-
lar. The evidence? In his hard news segment, Fox News’s Cameron included 
both Kerry’s statements about not disclosing names and the exchange with 
the questioner, while mainstream broadcasts ignored the second. In response, 
the conservative commentators on Fox, conservative talk radio, and WSJ.com 
focused like lasers on the fi nal moments of the exchange as evidence of both 
Kerry’s character fl aws and media bias.

On his nationally syndicated talk radio show, Limbaugh asks, “Can you 
imagine if Bush asked a person in a town meeting, ‘Did you vote for Bill 
 Clinton? Did you vote for Al Gore?’ Can you imagine what the press would do 
to George Bush?” Writing at WSJ.com, James Taranto acknowledges print cov-
erage but takes media coverage in general to task for not focusing on the fi nal 
Kerry-Brown exchange: “News reports noted that Kerry had told the voter his 
putative contacts with ‘foreign leaders’ were ‘none of your business,’ but ignored 
Kerry’s thuggish interrogation of the voter, which we saw when Fox News 
Channel aired the footage last night. Rush Limbaugh has the transcript.”11

Competing Frames 3: Conservative and Mainstream 

Characterizations of Kerry’s Manner Differ

Because a candidate’s temperament or character matter to voters, campaigns 
attribute positive affect or emotion to their contender and negative emotion 
to the opponent. When they characterize a candidate’s demeanor in ways that 
violate an audience’s sense of social norms, news accounts create a context for 
such judgments. The characterizations of Kerry’s exchange are dramatically 
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different in the conservative and mainstream accounts we are focusing on 
here. As we will show, the alternative verbs, adverbs, and adjectives used to 
characterize Kerry and Brown’s speech are markedly different. And whereas 
the mainstream print media set Kerry’s speech in the context of Brown’s 
behavior and questions, conservative opinion leaders omitted them.

the context

In their description of the context of the Kerry-Brown exchange mainstream 
print reporters were on the same page. The Washington Post noted that Kerry 
“was repeatedly called ‘a liar’ during the public forum by a heckler, Ced-
ric Brown, who interrupted Kerry’s comments on health care, education and 
the economy to raise questions about the assertion of foreign endorsements. 
Under questioning by Kerry, Brown described himself as a Bush supporter.”12 
According to an account in the Los Angeles Times, the questioner, Cedric Brown, 
“abruptly” stood up and interrupted the candidate, saying “ ‘Recently, you said 
you met with foreign leaders. They wanted to help you overthrow the Bush 
presidency and his administration.’ As the audience booed and shouted him 
down, Brown yelled, ‘I want an answer!’ ” “Kerry,” the Times reported, “qui-
eted the crowd. ‘Shh, everybody, please, no, no, no,’ he said. ‘This is democ-
racy; this is the way it works. This is fi ne; I have no problem with it.’ ”13

“The town meeting was contentious at times,” the Associated Press 
reported, “with 52-year-old Cedric Brown repeatedly pressing the candidate 
to name the foreign leaders whom Kerry has said are backing his campaign. 
‘Were they people like the president of North Korea?’ asked Brown. ‘I’m 
not going to betray a private conversation with anybody,’ Kerry said. As 
the crowd of several hundred people began to mutter and boo, Kerry added, 
‘That’s none of your business.’ ”14

In these accounts, Kerry’s questioning of the questioner is set in the con-
text of Brown’s interruption, infl ammatory charges (e.g., “they wanted to 
help you overthrow the Bush presidency”), and verbal attacks on Kerry (e.g., 
repeatedly calling him a liar). Unlike the Los Angeles Times and Washington 
Post accounts, Limbaugh, Taranto, and Hannity and Cameron on Fox severed 
Kerry’s response from that context.

the characterizations

In mainstream print, it was Brown, not Kerry, who reportedly yelled, a fact 
that might be attributed to the fact that Brown did not have a microphone. 
While failing to detail the nature, tone, or manner of Brown’s questions, 
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 Limbaugh, Hannity, and Taranto freely characterize Kerry’s response in ways 
that differ from the independently gathered descriptions in mainstream print. 
Cameron on Fox terms Kerry’s response as “angrily stabbing.” Kerry’s com-
ments were labeled “thuggish” (Taranto, in WSJ.com), as “yelling” (Han-
nity), and as “browbeating” (Limbaugh) by the conservatives. By contrast, 
in the Houston Chronicle, for example, Brown was described as a heckler and 
Kerry as “somewhat rattled.”15 The New York Times described the exchange 
as “volatile.” In the Los Angeles Times account, Brown “yells.” None of the 
mainstream print reporters described Kerry as yelling. Reporting for the 
Los Angeles Times, Matea Gold instead described Kerry’s manner as “calm 
but fi rm.”16

The conservative opinion media’s characterization differs as well from that 
of the hard news account on the Fox News website, which noted (March 
16, 2004):

While on the campaign trail Sunday, Kerry got questioned by someone 
at a town hall meeting in Bethlehem, Pa., about his relationship with 
foreign leaders and the comments he made about him ousting Bush.

Cedric Brown implied in his question that Kerry was “meeting 
with foreign leaders to overthrow Bush” and then said to Kerry: “You 
lied to us.”

“I haven’t met with foreign leaders for any overthrow purpose,” 
Kerry responded. “I never said that. What I said was, that I have heard 
from people who are leaders elsewhere in the world, who don’t appre-
ciate the Bush administration approach and would love to see a change 
in the leadership of the United States.”

At times, the crowd booed the man and shouted for him to sit 
down. Kerry responded by keeping the crowd calm and continuing the exchange, 
asking Brown about his party affi liation and whether he voted for Bush. 
(emphasis added)

Beyond Framing: Marginalizing Kerry

The differences between the mainstream and Limbaugh, Hannity, and Taranto 
extend beyond the use of dissimilar frames. As this controversy played 
out, conservative opinion media also marginalized Kerry by employing 
extreme hypotheticals, deploying ridicule, interpreting his rhetoric as evi-
dence of a character or temperamental fl aw, and tying him to strong  negative 
 emotion.
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setting up an extreme hypothetical

Demonstrating the different levels of restraint shown in the arguments of 
the Journal’s editors and those of Limbaugh (as well as of Sean Hannity and 
WSJ.com opinion writer Taranto), Limbaugh echoed the Journal’s request 
that Kerry name names but added the suggestion that the leaders Kerry has 
been speaking with were heads of enemy states. In so doing, Limbaugh also 
advanced a notion that if articulated by a Republican offi ceholder would have 
elicited immediate controversy. Specifi cally, he said he thought he knew the 
identity of the foreign leaders Kerry had been speaking to, and added: “And 
regardless of who they are, let’s name some names. Bashar Assad in Syria, 
Kim Jong II in North Korea” (March 17, 2004). The assertion was ridiculous 
on its face, and Limbaugh undoubtedly knew it was. Underlying Limbaugh’s 
trope is the assumption that any leader who would criticize U.S. policy must 
be an enemy of the country.

Importantly, introduction of the names of villainous foreign leaders exem-
plifi es a rhetorical function that Limbaugh and the conservative opinion hosts 
serve for the Republican Party: expanding the range of attack by marking out 
extreme positions that by comparison make the offi cial position of the Repub-
lican candidate or party leaders seem moderate. At the same time, if some in 
Limbaugh’s audience take the allegation of actual talks with heads of outlaw 
states seriously, as Brown appeared to, then the association reinforces, if it does 
not actually shape, that person’s view that Kerry’s dispositions are extreme 
and disqualify him from serious consideration as a presidential contender.

Even if the audience knew that Limbaugh’s hypothetical was implausible, 
the hedge he implied in “regardless of who they are” linked Kerry with dis-
reputable individuals. Finally, without saying so explicitly, the hypothetical 
implied that Kerry was either naïve or disloyal to the country’s interests. 
Throughout the 2004 campaign, the conservative opinion talkers disassoci-
ated Kerry from the United States, making it more plausible for the organi-
zation calling itself Swift Boat Veterans for Truth (SBVT) ultimately to air an 
ad charging that he “gave aid and comfort to the enemy” during the Vietnam 
War. Aid and comfort is, of course, the defi nition of treason. Indeed, the link 
to Kerry’s anti–Vietnam War protests was precisely the one Brown made in 
the interviews he gave, explaining that he was motivated to question Kerry 
by his experience as a Vietnam vet who was spat on after returning home 
from that war. Like the justifi cation of the charge made by SBVT, this ratio-
nale created a coherent explanation for an attack on Kerry: the attackers are 
cast as motivated not by partisanship but instead by a need to right a wrong 
done them and others like them by Kerry’s anti–Vietnam War protests.
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ridicule

In this controversy, the conservative media also employed a second recurrent 
tactic: ridicule. In WSJ.com, James Taranto (March 16, 2004) noted that on 
eBay, “someone is auctioning off an Imaginary Foreign Leader Endorsement.” 
In the endorsement, the word “lie” is freely used.

Have you ever been caught in a lie while running for President of the 
United States? If you want to make a current president jealous, look 
better in front of your political buddies who have real foreign relations 
experience, or if you are just a liar who got called out on your bogus 
campaign lies, this is the auction for you!!! I’ll pretend I am the leader 
of a foreign nation that supports your candidacy for President of the 
United States until the elections in November. . . . Shipping/Handling 
charge for this item is $15.00, we only ship to Massachusetts.17

The next day, on March 17, 2004, Brit Hume brought the same informa-
tion to Fox viewers.

Speaking of Kerry, while administration offi cials demand he name the 
“foreign leaders” that allegedly told him they endorse his candidacy, at 
least two—“foreign leader endorsements” have been put up for sale on 
eBay . . . as parodies. One insists “if you want to make a current presi-
dent jealous . . . or if you are just a liar who got caught out on your bogus 
campaign lies, this is the auction for you.” . . . Bids for this endorsement 
reached more than $15,000, but eBay has since taken it down. An 
endorsement from the “duly elected supreme leader of . . . Bogusonia” is 
still up for grabs, with the highest bid standing at $2.75.18

Extreme hypotheticals and ridicule increase the likelihood that listeners will 
see Democratic leaders as more distant from the middle of the political spectrum 
than they actually are. In addition, because the hypotheticals are speculative, 
Limbaugh can disassociate from them if his use of them proves controversial. 
Later, we will explore survey data suggesting that the attentive audience for 
conservative media marginalizes Democrats. An audience is of course less recep-
tive to persuasion from sources that have been discredited in these ways.

questioning kerry’s character and temperament

The Bush campaign’s rhetoric focused on Kerry’s honesty. If he won’t name 
names, he must have made up the conversations with “foreign” leaders. The 
conservative media played out this logic by speculating about the identity of 
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the foreign leaders and by reinforcing the Bush argument by auctioning off 
endorsements by foreign leaders.

A Wall Street Journal editorial backed the administration’s request that 
Kerry name names and insinuated that if Kerry were indeed talking with for-
eign leaders, it must be to make promises not shared with the American peo-
ple. “Who are these foreign leaders, and what is Mr. Kerry privately saying 
that makes them so enthusiastic about his candidacy?” it asked. “What ‘new 
policy’ is he sharing with them that he isn’t sharing with Americans?”19

Later we will argue that conservative media provide coherent, consistent 
interpretations of the meanings of events that reinforce the political world-
view of their audiences. Underlying these moves are the assumptions that 
Democrats are untrustworthy, unstable, and arrogant. The implication of the 
Bush attack saying that Kerry may be making up exchanges with foreign 
leaders pivots on trustworthiness, for example.

Consistent with this notion, James Taranto in WSJ.com, Sean Hannity 
on Fox News, and Limbaugh on his nationally syndicated talk radio show 
characterized the fi nal Kerry-Brown interaction as an indictment of Kerry’s 
temperament. Writing in WSJ.com the next afternoon, Taranto observed, 
“ ‘That’s none of your business’ is more polite than ‘You sit down!’ But it’s 
breathtakingly arrogant for Kerry to assert his putative promises to foreign 
leaders to change America’s policies are none of the voters’ business.”20

Like Taranto, on Hannity and Colmes, Hannity likened Kerry to How-
ard Dean, former governor of Vermont and one-time front-runner who had 
unexpectedly stumbled in the 2004 primaries after a series of behaviors that 
were ridiculed by the conservative media. During Hannity’s interview with 
Brown, he said, “You remember when Howard Dean said ‘Now you sit down, 
you’ve had your say.’ Your incident with him reminded me of that.”21 Kerry’s 
comment, Limbaugh suggested, was equivalent to that of Dean. “Kerry did 
a Dean.” Dean had ordered an audience member “Sit down!” when he per-
ceived that that person had gotten out of line. “So there’s Kerry browbeating 
a participant,” Limbaugh said, “and the guy Howard Dean browbeat was a 
Bush voter. The press tarred and feathered Dean, beat up, said he was mental, 
said he was unstable.” The imputed double standard is here claimed to be 
manifest in differential treatment of two Democrats.

tying kerry to strong negative emotion

Limbaugh moved on to an extreme interpretation of the Democratic sena-
tor’s intent in questioning Brown’s past vote. Here Limbaugh’s derisive tone 
matched his splenetic content. According to Limbaugh, Kerry was telling 
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Cedric Brown, “ ‘I’m Senator Kerry. You’re nothing but human debris. You 
challenge my word? Well, screw the hell out of you. You vote for Bush? 
I thought so, you SOB.” To the extreme position (Kerry has betrayed his 
country by talking with enemy heads of state and is a liar) and ridicule (Kerry 
should buy an endorsement from a foreign leader on the internet), Limbaugh 
now attached negative emotion toward Kerry on Brown’s (and the listener’s) 
behalf. If Kerry thinks that anyone who questions him is “human debris,” 
what must he think of Limbaugh, Limbaugh’s listeners, and those who 
 support President Bush?

The roughly eight-minute encounter between Kerry and Brown produced two 
very different foci. In the hard news piece on Fox News, Kerry’s truthfulness was 
at issue; on ABC, each candidate was attacking the truthfulness of the other 
in an attempt to undercut his credibility. Meanwhile, across the conservative 
opinion media, a complementary message tailored to each medium’s audience 
was advanced. The Journal’s editorial page raised such rhetorical questions as 
Who are these foreign leaders, Why are they enthusiastic about his candidacy, 
What promises has he made to them? Meanwhile, Hannity on Fox, Taranto 
in WSJ.com, and Limbaugh on radio framed the Kerry-Brown exchange to 
 suggest that Brown’s questions were appropriate and Kerry’s manner and 
response were not. And in caustic, primal language, Limbaugh disparaged 
Kerry as contemptuous of Brown and all who voted for Bush in 2000.22

The exchange between Brown and Kerry occurred in the envelope of a 
larger controversy. In both instances, the frames and interpretations offered 
by the conservative media underscored the Republican message and undercut 
the Democratic one.

The Feedback Loop

Throughout the book, we will show the feedback loop created between 
Republican leaders and conservative media. Here we see it as well. By the 
end of the week, the vice president had picked up the talk radio refrain. The 
Fox News website reported:

At a fund-raiser in Phoenix on Sunday, Vice President Dick Cheney 
noted Cedric Brown’s question and Kerry’s response to the man: 
“That’s none of your business.”

“But it is our business when a candidate for president claims the 
political endorsement of foreign leaders,” Cheney said at the fund-raiser 
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for Rep. Rick Renzi, R-Ariz., on Monday. “At the very least, we have a 
right to know what he is saying to them that makes them so  supportive 
of his candidacy.”23

The reporting of the Kerry statement about “leaders” and the exchange with 
Brown illustrate the conservative media on the attack. In so doing, they laid 
down assumptions about the character and temperament of the presumptive 
Democratic nominee on which the Republican candidates could build. In 
the process, they reinforced the notion that embrace of the Democratic ideol-
ogy or candidates was unjustifi able and contemptuous behavior, and media 
accounts that seemed to justify the actions of the Democratic Party nominee 
were inaccurate.

Our examination of the conservative media’s treatment of the Brown-
Kerry exchange shows them playing offense. Specifi cally, they created coher-
ent attacks against the Democrats by expanding the extremes of the discourse, 
ridiculing the Democratic contender, impugning his character, and attaching 
strong negative emotion to the audience’s experience of him. As this example 
suggests, in subsequent chapters we will explore how the conservative media 
work to marginalize the mainstream media and minimize their effects while 
distancing their conservative audience from Democratic views and providing 
lines of argument and evidence to solidify that audience’s embrace of conser-
vative ones. Attacking is one side of a two-sided process. As we illustrate in 
chapter 2, what we call the conservative media establishment also protects 
conservatism from attack.



2
How the Conservative Opinion Media 

Defend Conservatism

The conservative media’s defensive dexterity was on display in the 
 complementary rhetoric that emerged from Limbaugh, the Wall Street 

Journal’s opinion pages, and Fox discussants to protect the Republican Party 
and the Republican president when one of their own, Mississippi Republican 
Trent Lott, uttered what some would characterize as an infelicitous phrase 
and others as a self–indicting revelation while praising his elderly colleague 
Strom Thurmond on his hundredth birthday. Woven throughout this case 
study is a line of argument we showed at play in the Kerry-Brown case in 
chapter 1: the “liberal” media employ a double standard. We also suggested 
that the conservative opinion media try to discredit their opponents by rhe-
torical framing, deploying extreme hypotheticals, using ridicule, attacking 
character, and engendering negative emotion. Here we examine a comple-
mentary move that embraces these strategies while turning the tables. Spe-
cifi cally, we argue that after the conservative media defended conservatism 
from being tainted by Lott’s ill-chosen language and inept self-defense, they 
pivoted to turn defense into attack by charging the Democrats with a breach 
similar to Lott’s. Taken together, the case studies in our fi rst two chapters 
prefi gure the themes of this book by suggesting the ways the conservative 
opinion media build a base of supportive knowledge, push perceptions of 
their opponents to the extreme, replay common arguments in defense and 
attack, and insulate their followers from counterpersuasion.

By speaking in one voice and reinforcing each others’ arguments, what we call 
the conservative media establishment (see chapter 5, section entitled “What Do 
We Mean by ‘Echo Chamber,’ ” for clarifi cation of this term ) helped the Repub-
lican Party navigate its way through what could have been a self- destructive 
episode in December 2002 when the maladroit comments of its presumptive 
Senate leader, Trent Lott, seemed to endorse segregation. As we will show, in 
April 2004, the same media turned the tables on the Democrats by prompting 
a prominent Democrat to apologize for a statement conservative commentators 
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viewed as similar to the one that had precipitated the decision by Lott to end his 
candidacy for the position of Senate majority leader more than a year earlier.

By shifting control of the Senate to the Republicans, the November 2002 
elections paved the way for a return of Trent Lott as Senate majority leader. 
On December 20, Lott issued a statement saying that he would not seek that 
post “in the interest of pursuing the best possible agenda for the future of the 
country.” Between the fi rst moment and the second, the conservative media 
shaped a coherent message for the Republican Party and its leader, President 
George W. Bush.

At issue in Lott’s decision was a statement he made on December 5, 2002, 
at a celebration of the one-hundredth birthday of Strom Thurmond, South 
Carolina Republican senator and former 1948 Dixiecrat presidential con-
tender. “I want to say this about my state,” Lott said. “When Strom Thur-
mond ran for president, we voted for him. We’re proud of it. And if the rest 
of the country would have followed our lead, we wouldn’t have had all these 
problems over all these years either.” Despite the fact that his remarks were 
carried on C-SPAN and the audience for the birthday celebration was fi lled 
with reporters, those in attendance failed to perceive their newsworthiness. 
An Internet blogger, Josh Marshall of Talkingpointsmemo.com, brought 
Lott’s comments to media attention the day after the event.

As news interest in Lott’s remark mounted, historians and journalists 
scrambled to recover news clips and historical records of the 1948 Thurmond 
campaign. “We stand for the segregation of the races and the racial integrity 
of each race,” said the States’ Rights Party platform in 1948, “the constitu-
tional right to choose one’s associates; to accept private employment without 
governmental interference.”1 “Thurmond, then governor of South Carolina,” 
noted the Washington Post,

was the presidential nominee of the breakaway Dixiecrat Party in 
1948. He carried Mississippi, Alabama, Louisiana and his home state. 
He declared during his campaign against Democrat Harry S. Tru-
man, who supported civil rights legislation, and Republican Thomas 
Dewey: “All the laws of Washington and all the bayonets of the Army 
cannot force the Negro into our homes, our schools, our churches.”2

Lott’s seeming endorsement of a segregationist campaign created prob-
lems both for George W. Bush and the party he led. In 2000, Bush—then 
the Republican governor of Texas—had been elected president after cam-
paigning as a “compassionate conservative” whose appeal to moderates was 
premised in part on his outreach to African Americans and Hispanics. The 
political value of the African-American and Hispanic vote was high. In an 
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interview Tim Russert, host of NBC’s Meet the Press, quoted a passage from a 
leaked memo to President Bush from his pollster, Matthew Dowd, stating: 
“If you get the same percentage of black, Hispanic and white votes in 2004 
as you did in 2000, you’d lose the election in 2004 by three million votes.” 
According to Russert, the changed outcome would be a function of “changing 
 demographics.”3 “Mr. Lott played right into the hands of opponents who are 
eager to paint the Republican Party’s Southern ascendancy as nothing more 
than old-fashioned bigotry,” noted an editorial in the Wall Street Journal.4

The importance of appealing to African Americans and Hispanics was 
demonstrated in the general election of 2004. Data from the 2000 NAES 
show that in the fall of 2000, only 34 percent of Hispanic men supported 
George W. Bush over Al Gore, but in 2004, 46 percent did. The Republicans 
improved their percent of the African American vote as well in 2004.

Nor could President George W. Bush and the Republican Party afford to 
alienate those, particularly moderate Republican women, who fi nd intoler-
ance anathema. In 2004 Bush, in fact, gained most of his vote margin over 
his Democratic challenger by drawing an increased number of votes from 
white, married women.5 As political analyst Stu Rothenberg explained, “The 
risk they have with the Trent Lott fi asco is that they turn off swing white 
voters, moderate, even conservative voters who don’t want to be associated 
with a party that they deem to be intolerant.”6

Just as embracing Lott was freighted with political consequences, so, too, 
was repudiating him. If southern conservatives believed that the Mississippi 
senator was the victim of political correctness run wild, they might both rally 
to his defense and blame those who failed to do so. In short, in the absence of 
political cover, there was political risk for Bush in condemning Thurmond 
and distancing himself from the remarks of a loyal party leader from the 
South, the secure geographic base of the Republican Party. The conservative 
opinion media provided that cover.

These complexities fueled the newsworthiness of the contest over Lott’s 
future. On December 7, the Washington Post reported:

Lott’s offi ce played down the signifi cance of the senator’s remarks. 
Spokesman Ron Bonjean issued a two-sentence statement: “Senator 
Lott’s remarks were intended to pay tribute to a remarkable man who 
led a remarkable life. To read anything more into these comments 
is wrong.”

Bonjean declined to explain what Lott meant when he said the 
 country would not have had “all these problems” if the rest of the nation 
had followed Mississippi’s lead and elected Thurmond in 1948.7
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The story in the Post suggested that the birthday remarks were not the 
isolated comments of a person paying tribute to an elderly friend.

In 1998 and 1999, Lott was criticized after disclosures that he had 
been a speaker at meetings of the Council of Conservative Citizens, 
an organization formed to succeed the segregationist white Citizens’ 
Councils of the 1960s. In a 1992 speech in Greenwood, Mississippi, 
Lott told CCC members: “The people in this room stand for the right 
principles and the right philosophy. Let’s take it in the right direction, 
and our children will be the benefi ciaries.”8

Black leaders responded to Lott’s birthday remarks with comments that 
ranged from disbelief to outrage. “I could not believe he was saying what he 
said,” noted John Lewis (D. Ga.) in the Washington Post.9 “It sends a chilling 
message to all people,”10 reported Elijah Cummings (D. Md.), a member of 
the Congressional Black Caucus.

Within two days, Lott had begun trying to explain his way out of the 
dilemma his words had created for him and his party. On December 9, he 
said, “A poor choice of words conveyed to some that I embraced the discarded 
policies of the past.”

In the following days, the Journal’s editorials and op-ed pages joined 
Fox’s Sean Hannity and Brit Hume as well as Limbaugh and Hannity on 
talk radio to guide the Republican Party through the dilemma into which 
Lott’s remarks had cast it. They collectively did this by distancing the 
party from Lott’s message, undercutting the assumption that it is opposed 
to civil rights or racist, attacking the Democrats for their past civil rights 
failures, excoriating the mainstream media for employing a double stan-
dard in their discussions of Lott, and ultimately signaling that Lott had 
broken from conservative orthodoxy and should step aside. In the pro-
cess, they buffered conservatives from attack, bolstered their audience’s 
 disposition to argue the conservative case, and guided the incumbent 
president through the complications posed both by Lott’s remarks and his 
 subsequent apologies.

Distancing the Republican Party from Lott’s Message

The fi rst challenge Lott’s statement posed for the Republicans in power was 
straightforward. It ran counter to the message of incorporation on which the 
incumbent president had won and opened his party to attack by Democrats 
bent on regaining control of the Congress and the presidency.
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The conservative opinion media responded by distancing the party from 
Lott’s message. On December 9, both Taranto and Limbaugh disavowed Lott’s 
statement in no uncertain terms. Noting that Democrats were “indignant” 
and Republicans “mortifi ed,” Taranto explained: “Thurmond, of course, ran 
in 1948 as a segregationist and carried Alabama, Louisiana and South Caro-
lina along with Mississippi.” Taranto then disagreed with Lott’s claim that 
the country would have been better off had it voted with the states that sup-
ported Thurmond in 1948. “If the rest of the country had followed the lead 
of these four states, we’d have had a lot bigger problems than we did.”

On December 10, Limbaugh made a statement that was widely quoted 
in mainstream media: “What Lott said is utterly indefensible and stupid. 
I don’t even want to explain it.” Less frequently reported was his next state-
ment: “Yes, there’s a double standard on this stuff. But you have to take 
this into account before you open your stupid mouth.” By featuring it on 
his website (RushLimbaugh.com), Limbaugh invited the mainstream media 
to quote him. Occasionally, reporters and commentators indicated that that 
was in fact where they found the statement. “ ‘What Lott said is utterly 
 indefensible and stupid.’ Limbaugh said in a quote you can fi nd at rush-
limbaugh.com,” wrote Tim Cuprisin in the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel on 
December 12.11

One sign of Limbaugh’s infl uence is that it was his remark and not that 
of Hannity or those in the Weekly Standard or the Wall Street Journal that 
attracted mainstream media attention. The press took Limbaugh’s state-
ments as a signal of conservative rejection of Lott’s remarks. “Even Rush 
Limbaugh, the conservative talk-show host,” wrote the Financial Times of 
London on December 13, “was sharply critical of Mr. Lott: ‘What Lott said 
is utterly indefensible and stupid. I don’t even want to attempt to explain or 
defend it.’ ”12 That paper’s statement assumes that Limbaugh would ordinar-
ily try to explain or defend the remarks of a Republican leader of the Senate. 
If even he will not defend Lott’s remarks (“Even Rush Limbaugh”), then Lott 
is in trouble with his own party’s faithful.

Democrats quickly used Limbaugh’s statement to highlight broad dis-
satisfaction with Lott’s comment. On CNN on December 13, Congressman 
Harold Ford (D. Tenn.) challenged the notion that African American mem-
bers of Congress were the only ones voicing concern. “Rush Limbaugh and 
the Family Research Council and I think hundreds of thousands, if not mil-
lions, of Americans of all different backgrounds are offended by what Senator 
Lott said.”13

Limbaugh and the Journal editorial page expressed similar sentiments. In 
an unsigned editorial on December 10, the Journal argued:
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Plainly America would not have been well served by the triumph of 
the segregationist Dixiecrats at a moment when the civil rights move-
ment was coming into its own. Such a reading gives short shrift not 
only to the black struggle for equality, but also to the history of both 
Mr. Thurmond and the GOP. Mr. Lott played right into the hands 
of opponents who are eager to paint the Republican Party’s Southern 
ascendancy as nothing more than old-fashioned bigotry.14

As Lott began the process of apologizing, the conservative media pro-
vided a running commentary on the inadequacy of his attempts. Writing 
on WSJ.com, Taranto quoted Lott’s statement “A poor choice of words con-
veyed to some the impression that I embraced the discarded policies of the 
past. . . . Nothing could be further from the truth, and I apologize to anyone 
who was offended.”

“Lott’s apology is adequate,” notes Taranto, “but his explanation is 
not. . . . The only way to take it [Lott’s original statement] as anything other 
than an expression of nostalgia for segregation is to assume that Lott was 
ignorant of what Strom Thurmond (and Lott’s state, or rather its white 
 citizens) stood for in 1948. That’s just not plausible.”

Taranto also worried: “Lott could be endangering the GOP’s majority 
in the Senate.” On Fox, Brit Hume said, “it seems to me the problem is he 
describes the policy as discarded, not discredited.”15

preparing the base to counterargue

Throughout this controversy, Limbaugh’s rhetoric illustrates the way he 
crafts a coherent posture from which to argue a conservative position. 
Instead of defending Lott, Limbaugh argued that the Democratic attack 
on the Mississippi senator was hypocritical and mainstream media cover-
age showed that conservatives are held to a higher standard than others, a 
continuous refrain confi rming the supposed liberal bias of the mainstream 
news media.

As evidence of a “double standard,” in the following days Limbaugh 
pointed out a number of things. First, Democratic senator Robert Byrd, a 
former Klansman, held a leadership position in his party and was not con-
demned when he made “comments about white n-words.” Second, Democrats 
had greater guilt for segregation than Republicans but bore less accountabil-
ity for it. For example, “Al Gore’s father voted against the Civil Rights Act 
in 1964 as a senator from Tennessee.” Third, Democrats have used insensitive 
language and not suffered the criticism or penalties being suggested for Lott. 
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Specifi cally, “we can’t forget Fritz Hollings and his comments about African 
Americans being cannibals.”

On Hannity and Colmes that evening, Hannity was on the same page. He 
condemned the “double standard” Democrats employed, indicted Al Gore 
for not criticizing his own father, “who in the most important vote of his 
life, was nowhere to be found for the Civil Rights Act of ’64,” suggested that 
“segregation is the legacy of the Democratic Party,” and castigated former 
president Bill Clinton for praising J. William Fulbright, former senator from 
Arkansas, “a known segregationist.” “He gave him the Presidential Medal 
of Freedom Award, a known segregationist, one of 19 senators who issued a 
statement entitled ‘The Southern Manifesto,’ condemning the ’54 Supreme 
Court  decision of Brown versus Board of Education.” Finally, like  Limbaugh, 
he noted that “Fritz Hollings also referred to African leaders . . . as  cannibals.”

On that show, Hannity asked Democrats who were raising questions 
about Lott to condemn Clinton as well. Unlike Limbaugh, who cast the argu-
ment in an ironic tone, Hannity was prosecutorial, as the following exchange 
illustrates. On December 11, his guest was African American member of 
Congress Gregory Meeks (D. N.Y.):

hannity: Did you support Jesse Jackson for president?
meeks: Yes I did.
hannity: Jesse Jackson has admitted to spitting in white people’s food. 
Jesse Jackson used the term “Hymie Town.” Why would you support a 
man who did all that? Spitting in white people’s food because they’re 
white? Spitting in white people’s food?

Later after repeating his case against Fulbright, Hannity asked: “Do you 
condemn Bill Clinton for what he said. . . . Do you condemn Bill Clinton for 
calling this segregationist a visionary, a humanitarian, my mentor, a remark-
able man, presidential freedom, this past October. Do you condemn it?”

meeks: Again, Sean—
hannity: Yes or no?
meeks: We’re talking about a person who’s elected—
hannity: Bill Clinton was president.
meeks: We’re talking about an individual—
hannity: He gave the award as president.
meeks: Bill Clinton was no segregationist. We’re talking about a man 
who is elected and will be the most powerful man in the U.S. Senate.
hannity: Bill Clinton was the president.
meeks: And, what we’re also talking about is a repetitive statement—
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hannity: I’m going to give you one other opportunity. Clinton praised 
this guy twice. That is all about politics. I want to know, you answer 
yes or no, will you condemn Bill Clinton for calling that segregationist 
a remarkable man in October?
meeks: This is not about Bill Clinton. This is about Trent Lott.
hannity: It’s about your double standard—
(cross talk)
meeks: Did you forgive Jesse Jackson? You keep talking about it.
colmes: We’ve got to go.
meeks: This is about Trent Lott.
colmes: By the way, Bill Clinton also in his comments about Fulbright 
said “I disagreed with him vehemently about a number of things over 
[the] years.” He mentioned that as part of those statements.16

For Hannity’s like-minded viewers, the Democratic representative’s 
refusal to condemn Clinton and Jackson confi rms the existence of the double 
standard.17

On December 11, Fox’s Brit Hume introduced the double standard frame 
into a question to his panelists, asking

about the argument that’s made that this is a double standard in play. 
That Bob Byrd can use the dreaded and utterly inappropriate n-word, 
as it happens on an interview on Fox News Sunday, and while there’s 
a brief kerfuffl e about it, it goes away. And he remains a senior fi gure 
among the Democrats in the Senate, not a member of the leadership. 
Well not the leader but a leader, and this former member of the Klan, 
Bob Byrd.

At this point a panelist responded, “But that’s the crucial difference, he’s  not 
the leader. I think it’s OK for a senator to make a gaffe of this proportion, 
but not the leader.”18

Because Hannity and Colmes pairs conservative Hannity with liberal Alan 
Colmes, its format lends itself to introduction of evidence supportive of the 
Democratic position on issues framed from only a conservative point of view 
by Limbaugh and Hannity’s radio shows. Accordingly, it is Colmes who 
dismisses Hannity’s and Limbaugh’s Clinton-Fulbright analogy by offering 
additional evidence of what Clinton actually said in paying tribute to Ful-
bright. According to Colmes, Clinton said, “ ‘I admired him, I liked him. 
There were occasions when we disagreed. I loved arguing with him.’ ” To 
fracture the analogy, Colmes then added, “That is not the same thing as what 
Trent Lott did.”19
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creating a knowledge enclave

To blunt the possibility of the Lott controversy tainting the Republican 
Party, the conservative media repeated the fact that prominent Democrats 
opposed major pieces of civil rights legislation and argued that the Repub-
lican Party was the true champion of civil rights. “Now before all you 
Democrats get hepped up on this,” Limbaugh noted, “remember that Al 
Gore’s dad, Albert Arnold Gore Sr. did indeed oppose the Civil Rights Act 
(Dec. 9, 2002).”

“Remember,” noted Limbaugh, “that Senator Robert Byrd, the man 
Democrats elected Senate President Pro Tem . . . was not only a member of 
the Ku Klux Klan but was paid to recruit new members.” In this context, 
a Democratic attack on the Republican Party because of Lott’s statement is 
hypocritical. “This is not to defend Trent Lott, but when you’re going to 
be all high and mighty and claim somebody should resign for impropriety, 
you’d better not be dirty yourself.”

Limbaugh used this cascade of evidence to validate one of the arguments 
on which the conservative opinion media pivot. Conservatives were criticized 
for behavior ignored or forgiven in “liberals”; the Democrats glorying in 
Lott’s misery and generalizing his sentiments to the Republican Party were 
employing a “double standard.” “I’m not trying to excuse Lott here in any 
way but there’s a double standard here that gives the impression that Repub-
licans are inclined toward racism when the fact of the matter is the segrega-
tionists in the United States Senate are [sic] Democrats,” said  Limbaugh. The 
enumerated list included Sam Ervin, Al Gore Sr., and J. William Fulbright. 
To it Limbaugh added, “Wallace, Maddox, Connor—all segregationists, all 
Democrats” (December 12). It was not Republicans who should be ashamed 
of being allied with the party of Trent Lott and Strom Thurmond, but rather 
Democrats who castigated Republicans while effacing their disreputable 
past. Indeed, Republicans should feel justifi able pride in their party, notes 
Limbaugh, because from Lincoln’s Emancipation onward, “we’ve been fi ght-
ing for equality and judging people as individuals rather than members of 
groups ever since.”

A Journal editorial made a similar argument:

For one irony here is that the Civil Rights Act of 1964 would never 
have been possible without Republican leadership. Not only was that 
legislation a personal victory for Everett Dirksen, then Senate Minor-
ity leader, Republicans in both the House and Senate supported the 
measure in far greater percentages than Democrats. Only six GOP 
Senators voted against the act, compared with 21 Democrats.20



how the conservative opinion media defend conservatism | 29

Also writing in the Journal, John Fund stressed the same point:

The landmark 1964 Civil Rights legislation, as historians have noted, 
could not have passed without lopsided support by Republicans. 
Twenty-one Senate Democrats voted against the bill, but only six 
Republicans voted nay—although one of them was Barry Goldwater, 
the party’s presidential standard-bearer that year, who opposed it on 
libertarian rather than racial grounds.21

Limbaugh reiterated that Republicans, not Democrats, pioneered civil 
rights legislation. “In 1969 Nixon—not JFK or LBJ—was the fi rst to imple-
ment federal policies designed to guarantee minority hiring to combat racial 
inequalities.” “Incidentally,” Limbaugh added, “Nixon won 30% of the black 
vote in 1960” (December 16, 2002). Here Limbaugh was jumping from the 
Nixon presidency in 1969 back to 1960 to cite the black vote. Missing from the 
account is the fact that the major civil rights legislation of the 1960s was initi-
ated by Lyndon Johnson. In 1964, Republican nominee Barry Goldwater fl ew 
across the United States to return to the nation’s capitol to vote against the Civil 
Rights Act. Whereas Limbaugh ordinarily divides the world into liberals and 
conservatives, he now parsed it into Democrats and Republicans. The reason 
was strategic. Although Republicans provided proportionately more support for 
the Civil Rights Act than Democrats, conservatives in both parties opposed it.

Limbaugh continued on to say that Nixon “was the fi rst U.S. govern-
ment offi cial to meet with Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Compare that to the 
Kennedys who wiretapped Dr. King’s telephone. Compare that to the liberal 
record on school vouchers” (December 16, 2002).22 Limbaugh concluded: 
“let’s embrace this legacy and stop accepting this racist label as fact.”

This is a compartmentalized rhetoric. Ordinarily, the talk show host 
would not track affi rmative action to a Republican president and speak favor-
ably about it. However, in an attempt to rebut charges about the Republican 
past, this is a viable rebuttal point. Confronted with a December 18 Washing-
ton Post story on a split in the White House over the position it should take 
on an affi rmative action case pending before the Supreme Court, Limbaugh 
returned to home ground. “Affi rmative action is wrong. Saying it isn’t quotas 
is semantics and newspeak at its worst. You’re counting people up based on 
their race, gender or creed. That’s a quota.” He adds, “Affi rmative action is 
nothing more than reverse discrimination.”

Even after Lott had said he would not seek the leader position, Limbaugh 
continued to expand on his original lines of attack on Democrats. There is 
not “one black in the House Democratic leadership” said the radio host the 
following January 8.
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preemptive rebuttal

Having outlined the case for Democratic hypocrisy and a media double stan-
dard, Limbaugh moved on to argue that neither Lott nor the Republican 
Party was racist. The arguments about a double standard and hypocrisy were 
then woven into that larger theme. “If Lott were racist, we’d have known it 
by now,” declared Limbaugh on his web page (December 12). The line of 
argument is “know them by their deeds.” “Is there legislation that Lott has 
sponsored, backed or supported that indicates he’s a racist?” asks Limbaugh. 
If so, it “would have come out long ago.”

Limbaugh’s rhetoric showed an awareness that he risked being cited as an 
apologist for Lott. He repeatedly closed off that interpretation with such dis-
claimers as “I’m not trying to excuse Lott here in any way.” During the Lott 
contretemps, Limbaugh was also more cautious in his use of evidence about 
Bill Clinton than he otherwise would be. “Since Bill Clinton didn’t specifi -
cally say he supported the segregationism of Fulbright or his record, we can’t 
hold Clinton to the standard even though the guy was his mentor.” Note 
the change from November 11, 2001, when, speaking of Arkansas governor 
Orval Faubus and Arkansas senator J. William Fulbright, Limbaugh said, 
“they didn’t want white people and black people living together. . . . Had they 
lived during the time of the founding, Bill Clinton’s idols would have been 
enthusiastic slaveholders. . . . These are the guys that Bill Clinton is running 
around taking leadership ideas from” (November 11, 2001).

In an interview with Lott on his radio show, Hannity, too, argued that 
Lott’s remarks should not be misconstrued as racist. Lott labeled his own 
words “poorly chosen and insensitive” (December 11). He also said that he 
did not “accept those policies of the past at all.” “It was certainly not intended 
to endorse his [Thurmond’s] segregationist policies that he might have been 
advocating or was advocating 54 years ago,” noted Lott. “Right,” responded 
Hannity. As late as December 19, Limbaugh was noting that he wanted to 
meet anyone who thinks Lott was actually “desiring to return to the days of 
segregation in America.”

Later, we will argue that the conservative opinion media work to create an 
out-group identity for Democrats and liberals and an in-group identity for 
conservatives. We also suggest that these conservative media serve the interests 
of the Republican Party by reinforcing the relationship between core constitu-
encies and conservatism. Both moves were on display in the Lott controversy 
when Limbaugh reinforced the notion that the (solid Republican) South is not 
racist. Specifi cally, Limbaugh blunted the notion that the South in general and 
Mississippi were less tolerant than the rest of the country. To support that 
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claim, he offered his listeners a piece of evidence that could be used to rebut 
the offending charge. “Where do you fi nd more black elected offi cials? From 
the South or from the elitist enlightened northeast and upper Midwest?” he 
asked (December 16, 2002). Evoking central elements involved in creating an 
in-group identity, Limbaugh reminded listeners: “We cannot leave it to the 
left and the Democrats to (A): explain history, and (B) defi ne us. They’re trying 
to demonize the modern South as part of their effort. It’s not fair,” says Lim-
baugh. He drew his evidence for demonization of the South from a statement 
by a scholar (presumably part of the liberal elite) and from two articles in what 
he calls the liberal media. The fi rst was a George Mason University professor’s 
statement that the Republican Party “is as much the party of Thurmond as 
it is the party of Lincoln.” Second were a column in the Washington Post by 
E. J. Dionne entitled “The Party of Lincoln or Lott” and a New York Times story 
by Adam Clymer entitled “The GOP’s 40 Years of Juggling on Race.”

Finally, having armed his conservative listeners to argue the case, Lim-
baugh warned them that they must both respond to charges that the party is 
racist and at the same time avoid piling on Lott. “These accusations have not 
been responded to. There have been people trying to pile on the accusations 
of Lott just to save themselves from being lumped in with him or because 
they think he’s a weak leader. “But,” he cautioned, shifting to second person, 
“someone will be next, and it could be your favorite guy or it could even be 
you” (December 13, 2002).

policing the republican strategy

On December 10, Limbaugh tasked President Bush with playing an agenda-
setting role in arbitrating the Lott controversy and predicted that Bush 
would do so. “I think the saving grace of Trent Lott here is going to be 
George W. Bush. Actually, I think the agenda here is going to be propelled 
by the White House as it should be, by the way.” What the White House 
should do Limbaugh did not say.

Seven days after Lott’s praise of Thurmond and two days after the Journal’s 
call for an apology and Limbaugh’s declaration that Lott’s statement was stu-
pid, on December 12, Bush declared that Lott’s remarks “do not refl ect the 
spirit of our country” and noted that “any suggestion that the segregated 
past was acceptable or positive is offensive.” “Senator Lott has apologized and 
rightly so. Every day that our nation was segregated was a day our nation was 
unfaithful to our founding ideals.”23

However, whereas the Journal and Limbaugh had not taken a position one 
way or the other on whether Lott should resign, through his  spokesperson, 
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Ari Fleischer, Bush said he “does not think that Sen. Lott should resign.” 
News accounts relayed this signal to audiences. “Senate Republican Leader 
Trent Lott’s troubles grew today when President Bush himself joined the 
critical chorus,” noted Dan Rather on CBS Nightly News, “However, the 
president indicated he does not think that Lott should be removed from his 
position of power.”24 A chorus from Republican media helped shift that posi-
tion to an agnostic one in which Bush placed Lott’s future in the hands of the 
Senate Republicans.

protecting conservatism from lott

When Lott’s effort to save his position mutated into an embrace of principles 
hostile to those of the conservative media establishment, they turned on him 
in unison. The transition occurred 11 days after Thurmond’s birthday party, 
when Lott, appearing on Black Entertainment Network, expressed his regret 
at having voted against a national holiday commemorating the life of Martin 
Luther King Jr., voiced support for affi rmative action “across the board,” and 
said, “I’m part of a region and the history that has not always done what it’s 
supposed to have done.” “The society that I was born into,” said Lott, “was 
wrong and wicked. I didn’t create it and I didn’t even understand it for many, 
many years.”

Lott had now moved beyond conservative rhetoric advanced by the edito-
rial page of the Journal, as well as Limbaugh and Hannity, on three grounds. 
Each argued that there was as much if not more racism in the North than in 
the South; each opposed the Martin Luther King Jr. holiday on the grounds 
that the cost in economic productivity was too high;25 and each opposed 
affi rmative action.

The conservative media were uniform in their negative appraisal of Lott’s 
appearance on Black Entertainment Network the night before. Limbaugh 
accused Lott of switching parties. “Lott came out for affi rmative action. . . .  
Instead of saying that both Democrats and Republicans opposed a national 
holiday [for King] because it costs the government money, Lott claimed 
that he didn’t know much about King until recently.” “Is that not sick?” 
asked Limbaugh. He also labeled “B.S.” Lott’s claim that “he didn’t know 
of Dr. King’s accomplishments until recently” (December 17, 2002). On 
his website’s posting for paid subscribers, Limbaugh included the statement 
“Trent Lott would vote for a Rodney King holiday. He’d vote for a Don 
King holiday. He’d vote for a Burger King holiday if that’s what it took, 
folks” (December 17, 2002). Lott had become the target of tactics Limbaugh 
 ordinarily reserves for Democrats: use of extreme hypotheticals and ridicule.
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Nor did the Journal applaud Lott’s performance. On WSJ.com, Taranto 
indicted Lott for “embracing the entire liberal agenda on race.” “In doing 
so he implicitly endorses the smear that the only way not to be a ‘racist’ is 
to embrace ‘affi rmative action’ and other such policies.”26 On December 18, 
Shelby Steele, a research fellow at the Hoover Institution, sounded a similar 
note in a Journal op-ed:

A vacuum of white guilt as wide as the Grand Canyon has opened 
in him, and he will never again see civil rights, welfare, judgeships 
or education with a clear eye. He will now live in a territory of irony 
where his redemption will be purchased through support for racialist 
social reforms that make a virtue of the same segregationist spirit that 
has now brought him low.27

On Fox News (December 17), Brit Hume framed the exchange in politi-
cal terms, asking “What about the promises Lott is making in search of for-
giveness?” For Hume these included Lott’s apparent willingness to “back 
an affi rmative action agenda.” The Fox anchor then asked: “Does that make 
him more or less attractive to his Republican colleagues?” Special Report with 
Brit Hume regular Mort Kondracke answered: “A lot of conservatives have 
been worried that Lott would bend so far over backward that he wouldn’t be 
 credible.” Another regular, Weekly Standard editor Fred Barnes, added: “He 
looks silly.”

As the conservative media backlash was building against Lott, an ABC 
News–Washington Post poll reported that 6 out of 10 Americans thought 
Lott should step down as majority leader. Three-quarters of Democrats and 
three-quarters of African Americans held that view, as did one out of three 
Republicans. On Wednesday, December 18, Lott recalls in his autobiogra-
phy, “Governor Jeb Bush of Florida invited his favorite reporters into his 
historic Tallahassee offi ce and told them that my remarks were beginning to 
politically damage the Republican Party as a whole. Jeb didn’t say I should 
quit, but he might as well have.”28

In his autobiography, Lott argues that had Bush not facilitated his removal 
he would have been able to take and hold the position of majority leader. 
Bush’s sentiments at the time were telegraphed through the media in com-
ments such as this one:

President Bush has decided not to intervene to save Sen. Trent Lott 
(Miss.) after concluding he has become an albatross to the party and 
no longer has any chance of surviving as Republican majority leader, 
administration sources said yesterday. “The president is allowing 
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the process to work itself out in a way that will seem natural and 
doesn’t have a lot of fi ngerprints on it,” a senior Republican offi cial 
said. “When the inevitable happens, the president can be in a position 
where he hasn’t coerced the process but also hasn’t stood by someone 
who will create problems.”29

Lott’s failure to put his ill-chosen words behind him was rhetorical as 
well as ideological. He had abandoned what Limbaugh sees as the principled 
rhetoric that opposes additional holidays on economic grounds and put in its 
place a rhetoric Limbaugh fi nds unbelievable. Instead of both supporting the 
Republican agenda to help African Americans and challenging the assump-
tions of “the conventional, nanny-state, you-can’t-compete African American 
agenda of the left with things like school vouchers and enterprise zones,” Lott 
“joined so-called liberals like Ted Kennedy.”

blunting democrats’ attempts to take 
advantage of the lott comment

As Lott was struggling to move his candidacy for the leader’s position off life 
support, on December 18 former president Bill Clinton suggested: “I think 
what they [Republicans] are really upset about is that he made public their 
strategy.” Limbaugh counterattacked the next day, saying that “the NAACP 
sued him [Clinton] because he didn’t enforce the Voting Rights Act.” That 
morning, writing in WSJ.com, Taranto noted, “Clinton was at his vicious, 
nakedly partisan worst yesterday as he weighed in on the Trent Lott matter. 
He dismissed GOP criticism of Lott, implying that all Republicans are really 
racists at heart.”30

Early in the controversy, the Journal’s op-ed page teed up an argument 
against Lott as leader without explicitly calling for him to step aside. In an 
opinion piece entitled “The Weakest Link,” John Fund noted in the Decem-
ber 12 Journal, “If the Republican congressional leadership—which includes 
stars such as Senate Whip Mitch McConnell and House Speaker Dennis 
Hastert—were contestants on the Weakest Link, you can bet who they’d vote 
off fi rst.”31 On December 13, the Journal followed up with an “outlook and 
review” piece carrying the subtitle “He [Lott] must ask if he’s still the best 
leader for the GOP.”

The fi rst extended, explicit call for Lott to step aside in the three outlets 
we are studying occurred not as an editorial but as an op-ed in the Journal. 
On December 14 John McWhorter, senior fellow at the Manhattan Institute, 
associate professor of linguistics at the University of California,  Berkeley, and, 
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importantly, an African American, made the case against Lott as majority 
leader, concluding: “Republicans, black Americans and our country would 
be better off without Mr. Lott as majority leader.”32

The next day, the second-ranking Republican in the Senate, Don Nickles 
(R. Okla.), called for a vote on Lott as majority leader. Senator Chuck Hagel 
(R. Neb.) urged his colleagues to conference to either “re-confi rm their confi -
dence in Senator Trent Lott’s leadership or select a new leader.”

On Fox News Sunday (December 15, 2002), Weekly Standard editor Bill 
Kristol argued that Lott should step aside:

Well, I’d like to see him gone. . . . Some of us think that this comment 
is—however much he apologizes—the apology tour is even more 
offensive in a certain sense. No one wants him to grovel or to apolo-
gize. I don’t think he’s personally a bigoted man. I think he lacks an 
understanding of the last fi ve decades of American history. That com-
ment refl ected such a lack of understanding.

And I don’t think he’s the best person to lead the Republicans in 
the Senate for the next two years. I don’t think most people in the 
White House think he’s the best person now to lead the Republicans 
in the Senate for the next two years.33

Piece by piece, the Journal’s talent pool built the case that Lott should not 
serve as majority leader. In the Journal on December 19, John Fund wrote: 
“Conservatives are outraged at the damage Mr. Lott has caused to their efforts 
to reach out to minority communities and advocate principled race-neutral 
policies. Mr. Lott’s outrageous pandering to his critics has only stoked the 
anger and disappointment. Bill Clinton survived, but Trent Lott is no Bill 
Clinton.”34

On December 20, with Republicans scheduled to meet January 6 to 
decide whether Lott would be their Senate leader, Peggy Noonan, an analyst 
on Fox, a columnist for the Journal, and a former staffer to Presidents Reagan 
and George H. W. Bush, minced no words in a column in the Journal.

It would have been good if he had resigned this week. Maybe he will 
over the holidays. But it would be best for the Republican Party—and 
the country—if Republican senators were utterly brutal and fi red him 
before then. If they do not move before Jan. 6th they certainly must 
fi re him as leader on that date. And when they do they should read 
a brief statement explaining what they did and why they did it. And 
then they should speak no more, and go back to work.35

The same day, Lott announced that he would step aside.
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casting the lott controversy 
as a victory for bush

The day before Christmas, Journal columnist Thomas Bray translated Lott’s 
demise into credit for President Bush. “Chalk up another huge victory for 
George W. Bush. In helping to push Trent Lott out of the Republican lead-
ership, he exhibited the same refreshing moral clarity that he has already 
shown on the foreign front.” The praise came attached to the hope that 
the president would fi le an appropriate brief in the “University of Michi-
gan racial- preference cases, which the Supreme Court is expected to decide 
next spring.”36

warning democrats that exploitation of lott’s 
comments would carry a cost

To ward off Democratic use of the Lott incident, a December 28 editorial in 
the Journal asked, “Want to purge racists? How about Robert Byrd?” The 
piece then built the same case Limbaugh had made against Byrd throughout 
the controversy. Interestingly, as the Journal noted, the comment for which 
both indicted Byrd was uttered on Fox News. “Only last year Mr. Byrd told 
Fox News that ‘there are white niggers. I’ve seen a lot of white niggers in 
my time, if you want to use that word. But we all—we all—we just need to 
work together to make our country a better country and I—I’d just as soon 
quit talking about it so much.’ ”

Media Differences in Treatment of the Lott Controversy

The conservative and mainstream media differed in their treatment of Lott 
in two ways. First, the lines of argument developed by the Journal’s opinion 
writers, Limbaugh, and Hannity on Fox differed from those quoted in the 
nonconservative media. Second, where the mainstream was preoccupied with 
whether Lott would stand for the position of leader or not, the conserva-
tive media focused on creating a rhetoric that ensured that the Republican 
Party and its incumbent president would not be harmed by the Lott state-
ments, regardless of outcome, and focused as well on making a case that 
the sins of Democrats exceeded those of the true party of civil rights, the 
 Republican Party.

Republican statements quoted in the mainstream press did not lay out 
comparable Democratic moments or argue that the media were imposing 
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a double standard. Instead, the few statements that did not address the com-
ments about whether Lott should stay or go as leader can be parsed into three 
categories.

Lott’s comment isn’t racist. Rep J. C. Watts (R. Okla.) stated, “I think he 
went too far. I think he probably wishes that he would have chosen 
a different set of words, but I don’t think that it implies racism in 
any way.”37

Lott’s apologies should be accepted. For example, Senator Rick Santorum 
(R. Pa.) said: “These words had meanings. And he’s been held 
accountable for them. And he’s apologized for them. And I think it’s 
time to move on.”38

The attacks on Lott are overkill. Pat Buchanan, former Republican presi-
dential candidate, noted: “They are beating this man to death in 
what I think is one of the ugliest mob lynchings I’ve seen in my life 
in Washington.”39

Neither CBS nor NBC nightly news quoted someone employing a domi-
nant argument advanced by the conservative media establishment: that the 
Democratic attack on Lott was hypocritical and media coverage of it was 
based on an anticonservative double standard. Nor was the Robert Byrd 
example employed on either. The reason is simple. The object of network 
news scrutiny is the controversy, not its media framing.

The Rhetorical Superstructure

To summarize, as the Lott controversy percolated, the Journal’s opinion writ-
ers, various commentators—Sean Hannity on Fox and Limbaugh on radio—
served as rhetorical leaders for the Republican Party. In the process, they 
licensed the statement by Bush rejecting Lott’s seeming nostalgia for Thur-
mond’s segregationist presidential bid. Before Bush took a stand, Limbaugh, 
the Journal, and the Weekly Standard had. By doing so, they protected Bush 
from an attack from the Right for not supporting a conservative southerner 
and, by easing Lott out, denied Democrats a useful line of attack in the 2004 
elections.

The conservative media framed the controversy by casting Lott’s state-
ment as unacceptable but not a sign that Lott or Republicans were racists. 
Throughout, Limbaugh offered two overarching frames: the Republican 
Party is the party of real civil rights, and the Democrats are the benefi ciaries 
and Republicans the victims of a media-abetted double standard.
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In support of the view that the party of Lincoln championed civil rights, 
Limbaugh made the case that Republican support for school vouchers and 
enterprise zones indicated a strong commitment to the well-being of African 
Americans. When Lott defected from conservative orthodoxy by supporting 
affi rmative action and said that he regretted opposing a national holiday hon-
oring Martin Luther King Jr., Limbaugh acted in his role as conservator of 
conservatism by tagging Lott as a Democrat and castigating him for imply-
ing that there was something illegitimate about the traditional conservative 
positions on those issues.

Limbaugh argued that it was the party of Lincoln, not the Democratic 
Party, that passed the major civil rights legislation of the 1960s. In the pro-
cess, Limbaugh featured some and ignored other evidence—such as the vote 
by Republican Party nominee Barry Goldwater in 1964 against the Civil 
Rights Act.

Limbaugh, the Journal, and Hannity on Fox also argued that a double 
standard was being applied and that the Democrats were hypocrites who 
had within their own ranks a former recruiter for the Klan. Throughout the 
controversy over Lott, it was Limbaugh and the Journal that offered an ongo-
ing, coherent rhetoric that disassociated the party from Lott’s remarks and, 
when Lott abandoned orthodox conservative rhetoric, from Lott himself. The 
latter move implied that Lott would have great diffi culty serving as majority 
leader. At the same time, the conservative media establishment helped guide 
the Republican Party through the morass.

The rhetoric of the conservative media about Lott’s gaffe and subsequent 
transgression provided listeners and readers with an identity: we are not 
racists but a party that made civil rights possible. It also offered cues that 
the audience could reject Lott’s statement without conceding that it either 
revealed racism on Lott’s part or represented the views of the party. For those 
so inclined, these outlets modeled arguments with evidence with which they 
could enter debates about Lott (party of civil rights, attacks are double stan-
dard) and a rhetorical model that consistently disapproved of Lott’s statement 
while lodging evidence that Democrats had said worse without penalty. In the 
process, a pantheon of Democratic villains was featured: the Klan recruiter 
Robert Byrd, Clinton’s segregationist mentors, Faubus and Fulbright, the 
father for whom Al Gore was named who opposed the Civil Rights Act, even 
Bill Clinton, who was sued to enforce the Voting Rights Act. Whereas these 
villains were guilty of deeds, Lott had simply spoken words that none of the 
conservative media opinion leaders believed had any correspondence to his 
legislative actions or personal life. In the process of constructing this rhetori-
cal superstructure, the conservative opinion media in general and Limbaugh 
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and the Journal in particular sheltered their audiences from persuasion and 
armed them to frame, defend, and attack from a coherent conservative per-
spective. In short, they created what we will call a conservative knowledge 
enclave. The process is an ongoing one. Even with the Lott issue resolved, the 
conservative media continued to police the media environment for evidence 
to reinforce their interpretation of that affair.

Turning the Tables

The argument that the media and liberals employ a double standard is not 
an incidental weapon in the conservative arsenal. Unsurprisingly, then, the 
conservative media’s focus on former Klan member Senator Robert Byrd did 
not end with the termination of the Lott controversy. In January 2004, Lim-
baugh told his listeners that he had found an “amazing sound bite from the 
PBS Martin Luther King documentary ‘Citizen King.’ ” He then played a 
tape of Byrd saying in March 1968 (“four years after the Civil Rights Act” 
was passed):

Martin Luther King fl ed the scene. He took to his heels and disap-
peared, leaving it to others to cope with the destructive forces he had 
helped to unleash. And I hope that well-meaning Negro leaders and 
individuals within the Negro community in Washington will now 
take a new look at this man who gets other people into trouble and 
then takes off like a scared rabbit.

“Whoa!” said Limbaugh. “This is Robert Byrd, former member of the 
Ku Klux Klan in 1968. He’s now the dean of all Democrats in the Senate. 
He’s the Democratic Party’s elder statesman.”

The focus on Byrd was revived in April 2004 when Hannity, Limbaugh, 
and Fox hosts turned the critique liberals had used against Lott against 
Democratic senator Chris Dodd (D. Conn.) over remarks he had made about 
Robert Byrd. By praising a segregationist of his own party, Dodd had com-
mitted the same offense as Lott. Consistent with the notion that a double 
standard is employed against conservatives, there was no liberal outcry at 
Dodd’s breach.

The occasion occurred on April 1, 2004, when the Connecticut senator 
paid tribute to Senator Robert Byrd, who had just cast a vote in the Senate 
that brought the total of votes he had cast there over the years to 17,000. 
In the course of his remarks, Dodd said, “Robert C. Byrd would have been 
right at the founding of this country. You would have been in the  leadership 
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 crafting the constitution. You would have been right during the great  confl ict 
of civil war in this nation.”

On April 5, James Taranto led the charge in WSJ.com:

Given that Byrd is a former member of the Ku Klux Klan, blogger 
Gary Farber writes, “this is Trent Lott all over again.” Back in Decem-
ber 2002, CNN reported that Dodd had weighed in on Lott’s objec-
tionable comments about Sen. Strom Thurmond:

“If Tom Daschle or another Democratic leader were to have made 
similar statements, the reaction would have been very swift,” Dodd 
said. “I don’t think several hours would have gone by without there 
being an almost unanimous call for the leader to step aside.”40

Dodd isn’t part of the Democratic leadership, so he has nothing to 
step aside from—but still, an apology might be in order.41

Limbaugh followed suit on April 7 by reminding listeners of Dodd’s state-
ment during the Lott controversy. But unlike Taranto, called for Dodd’s 
resignation. “Hey,” said the talk show host, “let’s throw this back at ’em. 
Because Christopher Dodd has just defi ned the terms for his own resigna-
tion.” He also raised the issue of hypocrisy. “The Democrats are hardly audi-
ble on this. You cannot hear them, the Democrats aren’t  saying much.”

Where was the mainstream media in all this? The same night, Brit Hume 
noted on his “Political Grapevine,” “Speaking of Dodd’s remarks, you’d have 
a hard time knowing about them from the major media. CNN, USA Today, 
the New York Times, and the Washington Post have ignored the story. Even the 
largest newspaper in Dodd’s home state, the Hartford Courant, hasn’t said a 
word. So far, only the Capitol Hill newspaper Roll Call has published the 
story.”42 Early the next week, Dodd apologized.

The next night, April 8, on Fox’s Hannity and Colmes, Hannity under-
scored Byrd’s past as a member of the Klan, reminded viewers that Lott was 
“demoted” for his remarks, and asked: “Well, what should happen to Senator 
Dodd?” According to Hannity, neither Lott nor Dodd was a racist. “I think 
both guys were trying to say something nice about older colleagues.” But 
because Dodd “was the fi rst to scream and yell and jump up and down and 
make a political issue out of it [Lott]. . . . the standard should be applied to 
him. . . . Otherwise, he’s a hypocrite.”43

The cases we have explored in the fi rst two chapters show the ways the three 
media outlets attack, in the fi rst case, and defend, in the second, using con-
sistent and complementary rhetorical strategies. Embedded in this  rhetorical 
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repertoire are two all-purpose lines of argument that can be deployed in vir-
tually any situation.

First, as they are ideologically biased, the “liberal media” cannot be 
trusted to convey what is happening in politics or faithfully represent conser-
vatives and conservatism. Second, liberals cover up their own versions of the 
very abuses for which they attack conservatives. The fi rst line of argument 
insulates the audience from information found in the mainstream media 
when it disadvantages the conservative cause. The second provides evidence 
to rebut charges against conservatives and sets the grounds from which to 
 counterattack.



3
Conservative Opinion Media:

The Players

We have grouped Limbaugh’s talk show, the editorial pages of the Wall 
Street Journal, and the two programs on Fox News not because they 

are conjoined triplets separated at birth but because they are cousins with a 
shared commitment to Reagan conservatism, a common ideological ancestry, 
and a network of related kin. In the next chapter, we explore their ideological 
underpinnings, and here their network of connections. Without attempt-
ing to exhaust the connections that bind them, let us note a few. Fox chief 
executive and chairman Roger Ailes produced Limbaugh’s short-lived televi-
sion program. Former Fox analyst John Fund helped author Limbaugh’s best 
seller The Way Things Ought to Be, has served on the Journal’s editorial board, 
and writes the weekly “Political Diary” for WSJ.com. Before signing on as 
press secretary to President George W. Bush, Tony Snow both was featured 
on Fox and subbed for Limbaugh while Limbaugh was in rehab for addic-
tion to narcotic pain killers. Both Limbaugh and Ailes have written opinion 
pieces for the Journal.

The networks of people that tie Fox’s personnel to the Journal are also 
closely linked. In the Fox talent pool is former Journal op-ed editor David 
Asman, as well as Reagan and George H. W. Bush speechwriter and contrib-
uting Journal editor Peggy Noonan. Fox is also linked to the Weekly Stan-
dard. Fred Barnes, known with Mort Kondracke as one of the two anchors 
on Fox’s Beltway Boys, is executive editor of that Murdoch-fi nanced publi-
cation. In 2005, Fox News announced that it would broadcast the Journal 
Editorial Report.

Just as infl uential representatives of the mainstream media have ties to 
Democratic politics, the resumes of those at Fox and the Journal tend to 
carry Republican credentials. Whereas CNN, NBC/MSNBC, and ABC have 
drawn high-level talent from the Democrats, Fox has done the same from the 
GOP. Tom Johnson, past president of CNN, was an advisor to Democratic 
president Lyndon Johnson, as was Bill Moyers of PBS; both Tim Russert and 
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Chris Matthews of NBC/MSNBC have worked in Democratic politics, and 
ABC’s George Stephanopoulos is a former Clinton aide.

By contrast, Fox’s Roger Ailes advised presidents Nixon, Reagan, and 
G. H. W. Bush, and Tony Snow was a press secretary for President George 
W. Bush. Fox’s Monica Crowley worked for Nixon; Jim Pinkerton did the 
same for Reagan and G. H. W. Bush. Former Speaker of the House Newt 
Gingrich is a frequent Fox guest.

Although more conservative than liberal hosts are found on Fox, neither 
Fox nor CNN nor MSNBC are without representatives from across the aisle. 
Among those with left-of-center views on Fox are Alan Colmes, Greta Van 
Susteren, and former Dukakis campaign manager Susan Estrich. A number 
of defectors from the Democratic fold also are Fox regulars, including for-
mer Clinton advisor Dick Morris and former Georgia senator Zell Miller, a 
Democrat turned Bush champion.

Nor are conservatives found only on Fox. On MSNBC, former Republican 
member of Congress Joe Scarborough for a time hosted his own evening show 
and now has a morning slot. Tucker Carlson superintended a prime-time 
show on MSNBC. Glenn Beck, who reports that he was during “the Reagan 
Administration . . . absolutely a Republican” but is “much more of a Libertar-
ian than anything else,”1 has had a regular program on the Headline News 
channel since May 2006. Importantly, this means that when cable viewers, 
remote control in hand, turn from a conservative program to sample some-
thing on another network, the newly chosen program may be another con-
servative political show. This fact means that when they feature conservative 
hosts, CNN and MSNBC solicit Fox viewers. The same pattern is possible for 
cross-channel network shifting among shows with liberal hosts.

Some of the conservative media share a fi nancial godfather. Media titan 
Rupert Murdoch, head of Fox’s owner, News Corporation, has built a media 
empire on the realization that there is commercial value in creating media 
outlets that tilt to the right. In late July 2007, Murdoch secured a deal with 
the Bancroft family, owners of Dow Jones and Company, to purchase that 
company and with it the Wall Street Journal, a move that made him the owner 
of two of the three players on which we focus in this book.

The power of cross-promotion on Fox and the conservative talk radio 
shows to sell books by conservatives was on display in January 2003 when 
Murdoch-owned HarperCollins acquired the rights to a memoir by Justice 
Clarence Thomas, a conservative, for an advance of 1.5 million dollars. In 
negotiations, Justice Thomas promised promotion by the conservative media. 
“Editors who met with Justice Thomas said he also expected politics to infl u-
ence the book’s promotion,” reported the New York Times. “He told potential 
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publishers that he expected strong support for his book from conservative 
commentators, and especially from his friend Rush Limbaugh. In 1994, Jus-
tice Thomas performed Mr. Limbaugh’s third wedding, and he told editors 
that Mr. Limbaugh planned to read the book aloud over the air.”2

True to Thomas’s forecast, on the launch date of My Grandfather’s Son, Lim-
baugh interviewed Thomas on his radio show (October 1, 2007). Throughout 
the weekend before the interview, Limbaugh’s website announced the event, 
and the Hannity and Colmes website did the same for Hannity’s interview with 
Thomas the following day. RushLimbaugh.com also posted the promotional 
statement “Buy It Now: My Grandfather’s Son—Clarence Thomas.”

In an interview with Hannity, conservative talk radio host (and Water-
gate conspirator) G. Gordon Liddy noted the benefi ts of promotion by the 
conservative media. “I recall my book fi rst came out, fi rst program I did 
was your show. And it went to number one. So they [talk radio listeners] do 
act. And I’ve had similar experiences from my show. But they act in normal 
responsible ways. They’ll buy a book. They’ll go and vote a particular way if 
you persuade them.”3

From the National Review, the American Spectator, and Human Events to the 
Weekly Standard, the Washington Times, Commentary, and Public Interest, there are 
of course many conservative and neoconservative media outlets. Columnists 
George Will and Fox regular Cal Thomas are read in newspapers throughout 
the country. The entire genre of political talk radio is dominated by those 
of conservative bent. (Within radio, Christian programming is a powerful 
force sustaining social conservatism. For that audience, James Dobson’s Focus 
on the Family is a particularly important player. During much of our study, 
so, too, were Jerry Falwell’s Old Time Gospel Hour and Pat Robertson’s 700 
Club). Although these media can be seen as part of the conservative opinion 
media, examining their relationships, content, and infl uence is beyond the 
scope of this book because their individual audiences are too small to isolate 
in surveys.)

Before arguing in the next chapter that the media players on which we 
focus are ideological soul mates, we here briefl y outline their origins and 
infl uence.

Rush Limbaugh

Political talk radio emerged in force in the United States in the 1990s. In 
1990, talk/news radio was exceeded only by the contemporary music format 
in its reach in the top 75 markets.4 By fall 1994, news/talk was the nation’s 
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most popular format.5 Talk radio is profi table. According to then Federal 
Communications Commission chairman Reed Hundt, it produced “one out 
of every $7 that broadcasters earned in radio in 1993.”6 The demand for 
political talk in this medium was driven in part by demographics. Older 
listeners tend to prefer that format to music. The baby boomers are, in other 
words, a natural constituency for talk radio.7

Political talk was the answer to an AM station owner’s prayers. Since 
stations were designed to locate their audiences in the places in which most 
lived in the 1940s and 1950s, AM outlets had trouble reaching those out-
side the urban core. The FM stations set up in the 1960s and 1970s set their 
sights on the desirable suburban markets. A second blow to AM stations 
came in the 1970s and 1980s when the clearer signal and stereo sound of 
FM radio made it the preferred outlet for music. As a result, AM stations 
foundered. “The mass exodus of listeners from AM to FM over the last 20 
years,” wrote Broadcasting in August 1990, “has left some 5000-plus stations 
scrambling to keep from being in the red—or, worse yet, going dark.”8 Talk 
radio was a savior of AM.

Changing technology made national talk radio viable. When syndicated 
talk shows had to be sent by copper wire over phone lines, as they did until the 
mid-1980s, the audio quality was too poor to carry long programs. Another 
prohibitive factor was the cost of linking stations by phone lines. The satel-
lite dish changed all that. Stations now receive broadcast quality from any-
where in the country. Broadcasting over the internet increased access. Among 
other things, the new technology made it possible for local hosts to “link 
several stations together into an ‘instant network.’ ”9

Although national syndication was technologically easy to accomplish by 
the early 1990s, attracting large audiences in major markets was not. Among 
political talk radio hosts in that period, only Limbaugh was consistently 
aired in the major markets.

A change in broadcast regulation was a fi nal gift to the AM stations in 
search of a new identity and audience. The doctrine had required that broad-
casters provide a reasonable opportunity for the presentation of opposing 
views on controversial public issues. In 1985, the Federal Communications 
Commission concluded that the fairness doctrine, in place since 1949, was no 
longer needed.10 A federal appeals court concurred in 1989.11 When Congress 
added the doctrine to the Communications Act, President Reagan vetoed it. 
Congress failed to override the veto.

The end of the fairness doctrine paved the way for talk radio as we know 
it today. Neither hosts nor stations currently have an obligation to provide 
balance or to open their programs to those of competing views. Stung by 
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the effectiveness of conservative political talk radio (which played a role in 
torpedoing immigration legislation in 2007), some Democrats, including 
Illinois senator Dick Durbin and his Massachusetts colleague John Kerry, 
began talking about reviving the fairness doctrine, a move that talk hosts 
characterized as the “Hush Rush” movement. “I can tell you that a restored 
Fairness Doctrine will only do one thing,” observed talk radio and cable host 
Glenn Beck, “and that is put AM radio out of business essentially.”12

Political talk radio is an editorial page writ long. Newspapers editorialize, 
house op-ed pages, and label some forms of news “interpretation.” The rest is 
supposedly straight news. (Increasingly, interpretation characterizes “straight 
news” as well, a point well argued by Harvard political scientist Thomas Pat-
terson.)13 By analogy, political talk radio is a newspaper fi lled with editorials.

Practically since the launch of his show, Limbaugh has been the top-
rated political radio host in the nation. Media reports place his listenership 
at between 13.5 and 20 million listeners. In 2004, Talkers magazine set 
 Limbaugh’s audience at 14.75 million and Sean Hannity’s at 13 million.14 To 
place Limbaugh’s audience in perspective, an Annenberg survey in the fall of 
2003 found that more than 2 in 10 Americans (26%) listened to NPR every 
week; 1 in 10 said the same about Limbaugh (10%).15

Limbaugh also publishes what he describes as the most read political 
newsletter in the country, has written two best-selling books, and produces a 
website that streams his radio show and amplifi es its message with specially 
packaged material available only to paid subscribers.

The person who styles himself El Rushbo is credited by Republicans with 
helping their party recapture the House of Representatives in 1994. “Rush 
Limbaugh did not take his direction from us,” reported Republican House 
leader Tom DeLay; “he was the standard by which we ran. [He] was setting 
the standard for conservative thought.”16 “In 1993 and 1994, he was the sal-
vation of the conservative movement. Every day Rush Limbaugh would give 
us our marching orders, if you would,” recalls conservative marketing guru 
Richard Viguerie.17 As noted in the preface, in 1994 the Republicans in the 
House named Limbaugh an honorary member of their class.

Conservatives acknowledge Limbaugh’s role as party leader.18 In that 
capacity, he has ready access to and provides a national audience for Republi-
cans of whom he approves. Their willingness to be guests on his show testi-
fi es to his infl uence. In one interview, Limbaugh and Vice President Cheney 
bore witness to their membership in a mutual admiration society. Limbaugh 
punctuated the interview with statements of agreement, including “Exactly” 
and “Amen.” “That’s an excellent point you make,” he interjected at one 
point. At the end of an interview, Cheney sent Limbaugh a valentine of his 
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own, announcing, “Great to talk to you, as always. Love your show. . . . You do 
great work” (September 13 2002).

Fox News

Just as changes in technology facilitated the rise of conservative political talk 
radio, the proliferation of cable channels paved the way for Fox. Ted Turner’s 
launch of a 24-hour cable news channel, CNN, in 1980 meant that viewers 
no longer had to turn to an all-news radio station or wait until early evening 
to tune in to network news broadcasts. News was now available when the 
audience wanted it.

Equally important, breaking news could now be covered live through-
out the day and evening without interrupting soap operas or prime-time 
dramas. In its fi rst decade, CNN established the importance of the function 
it served. It was the only network on “live” on January 28, 1986, when the 
space shuttle Challenger exploded. In the summer of 1989, CNN’s coverage of 
student protests in Tiananmen Square, Beijing, riveted audience attention on 
the ongoing struggle of the Chinese to democratize their country.19

Twenty-four-hour news-focused cable was also a natural home for politics. 
Important political speeches could be run in whole or part. Political discus-
sion programs could be slated to capitalize on the presence of an interested 
audience.

Like CNN, the Fox News channel, which began operating October 7, 
1996, was billed as “a 24-hour general news service.” Launched with 17 mil-
lion homes in 1996, by 2000 Fox was available in more than 54 million 
households. In 2003, that number exceeded 80 million.

First at CNBC and then at Fox, Roger Ailes, who in 2003 was named 
Broadcast and Cable’s “journalist of the year,” transplanted some of the impor-
tant characteristics of talk radio to cable. Both Alan Colmes and Sean  Hannity 
began their media careers as popular talk radio hosts, for example. But unlike 
CNN, Fox News set its sights on attracting an audience of conservatives with 
content more hospitable to right-of-center views than mainstream media. 
Fox’s efforts to attract conservatives were effective. A 2004 Pew Center for 
the People and the Press survey found that 22% of those in the United States 
get most of their news from Fox. Of these, 46% identifi ed themselves as con-
servatives, and 32% as moderates.20 (We treat selective partisan exposure to 
ideological channels of communication in chapter 6.)

Fox’s rise was meteoric. When we closed our collection of survey data 
in 2005, Fox News had a higher average number of viewers than any of the 
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other cable outlets. Although its audience declined in 2006 (as did the audi-
ences for CNN and MSNBC), in that year Fox still consistently led its com-
petitors in the ratings. In December 2004, Nielsen fi gures showed that “Fox 
averaged 1.67 million viewers in primetime compared with CNN’s 855,000, 
MSNBC’s 374,000, Headline News’ 212,000 and CNBC’s 161,000.”21 The 
two Fox programs we focus on each did well. Hannity and Colmes averaged 
2,297,000 viewers, and Special Report with Brit Hume 1,763,000. Fox’s daily 
average audience was larger than CNN’s for the fi rst time in January 2002.22 
In late 2004, Fox’s “total Day average of 1,210,000 viewers was up 56% ver-
sus November 2003, beating CNN, MSNBC, and CNBC’s combined aver-
age of 1,001,000 viewers.”23

In 2004, large audiences were drawn to Fox’s political coverage. Of that 
year’s general election, noted the New York Times,

Fox News clobbered the other cable news networks, its 8.1 million 
viewers more than tripling its own election night prime-time perfor-
mance in 2000. NBC, ABC and CBS, on the other hand, lost millions 
of viewers this year, according to Nielsen Media Research. And Fox 
News actually came closer to CBS in the ratings than CNN did to 
Fox News.24

At the time, media commentators argued that the success of Fox and conser-
vative talk radio signaled a change in the media culture of the United States. 
An article in Television Week noted:

We have seen in the past year the rise of the Fox News Channel, 
founded only in 1996, as one of the most important news media in 
our culture. . . . Fox has engaged an ever larger audience that is amaz-
ingly loyal to the FNC brand. . . . Fox News, in combination with a 
network of conservative talk radio commentators, has changed the way 
many Americans process news—despite or maybe because of the ada-
mant opposition of numerous intellectuals, journalists, celebrities and 
 others who still can’t believe what has happened.25

Although the network includes liberals on its shows, with few exceptions, 
the hosts tilt right. Whereas until the demise of Crossfi re, CNN balanced liberal 
Paul Begala with conservative Tucker Carlson, Fox’s Beltway Boys features a hard-
line conservative, Fred Barnes, and a moderate conservative, Mort  Kondrake. 
Fox News Watch panelist Cal Thomas, a respected conservative columnist syn-
dicated in more than 550 newspapers, hosted his own show on Fox until mid-
2005. And in the matchup between the verbally aggressive Sean  Hannity and 
the mild-mannered Alan Colmes, Hannity’s is the dominant voice.
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Nor is it true that the conservatives featured in the conservative media 
fi nd their home exclusively within its boundaries. For example, Cal Thomas 
coauthors a regular exchange with Bob Beckle in USA Today. And begin-
ning in January 2008, Fox commentator William Kristol, who also edits the 
Weekly Standard, joined the op-ed page of the New York Times under a one-year 
contract.26

Conservative assumptions are more likely to go unchallenged on Fox’s 
talk shows than on CNN’s, and liberals are more likely to be required to 
defend their premises. The opposite is true on CNN. As we suggested in 
our opening chapters, on the panels on the Special Report with Brit Hume, pre-
sumption resides with the conservative argument; the liberal carries the bur-
den of proof. Consistent with that view, Cal Thomas, Fox analyst and host, 
notes, “Only Fox treats patriotism as something other than a sickness. Only 
Fox thinks America is a better country than its critics say. Only Fox thinks 
capitalism is good and not something for which an apology is necessary. Only 
Fox sees the world in tones other than moral equivalency.”27

Unlike Limbaugh’s radio show or the Journal’s editorial page, Fox prom-
ises that it is fair, balanced, and unafraid. Balance is achieved by simply invit-
ing liberal guests—not by ensuring that their ideas will receive comparable 
time. The notion of different amounts of access is important, because we 
know that in highly controlled settings, mere exposure to signs and sym-
bols produces a preference for them.28 In more realistic contexts, consistent 
repeated exposure and disproportionate exposure to one point of view can 
produce effects consistent with the message. An audience that gravitates pri-
marily to conservative sources whose message is consistent and repetitive is 
more susceptible to reinforcement and persuasion than an audience exposed 
to alternative points of view in approximately equal amounts.

The conservative claim that Fox is unbiased because it is “fair and bal-
anced” is made with a wink and a nod.29 “Conservatives will almost always 
defend Fox’s claim to be ‘fair and balanced,’ ” writes conservative direct mail 
consultant Richard Viguerie, “but they fi nd it hard to do so without a smirk 
or smile on their face. . . . They proudly want to claim Fox as one of their 
own—it’s one of the movement’s great success stories.”30 Writing in 2003, 
Robert L. Bartley, emeritus editor of the Journal, acknowledged that Fox’s 
slogan “We report, you decide” was a “pretense.” He noted: “Even more 
importantly, the amazing success of Roger Ailes at Fox News has provided 
a meaningful alternative to the Left-establishment slant of the major net-
works,” and “His news is no more tilted to the right than theirs has been 
tilted to the left, and there’s no reason for him to drop his ‘we report, you 
decide’ pretense until they drop theirs.”31
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Although much of its issue agenda is identical to that of CNN, Fox’s 
agenda includes issues the other networks ignore. Under the headline “Out-
Foxing the Experts: Asking Everyone Tough Questions Doesn’t Make a Net-
work Conservative,” former Limbaugh support writer and former Fox news 
analyst John Fund has written in his “Political Diary” on WSJ.com (February 
9, 2001):

There is no question that Fox gives conservatives at least equal time 
and often reports stories—such as Jesse Jackson’s curious fi nances or 
the missing e-mails at the Clinton White House—that other networks 
ignore. But if Fox appears to be further to the right, it is precisely 
because other cable outlets have given short shrift to conservatives and 
their views. I’m sure there have been times when Fox spent less time 
on GOP scandals than other networks, but it also was the very fi rst 
network to report details of George W. Bush’s hidden DUI incident 
last November.32 (emphasis added)

When the same issues are treated, the assumptions that frame the pieces 
and the voices heard within it may differ as well. Brian Anderson wrote in 
the Journal:

Watch Fox for just a few hours, and you encounter a conservative pres-
ence unlike anything on television. Where CBS and CNN would lead 
a news item about an impending execution with a candlelight vigil 
of death-penalty protesters, for instance, at Fox “it is de rigeur that 
we put in the lead why that person is being executed,” senior vice 
president for news John Moody noted. . . . Fox viewers will see Repub-
lican politicians and conservative pundits sought out for meaningful 
quotations, skepticism voiced about environmentalist doomsaying, 
religion treated with respect, pro-life views given airtime—and much 
else they’d never fi nd on other networks.33

Because Fox is perceived to be conservative, it took fl ak when it was the 
fi rst network to call the election of 2000 for George W. Bush. Bush’s fi rst 
cousin, John Ellis, employed by Fox as an election analyst in 2000, was in 
touch with the Bush family throughout election night. Also raising criticism 
from other media was the revelation in Bob Woodward’s Bush at War that Fox 
chair Roger Ailes sent President Bush a memo shortly after 9/11 urging him 
to attack Afghanistan.34

A prominent Fox host believes that the network shapes the attitudes of its 
viewers. Referring to the 2002 election, Fox’s Brit Hume informed radio host 
Don Imus, “People watch us and take their electoral cues from us. No one should 
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doubt the infl uence of Fox News in these matters.”35 Fox is  infl uential in part 
because Republicans in power treat it as if it is. Newt Gingrich, for example, 
told media analyst Ken Auletta, “If I go on the Fox network, no question that 
people in the Administration see that.” The conservative cable network may 
be affecting journalism as well. In the spring of 2005, an Annenberg survey 
of 673 mainstream journalists—owners and executives, editors and producers, 
and staff reporters—found a belief that Fox has infl uenced the way broadcasters 
cover the news, as well as how others present the news on the air.36

In this survey, a majority of 673 journalists surveyed (51%) with a margin 
of error of ±4% stated that Fox News had infl uenced the way other broad-
casters covered the news. Anecdotal evidence for a Fox effect on journal-
ism surfaced when “CNN’s war correspondent, Christiane Amanpour, was 

table 3.1 

TO WHAT EXTENT, IF AT ALL, HAS THE SUCCESS OF THE 

FOX NEWS CHANNEL INFLUENCED THE WAY OTHER BROAD-

CASTERS PRESENT THE NEWS—TO A GREAT EXTENT, MODERATE 

EXTENT, SMALL EXTENT, OR NOT AT ALL? (UNWEIGHTED DATA)

Journalists

Great extent 18%

Moderate extent 39

Small extent 25

Not at all  8

Don’t know  7

Refused  2

TO WHAT EXTENT, IF AT ALL, HAS THE SUCCESS OF THE 

FOX NEWS CHANNEL INFLUENCED THE WAY OTHER BROAD-

CASTERS COVER THE NEWS—TO A GREAT EXTENT, MODERATE 

EXTENT, SMALL EXTENT, OR NOT AT ALL? (UNWEIGHTED DATA)

Journalists

Great extent 14%

Moderate extent 37

Small extent 29

Not at all 11

Don’t know  7

Refused  3
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 critical of her own network for not asking enough questions about WMD. 
She attributed it to the competition for ratings with Fox, which had an inside 
track to top administration offi cials.”37

The Wall Street Journal’s Opinion Pages

In existence for more than a century, the Wall Street Journal is a major U.S. 
media institution. A four-page paper in 1889, the Journal passed the 1 mil-
lion subscription mark in 1966.38 With 2,106,744 subscribers in 2004, the 
Journal had the second largest subscription base in the country. Only USA 
Today was larger. The circulation of most U.S. papers slipped in 2004; the 
Journal’s rose by more than 15,000, an increase attributable in part to a jump 
in the number of online paid subscribers.39 At the time of its purchase by 
Murdoch in 2007, the Journal had 2.1 million subscribers to the New York 
Times’s 1.1 million.40 The Journal’s success on the web was noteworthy as 
well. In August 2007, its publisher predicted: “WSJ.com will soon reach 
the milestone of one million paying subscribers. . . . Some 40% of print sub-
scribers have access to the online Journal, double the proportion of two years 
ago. . . . This past quarter the unit of Dow Jones that includes the Journal had 
an increase of more than 30% in operating income.”41

Our study focuses on the editorial pages of the Journal—and not its news 
content. There is no scholarly consensus about the ideological tilt of the Journal’s news 
pages. One 2005 study found that the Journal’s news pages are the second 
most “right leaning” of a sample of those of more than 400 newspapers in 
the United States. Ideological tendency was assessed by the news pages’ use 
of phrases describing social and political issues that were more likely to be 
employed by Republicans than Democrats in Congress. That study excluded 
the opinion pages of the Journal.42 A smaller study that used criteria for 
ideological tendency such as mentions of left- and right-leaning think tanks 
identifi ed the Journal as one of the most liberal newspapers.43

At the time of the sale to Murdoch, the Economist described the Journal 
as “not really one newspaper but two—a newspaper and a highly opinion-
ated conservative magazine.” “Hitherto,” noted the article, “it has suc-
ceeded in drawing a line between them.” The same article characterized 
the Journal as “the gold standard of business reporting” and called its op-
ed pages “the Bible of American conservatism.”44 With the sale pending, 
Journal publisher L. Gordon Crovitz reminded readers that Murdoch and 
the Bancrofts agreed with the statement in the Dow Jones Code of Conduct 
that “Opinions  represent only the applicable publication’s own editorial 
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philosophies centered around the core principle of ‘free people and free 
markets.’ ”45

Drawing on the reputation and intellectual resources of the Journal, 
 Murdoch planned to boost the impact of his Fox Business Network, which 
was launched in October 2007 as a competitor to CNBC and Bloomberg 
Television. So highly regarded are the news pages of the Journal that its com-
petitor, the New York Times, editorialized against the Murdoch purchase, not-
ing that the Journal “produces a balanced and trustworthy news report that 
is required reading for corporate and political leaders around the world.”46 
Protesters from the liberal activist group Moveon.org responded to the sale 
by assembling outside the headquarters of Dow Jones to distribute parodic 
headlines supposedly revealing “ ‘the type of unreliable, partisan information 
businesspeople can expect from the news pages of the Journal under Rupert 
Murdoch.’ ”47

Beginning in 2000, the Journal offered a sampling of its editorial page 
content and some materials generated specifi cally for the web at no cost on a 
website called Opinion.Journal.com; complete versions of the editorial pages 
were available by paid subscription at wsj.com/opinion. After the purchase of 
the Journal by Murdoch, in January 2008 that division ended when the two 
sites merged to become a nonsubscription online site with full access to Jour-
nal opinion. Important for our purposes is that fact that the newly merged 
site includes clips from the Journal’s weekly Fox cable program the Journal 
Editorial Report.

For 30 years, Bob Bartley led the opinion pages of the Journal. When 
President George W. Bush awarded him the Presidential Medal of Freedom, 
the citation read “Robert L. Bartley is one of the most infl uential journalists 
in American history.” Hume, Hannity, and Limbaugh embrace the assump-
tions of Reagan conservatism; the Journal’s editorial page helped create them. 
For example, Journal editorial writer Jude Wanniski introduced fi scal conser-
vatives to supply-side economics in the 1970s. Also appearing on the opinion 
pages of the Journal in those early years were supply-siders Arthur Laffer 
and Robert Mundell. The case that cutting taxes and government spending 
would trigger economic growth was proclaimed on December 11, 1974, in 
the Journal in what Godfrey Hodgson terms “the “supply-side manifesto.” 
“With lower taxes,” the piece argued,” it is more attractive to invest and 
more attractive to work; demand is increased, but so is supply.”48 Here was a 
defi ning premise of what would become known as Reaganomics. Elaborated 
in Wanniski’s 1978 book, The Way the World Works: How Economies Fail—and 
Succeed,49 supply-side economics and attacks on the capital gains tax grounded 
the editorial philosophy of the Journal. The notion carried with it strategic 
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implications for the way Republicans could win elections. Economic analyst 
Alan Murray observed, “Twenty-fi ve years ago, Jude Wanniski, a former edi-
torial writer for the Journal and self-appointed high priest for the supply-side 
movement . . . argued Democrats were winning elections by playing Santa 
with government-spending programs, while Republicans were losing them 
by being responsible and focusing on defi cits.”50 The statement indicates how 
important the editorial page of the Journal was in fueling the Reagan revo-
lution while also explaining the political rationale behind the Republican 
embrace of supply-side economics.

Just as the Journal led the way to Reaganomics, so, too, it championed 
the premises that would justify welfare reform in the 1990s. In 1984, Charles 
Murray published a provocative attack on liberal social welfare policy argu-
ing that instead of alleviating poverty, the welfare state was fostering it. Los-
ing Ground: American Social Policy, 1950–1980 was a frontal attack on the 
assumptions and policies spawned by the New Deal and Lyndon Johnson’s 
Great Society programs. In Losing Ground, Murray called for the abolition of 
programs ranging from Medicaid, Aid to Families with Dependent Children 
(AFDC), and unemployment insurance to workers’ compensation.51 Although 
Reagan cut the rate of increase of some social programs, overall Murray’s call 
produced few practical outcomes during the Gipper’s time in offi ce.

In October 1993, Murray narrowed his target in an argument in the 
 Journal that the funding of out-of-wedlock births through the welfare sys-
tem encouraged a practice that should be discouraged. His prescriptions 
were clear:

End all economic support for single mothers. The AFDC (Aid to 
Families with Dependent Children) payment goes to zero. Single 
mothers are not eligible for subsidized housing or for food stamps. An 
assortment of other subsidies and in-kind benefi ts disappear. . . . From 
society’s perspective, to have a baby that you cannot care for your-
self is profoundly irresponsible, and the government will no longer 
subsidize it.”52

Importantly, Murray’s argument framed the issue as one affecting both the 
black and white community. “But the black story, however dismaying, is old 
news. The new trend that threatens the U.S. is white illegitimacy.”

The election of a Republican-controlled House in 1994 provided the 
votes to ensure that the promise Clinton had made in 1992 “to end welfare 
as we know it” was translated into law before the 1996 elections. Gingrich 
has called welfare reform “the most successful conservative social reform . . . in 
the last ninety years.”53
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In sum, the two Fox programs on which we focus, Limbaugh’s radio show 
and the editorial content of the Journal, attract large audiences in very differ-
ent media. By cross-promotion, they help build each other’s audiences. Each 
is ready to protect the other from what they see as an ideologically grounded 
attack. They draw their talent largely from Republican circles. Each is will-
ing to magnify the others’ message.

In the next chapter, we argue that the conservative opinion media’s 
embrace of Reagan conservatism and their vigilant protection of the legacy 
they ascribe to it give their message coherence, serve as a touchstone for eval-
uating Republicans, and create a powerful rhetorical vehicle for minimizing 
the cleavages in the Republican voting coalition.



4
The Conservative Opinion Media as Opponents 

of Liberalism and Custodians of the Reagan Narrative

Throughout the summer and early fall of 2007, prochoice Republican 
presidential contender Rudy Giuliani led the Republican fi eld in the 

national polls. On television and radio talk shows, speculation abounded 
about the electability of a candidate whose prospects were launched in the 
aftermath of 9/11. Fueling Giuliani’s run was the public perception that as 
New York’s mayor on September 11 he had dealt resolutely with the ter-
rorist attack on his city and, by implication, the nation. At the same time, 
his social liberalism and two divorces raised questions about his capacity to 
appeal to “family values” voters. If faced with a choice between a prochoice 
Democrat and the socially liberal former New York mayor, would social con-
servatives stay home on Election Day 2008?

In the fall of 2007, a group of Christian conservative leaders, including 
Focus on the Family leader Dr. James C. Dobson, raised an alternative: 
fi eld a third-party candidate. “Winning the presidential election is vitally 
important,” wrote Dobson in an op-ed, “but not at the expense of what we 
hold most dear.”1 Cautioning these troubled conservatives to carefully con-
sider their actions was Gary L. Bauer, the candidate backed by the Christian 
right in primaries of 2000. For Bauer, Democratic front-runner Hillary 
Clinton was an enemy who spelled catastrophe for conservatives. “I can’t 
think of a bigger disaster for social conservatives, defense conservatives 
and economic conservatives than Hillary Clinton in the White House,” 
he noted.2

Our contention in this chapter is that one way the conservative media 
preserve their party’s winning coalition in the face of such discontent is by 
focusing on enemies so threatening that the need to thwart them becomes a 
transcendent goal. From this frame of reference, socially conservative Repub-
licans are invited to ask not: Does the former New York mayor stand with 
us on such issues as abortion?, but rather: Is Giuliani the best candidate to 
defeat the terrorists and Hillary Clinton?
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Winning elections is the central task of the two major political parties. 
Doing so requires confi guring a majority in two-way elections, a plurality 
in three-way contests. Majorities are made up of individuals whose shared 
interests transcend their ideological differences. The majority forged by 
President Ronald Reagan in 1980 was maintained in the 1988 election of 
George H. W. Bush and reassembled in the two victories of George W. Bush. 
Included in its embrace were “libertarians and traditionalists,” “religious 
conservatives and the business community,” free marketers and those who 
embrace “heartland values.”3 Unless a candidate can draw in a new voting 
block, ensuring that the Republican umbrella shelters these groups is critical 
to that party’s ability to hold power.

If the social conservatives part ways with the party over moral objections 
to fi scal conservatism or vice versa, Republican electoral prospects plum-
met. The reverse is true as well. There is no inherent reason that someone 
championing tax cuts and deregulation should oppose abortion rights, favor 
the Defense of Marriage Act, or support prayer in the schools. As political 
scientists observe, coalitions are fragile. “All party alignments contain the 
seeds of their own destruction,” note political scientists Edward Carmines 
and James Stimson. “Lurking just below the surface a myriad of potential 
issues divides the party faithful and can lead to a dissolution of the existing 
equilibrium.”4 Ensuring that those seeds do not germinate is the task of the 
political party and, in the case of the Republican Party, of the conservative 
opinion media.

Unsurprisingly, the conservative media mirror both the consensus and the 
ideological fault lines within the larger movement. In June 2007, for exam-
ple, when the ABC/Washington Post poll results were entitled “Immigration: 
Bush Base Erodes on Immigration Debate,”5 conservative media had done 
more to precipitate that state of affairs than Bush’s usual opponents on the 
left, who were in this case his allies. On immigration, the Wall Street Journal 
embraces a probusiness position; Limbaugh does not. The Journal’s position 
is long-lived. In 1984, for example, it urged President Reagan to veto a bill 
and argued that if “Washington still wants to ‘do something’ about immigra-
tion, we propose a fi ve-word constitutional amendment: ‘There shall be open 
borders.’ . . . So long as we keep our economy free, more people means more 
growth, the more the merrier.”6 In the debate of 2007, the Journal contended 
that its philosophy of “free markets and free people” encompassed a commit-
ment to fl exible labor markets. However, it also noted that “no issue more 
deeply divides American conservatives today than immigration.”7

Limbaugh8 and Journal opinion page contributor Peggy Noonan were 
among those condemning the Bush proposal.9 Calling it an “amnesty 
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bill,” Limbaugh inveighed against the Bush proposal on both political and 
 economic grounds.

If this bill were to be signed tomorrow . . . John Sweeney and his boys 
from the unions are going to be in there and they’re going to [be] try-
ing to unionize as many of those places and people as possible, start 
collecting dues from them, get their wages up . . . which is going to 
create the need for more illegals. ( June 11, 2007)

He also took on the free market argument head on. “I understand cheap labor. 
I understand it’s the greatest single cost business[es] have . . . [but] the free 
market in products is not analogous at all to the free market in immigration. 
There’s no such thing as a free market in immigration” (May 25, 2007).

Trumpeting his infl uence, Limbaugh played a clip of Senator Trent Lott 
explaining the demise of the immigration bill, in which Lott said:

We came out and said, “We have a grand compromise.” . . . Repub-
licans and Democrats, moderates, conservatives, liberals. “We got a 
deal.” And then we went home to celebrate, but we didn’t bother to 
say what was in it. Rush Limbaugh said, “This is amnesty.” We were 
dead at that moment because they had a one-word bumper sticker, 
“amnesty,” and we had a six paragraph explanation. We got killed. So 
talk radio has a real impact. (October 9, 2007)

Other issues divide the conservative media as well.10 On abortion, for 
example, Limbaugh’s and Hannity’s pronouncements on the air are prolife, and 
both argue their positions on moral grounds. Limbaugh famously “aborted” 
callers he found offensive in the early days of his nationally syndicated show. 
From the fi rst years of his radio program, Limbaugh consistently portrayed 
abortion as a “sacrament” to liberals. “It’s a sacrament to their religion,” he 
said in 2007 (March 14). “Normally people go for communion. Liberals go 
to the abortion clinic.” “To those of us on the right, of course, it is a moral 
issue. It’s a life issue,” he stated (April 18, 2007). The difference between 
Limbaugh’s position and the Journal’s is fundamental. “We do not happen 
to accept the pro-life belief that conception is a magic moment in defi ning 
‘life,’ ” a Journal editorial noted, and declared that “in scientifi c terms, life 
includes sperm, eggs, frogs, plants, amoebas and maybe viruses.”11

Although the Journal editorially supported Roe v. Wade as “social  policy,” 
in a move consistent with Limbaugh’s view, it argued that it is “poor law, a 
judicial intrusion into the legislative arena.”12 Both the Journal and  Limbaugh 
agree with the position taken by Justice Antonin Scalia that the decision was 
made in the wrong venue. “It’s a shame,” says Limbaugh, “that nine people 



the conservative opinion media as opponents of liberalism | 59

wearing black robes in 1973 decided to usurp all kinds of democratic power 
from the American people and proclaim this” (April 18, 2007). The Journal 
invokes the same conservative principle by arguing that the fi ght over abor-
tion belongs “not in Washington but in the state capitals.”13 Importantly, 
even while the Journal editorial disagrees with the social conservatives intel-
lectually, it acknowledges the sincerity and respectability of their view and 
sides with their distress at the intrusions of an “unelected elite.”

The Enemy as Unifying Force

Despite their occasional differences, the conservative media feature a com-
mon rogues’ gallery of enemies. These include “liberalism” and its outward 
expressions: big government (with its high taxes, entitlements, and intrusive 
antimarket regulations) and judges who read new rights into the Constitu-
tion. “Many people have suggested that with our victory over communism 
and the demise of the Soviet Union, Republicans no longer have an enemy 
around which they can rally,” noted Limbaugh in the early 1990s. “I dis-
agree. We have plenty of enemies.”14

One way the conservative opinion media consolidate the Republican 
base is by summoning their readers, watchers, and listeners to fend off these 
adversaries. Accordingly, they champion a version of the past that asserts 
conservatism as David against the Goliath of liberalism. In this parable, the 
slingshot that fells Goliath is Reagan conservatism. Several premises ground 
the defense of Reaganism. Specifi cally, Reagan conservatism succeeded where 
the liberalism of President Franklin D. Roosevelt failed. In this view, Reagan’s 
growth-producing military and economic policies saved the economy from 
destructive “liberal” taxation and sent the communist enemy into a death 
spiral. Conservatives are at war with the “liberal media,” in part, because they 
believe that this elite transmission belt perverts the public’s understanding of 
conservatism’s successes and transmutes liberalism’s failures into successes.

the “liberal” as enemy

The commonplace “My enemy’s enemy is my friend” holds true in politics. In 
1960, William F. Buckley observed: “At the political level, conservatives are 
bound together for the most part by negative response to liberalism. . . . Neg-
ative action is not necessarily of negative value. Political freedom’s principal 
value is negative in character. The people are politically stirred principally 
by the necessity for negative affi rmations.”15 Limbaugh was among those who 
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argued that Republicans had to abandon that reactive mode. “We are not 
a party of people cemented together by bonds of negativity,” he argued in 
his book See, I Told You So. “We are a party of ideas—positive ideas.” So, for 
example, he tells his audience:

We must perceive and sell ourselves
Not as the party that opposes government, but that which champions indi-

vidual freedoms!;
Not as the party that opposes higher taxes, but that which champions 

 entrepreneurship!;
Not as the party that opposes abortion, but that which champions every 

form of human life as the most sacred of God’s creations!;
Not as the party that opposes the expansion of the welfare state, but that 

which champions rugged individualism!16

Although Reagan conservatism and the conservative media embrace this 
agenda, the binding force of attacks on “liberalism” remains powerful. By 
voting against “liberals,” this message says, conservatives can increase the 
likelihood that the enemy abroad will be defeated by a strong military and 
the nation led by a president with the resolve to use it. A principled conser-
vative president will be tough on crime, favor small government and local 
control, be fi scally prudent, and staunchly oppose the “culture of death.” By 
contrast, “liberals” jeopardize economic growth and the country’s safety. As 
important, under a conservative president, the country will be led by a per-
son who believes in its greatness. “There isn’t a conviction I hold that makes 
liberals livid more quickly than this one,” writes Limbaugh; “America is 
the greatest country on Earth and in history, still abounding with untapped 
opportunity for ordinary citizens.”17

On the domestic front, social and fi scal conservatives share an aversion 
to “Big Government” with what they see as its lethal combination of high 
taxes, out-of-control spending, and intrusions into the market and people’s 
lives. The conservative assault on the New Deal’s concept of government is 
 encapsulated in such words as “big government,” “federal bureaucracy,” “enti-
tlements,” “unelected elite,” and “welfare state” and a pejoratively tagged 
concept of liberalism. By contrast, American conservatism is said to stand for 
moving “power away from large and bureaucratic entities and toward indi-
viduals and the country’s many local governing institutions.”18

Evidence that “big government” and “government bureaucracy” can be 
cast as devil-terms to social conservatives appeared in 1995, when fi scal and 
social conservatives joined forces to lobby Congress to pass a balanced budget 
amendment. Conservative leader Ralph Reed characterized such coordinated 



the conservative opinion media as opponents of liberalism | 61

action as the liberals’ “worst nightmare.” Government intrusion, explained 
Reed, is antithetical to social conservatives’ values. “The values we advocate 
are learned, not mandated. . . . These values suffer when weighed down by 
the heavy hand of government. Therefore, anything that reduces the role 
of the Washington bureaucracy in the lives of families is a step in the right 
 direction.”19

The conservative coalition is most likely to crumble, of course, when the 
Democratic nominee is a southern centrist and, as such, harder to excoriate as 
a “liberal.” To salvage the “liberal” enemy, conservative opinion media paint 
centrist Democratic candidates as either liberals-in-disguise or as centrists 
potentially in thrall to the Left. Democrats used the “in thrall” argument in 
1952 when they asserted that once in offi ce, the centrist Eisenhower would 
embrace the more conservative agenda of the Taft faction of the Republican 
Party; the former had a Democratic incarnation in 1996, when in Democratic 
attack ads, the name of the Republican nominee became Dole-Gingrich.

In the Limbaugh lexicon, “centrists” are defi ned as “liberal Democrats.”20 
Consistent with this view, on the eve of the 1992 election, the Journal implied 
that Democratic presidential nominee Bill Clinton’s centrism was a ruse and 
portrayed the “young” prospective Democratic president as ready prey for 
the sinister “liberals” in his party. “The Clinton campaign, if you choose to 
believe, has driven a stake through the heart of American liberalism.” But the 
impaled “liberal” might nonetheless rise at dawn. “Like Bela Lugosi, the lib-
erals possess great, destructive strength. They have the power of hypnosis[.] 
(Has anyone checked the necks recently of Justices Souter and Kennedy?)” 
Were Bill Clinton to take the White House, the Journal surmised, “the lib-
eral undead would produce a great many fi tful pre-dawn hours for a young 
President Clinton.” And it told its readers, “if Bill Clinton wins, don’t bother 
to fax your congratulations to the White House. Send cloves of garlic.”21 
“I tried to warn you, folks,” Limbaugh reminded his audience as the Clinton 
health care reform initiative was unfolding. “Day after day, I told millions of 
Americans that Clinton was pulling a scam of monumental proportions.”22

The Clinton administration’s “bureaucratic” “big government” “redesign of 
one-seventh of the nation’s economy” made it easier for the conservative media 
to suture the “liberal” label to the Clinton administration. “Mr.  Clinton’s 
deceitfulness in campaigning as a moderate has been more than equaled by 
his unabashed arrogance in governing as a full-fl edged liberal,” Limbaugh 
said in 1994.23 With the Clinton health care reform plan on life support, 
the Journal editorialized, “Despite a clever and ambitious liberal president and 
overwhelming majorities in Congress, Democrats couldn’t persuade Ameri-
cans or even all of their own Members to turn over the health-care system to 
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the government. We may be watching the demise of entitlement politics” 
(emphasis added).24

Not all Democrats and Democratic policies are rejected, however. Conser-
vative support for tax cuts means that John Kennedy’s statement that “a ris-
ing tide lifts all boats” is a mantra, and the tax cuts of 1962, 1981, and 1986 a 
vindication of supply-side economics. “If Mr. Kerry wants to follow President 
Kennedy as a tax-cutting Democrat,” the Journal said, “he’d skip the corpo-
rate welfare and use all the revenue from repatriated profi ts to fund a bigger 
cut in corporate tax rates. JFK understood that the best way to promote new 
jobs without creating perverse incentives is to lower marginal rates.”25

When their audiences grant them the power to defi ne conservatism and 
contrast it to “liberalism,” Limbaugh and the editorial page of the Journal 
serve the function usually performed by reference groups such as unions and 
churches. Psychological attachment to a reference group provides “cues for 
structuring attitudes and behavior on matters relevant to the group.”26

Party and ideological labels such as “conservative” and “liberal” also can 
serve as an heuristic, a cognitive judgmental shortcut.27 We tend to take 
heuristic cues from groups we see as trustworthy and credible.28 If a voter 
knows that conservatives are usually prolife, oppose gun control, and favor 
tax cuts, in the absence of confl icting information, that person can reasonably 
infer that an unknown candidate running as a conservative and supported by 
conservatives such as a Limbaugh holds those positions.

Consistent with these notions, “when parties and elites attach brand 
names (e.g., ‘Democratic’ and ‘Republican’) to issues . . . [they send] signals 
that help citizens respond coherently to an array of questions.”29 “Conserva-
tive” and “liberal” are such brand names. This signaling function is par-
ticularly likely in an environment in which, as is generally the case, the two 
parties and two ideologies within those parties offer discernibly different 
agendas.30 When presented with clear alternatives, voters are better able to 
make the ideological connections between different issues.31

communism as enemy

The power of external threat to suppress tensions in the base was explained 
by Journal columnist Peggy Noonan in February 2002.

President Bush the elder backed a lot of big government spending; he 
didn’t make the government smaller; the defi cit grew; he was open to 
adding on new spending. And by 1992 his Republican base turned 
on him, and he was fi nished. Now Bush the younger comes along and 



the conservative opinion media as opponents of liberalism | 63

promises more government spending, a government getting bigger, 
the return of defi cits. And yet after the speech on Tuesday his base is 
more rock solid than ever. How come?

Her fi rst answer:

The president’s base shares with him the conviction that nothing—
nothing—is more important than the war on terrorism. Conservatives 
always think the fi rst job of government is to look to our national 
security, keep defenses strong, ensure public safety. So Mr. Bush’s base 
is willing to give him a lot of room to maneuver to get what he needs 
on security and safety.32

On the international scene, communism was the demonic threat in the 
 Reagan era; “IslamoFascist terrorism” serves the same role after 9/11.

For social conservatives, communism was a godless force; for business 
conservatives, the antithesis of free market capitalism. In Reagan’s rhetoric, 
what protected both the nation’s spiritual values and economic freedom from 
the threat of communism was the United States’s military strength and a 
willingness to deploy it. Unsurprisingly, the 1984 Reagan campaign’s slogan 
equated preparedness and peace.

In the televised speech that launched him onto the national stage in the 
closing days of the Goldwater campaign of 1964, Reagan tied the fi scal and 
social conservatives together in the anticommunist cause. Nikita Khrushchev 
“has told them [his people] that we are retreating under the pressure of the 
Cold War, and someday when the time comes to deliver the ultimatum, our 
surrender will be voluntary because by that time we will have weakened from 
within spiritually, morally, and economically,” Reagan told the audience. 
Adopting the language of religious conservatives, Reagan tied the nation’s 
spiritual and national identity together with a cascade of rhetorical ques-
tions. “Should Moses have told the children of Israel to live in slavery under 
the pharaohs? Should Christ have refused the cross?” “Should the patriots at 
Concord Bridge have thrown down their guns and refused to fi re the shot 
heard ‘round the world’?”33

the cultural “liberal” elite as enemy

To gain and hold power, conservatives must also frustrate the possibility that 
one pillar of the base will see another as a threat to its fundamental values. The 
base melts down if the traditional Democratic attack—that the Republican 
Party is the party of the few—resonates suffi ciently with social  conservatives 
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to turn them against the policies that disproportionately benefi t wealthy 
 business conservatives. Seeking that wedge, Democratic presidential nomi-
nee Al Gore argued in 2000 that the tax policies of his opponent, Governor 
George W. Bush, favored the upper 1% of income earners. Democrats also 
position their party as the party of the middle class, and by implication not 
the party of the poor, by promising “middle-class tax cuts” and assuring audi-
ences that they will only raise taxes on the rich. In this Democratic confi gu-
ration of the world, social conservatives who do not share the values or the 
wealth of the Wall Street business conservatives are invited to see conserva-
tism as an ideology of wealthy, amoral elites. “So ‘middle-class’ tax cuts, even 
phony ones, are offered as a ‘wedge’ to divide middle-income earners from 
the greedy ‘rich,’ ” observed the Journal of the Clinton campaign of 1992. 
“The theme of resentment—encapsulated in the word ‘fairness’—is designed 
to break voters away from the opportunity based coalition of  Ronald Reagan 
and, at least in 1988, of George Bush.”34

In a skillful act of redefi nition, conservatives sidestep that alternative 
by substituting a more threatening “cultural elite”—one that is godless, 
patronizing, and a threat to every value social conservatives cherish. Doing 
so requires disassociating the notion of “elite” from that of “the wealthy” 
and attaching it instead to those who embrace “liberal” social values. The 
displacement of one elite by another gains traction if at the same time the 
benefi ciaries of Republican tax policies are cast as residing on Main Street, 
not Wall Street, and defi ned as the owners of “small businesses” and “family 
farms,” not “giant corporations” and “agribusiness.” Accordingly, the con-
servatives argue that increases in the minimum wage hurt small businesses 
and the estate tax denies family farmers and owners of small businesses the 
ability to hand down their means of livelihood to their children. If “small 
businesses” are the benefi ciary, then social conservatives should embrace the 
conservative economic policy for a second reason, argued the then director 
of the Christian Coalition, Ralph Reed, in the Journal in 1995: “43% of all 
small-business owners are evangelical Christians.”35

Facilitating the frame shift from wealthy elites to cultural elites is the 
contention that wealth is an earned reward and the wealthy are those who 
create the jobs that sustain the economy. Instead of the “liberal” view that 
conservative tax policies reward the wealthy materialistic elites, this refram-
ing offers social conservatives a benign construction of those who are advan-
taged and a threatening adversary—the elitist cultural “liberal.”

Distaste for anything tied to the cultural “liberal” elite is cultivated by 
the Journal’s dispassionate assertion that “American liberalism has tradition-
ally derived much of its energy from a volatile mixture of emotion and moral 
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superiority”36 and Limbaugh’s more visceral claim that this amoral class holds 
social conservatives in contempt. The cultural elite’s disdain is evidence that 
they share none of the values the social conservatives treasure. In the world 
Limbaugh describes for his listeners and readers, “liberals” “survive and thrive 
on a fundamental belief that the average American is an idiot—stupid, igno-
rant, uninformed, unintelligent, incapable of knowing what is good for him, 
what’s good for society, what’s right and what’s wrong.”37 Consistent with 
that argument, the conservative media portray “liberal” elites as an enemy 
that despises Christian conservatives and southerners. Those who hate Chris-
tians try “to portray Christians as a bunch of hayseed southern hicks. The real 
reason is that they’re afraid of them” (February 20, 2004). “These [the dis-
cussion includes Democratic contenders] are the people that run around ridi-
culing conservative Christians, make fun of them,” notes Limbaugh. “You 
people drive the pick up trucks. You live in Mississippi, wear the plaid shirts. 
You got a bottle of Old Crow sitting next to you. You’re going to go bomb an 
abortion clinic in a couple of days. You watch NASCAR. You don’t have your 
two front teeth. That’s what they think of you, and you know it” ( June 5, 
2007). Inclusion of the word “southern” in the fi rst passage and “Mississippi” 
in the second is strategically consistent with the notion that he is addressing 
an important part of the conservative base.

With a message that casts the “liberal” elite as their enemy, Limbaugh 
reinforces conservative churchgoers’ belief that those committed to “the 
sanctity of human life, the institution of marriage, and other inviolable pro-
family principles”38 belong in the conservative fold. Limbaugh’s response to 
discussions of the need for gun control after the killings at Virginia Tech in 
April 2007 illustrates his skill at excoriating the values and policies of the 
“liberal” enemy. Not only does “liberalism” embrace a “culture of death” 
and “bar God and faith” but also it opposes gun rights and the war in Iraq, 
supports activist judges, and is ill disposed to protect the individual against 
crime. “There is a culture of death with liberalism,” says Limbaugh, “from 
abortion on, embryonic stem cells, you name it, euthanasia? They own that as 
well as they own defeat in Iraq. Maybe the instant effort to bar God and faith 
from the public sphere is a problem here. Maybe the coddling of criminals by 
liberals, including judges, has created this environment” (April 17, 2007).

Since Aristotle’s time, students of rhetoric have known that persuasion is 
most compelling when the audience forges its own conclusions by investing 
messages with shared meaning. Limbaugh’s churchgoing listeners are well 
positioned to invest his brief telegraphic statement with such enthymematic 
meaning. The Christian right speaks in a language that includes the con-
cepts “culture of death,” “coddling criminals,” “barring God from the public 
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sphere,” and “euthanasia.” There is no need for Limbaugh to tell the audience 
that he and they oppose abortion and embryonic stem cell research, no need 
to explain what he means by “euthanasia” and “coddling of criminals,” and 
no need to fl esh out the argument that “liberals” (not the Bush administra-
tion) “own defeat in Iraq.”

The disdain of the elite for Reaganism and its champions is unjustifi ed, 
according to the conservative media. Past Republican successes vindicate 
the notion that this patronizing cadre of northerners is ill-informed, if not 
ignorant. So, for example, a May 10, 2001, Journal editorial notes that both 
 Reagan and Bush were derided by the “American and European intelligen-
tsia.” The editorial then heralds the successes of policies embraced by Repub-
lican presidents in the face of elite opposition:

Mr. Reagan showed himself a bad global citizen by dumping the 
Law of the Sea Treaty; with George W. Bush, it’s the Kyoto accord 
on limiting dioxide emissions. Mr. Reagan was accused of fomenting 
nuclear war for wanting to protect America from it; with Mr. Bush 
it’s the same issue, though the charge now is the vague one of 
“unilateralism.” . . . Ronald Reagan’s steady hand won deployment of 
the Pershings, and ultimately the Cold War. Mr. Bush should prob-
ably consider being damned in the same terms as our most successful 
foreign-policy President in generations a pretty auspicious start.39

This editorial reveals that well before 9/11, the Journal was applauding a ten-
dency of the Bush administration that would become a defi ning feature of it 
after the attacks on that day—a feature the Journal continues to champion.

Although the cultural elite remained a ready menace, with the fall of 
the Berlin Wall and the demise of the communist threat, the Republican 
coalition lost its international enemy. In an effort to glue the coalition back 
together, in 1996 a Journal editorial shored up the common ground under 
“the two biggest voting blocs in the conservative movement.”40 “Most reli-
gious conservatives back free-market economics, and most economic conser-
vatives deplore the liberal culture’s denigration of traditional values.” The 
reasons for the coalition were pragmatic as well. “If social and economic con-
servatives cannot unite in this year’s Presidential election,” noted an editorial 
in February 1996, “neither will like the result: a new lease on political life 
for the discredited notions of redistributionist economics, class warfare and a 
continuation of the rampant secularism and value-neutral attitudes that pre-
vail in our public institutions.” This is a rhetoric that invites each audience 
to see the other as a compatible part of a voting block.
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Preserving and Protecting the Conservative Story 

of Reagan’s Legacy

In his fi rst book, The Way Things Ought to Be, Limbaugh predicted, “Liber-
als are arrogant and condescending and will pursue relentlessly their goal of 
destroying the legacy and truth of the Reagan Presidency.”41 “Liberals cor-
rectly perceive the Reagan record as their most dangerous enemy,” his second 
book explains. “Why? Because what happened during the 1980s—prosperity 
at home . . . strength abroad—directly contradicts every liberal shibboleth.”42 
The conservative opinion media are custodians of Reagan conservatism and of 
a specifi c account of the Reagan legacy that vindicates that philosophy. Their 
archived memory of the Reagan years provides conservatives with a standard 
to which to aspire, a touchstone against which to assess Republican leaders, 
and a way to cast conservatism as a philosophy vindicated in practice. “If the 
real lesson of the 1980s were allowed to take hold,” says Limbaugh, “it would 
have been the death knell for liberalism.”43

The conservative opinion media pledge allegiance to Reagan conserva-
tism. True to Limbaugh’s embrace of that catechism, the ninth of his Unde-
niable Truths declares that Ronald Reagan was the greatest president of the 
twentieth century. “I am never going to compromise on Reaganomics,” states 
Limbaugh.44 He is not alone in his adherence to Reaganism. “I am a Rea-
gan conservative,” says Hannity.45 So is Brit Hume. Reagan’s views on for-
eign affairs, taxation, regulation, and the Cold War were “right,” concludes 
Hume.46 “What would this world be like had Ronald Wilson Reagan not 
served these eight important years in our history? I can’t even imagine,” 
says Hannity.47 “Those of us who lived in and feel we understood the age of 
Ronald Reagan have a great responsibility: to explain and communicate who 
[Reagan] was and what he did and how he did it and why,” wrote Peggy 
Noonan in the Journal.”48

For conservatives, the Reagan narrative functions in the same way as the 
liberals’ belief that Roosevelt’s policies ended the Great Depression and set 
the country on course to win World War II. Each account warrants the claim 
that their ideology has been redeemed in practice and the opposing one dis-
credited. In Roosevelt’s case for Democrats and Reagan’s for Republicans, 
decisive electoral victories are a sign that the public at the time ratifi ed the 
story now being told. Reagan’s Electoral College victory over Walter  Mondale 
in 1984 sets the Electoral College record for the last half of the twentieth 
century, just as FDR’s 1936 win over Alf Landon captures it for the fi rst 
half. Only Minnesota, the home state of the Democratic challenger, failed to 
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fall to the incumbent Republican president in 1984.49 For their ideological 
descendants, the fact that each was elected and reelected cements the notion 
that their philosophies were translated into effective action.

That notion assumes that the actions that produced the outcome were not 
the product of chance but were instead intentionally grounded in a coherent 
philosophy of governance. Accordingly, conservatives dismiss the view that 
Reagan was out of touch or ill informed. Their Republican exemplar was 
not the “amiable dunce” liberals saw him to be but instead “a disciplined, 
orderly thinker who, contrary to popular myth, wrote much of his own 
 material—and did so with style and verve,” notes John Fund in the Journal.50 
Longtime Journal editor Robert Bartley agreed: “Because he didn’t talk like a 
policy wonk, his detractors attribute his success to luck and historical inevi-
tability. The secret is that precisely because he refused to get bogged down in 
detail, he was able to get the big things right.”51

reagan’s policies precipitated the end 
of the cold war

The coherence of the conservatives’ narrative of the Reagan years is drawn 
together in a story line that says that his policies and principles accelerated 
the collapse of the Soviet Union. By identifying the communist regime as 
an “evil empire,” by demanding that Gorbachev tear down the Berlin Wall, 
by advancing his Strategic Defense Initiative, and by engaging in a military 
buildup the Soviet economy could not match, the man who had ended his 
acceptance speech at the Republican Convention in 1980 with a “moment of 
silent prayer” had helped end the Cold War and with it the threat of godless, 
anti–free market communism. Challenge the belief that Reagan played a key 
role in winning the Cold War, as liberals do, and you contest a grounding 
premise that vindicates conservatism to its two central factions—the fi scal 
and social conservatives.

“As President for eight years, Mr. Reagan accomplished no few things,” 
noted the Journal in a concise summary of the conservative Reagan narra-
tive; “cutting taxes to reinvigorate economic growth, arming the military 
to win the Cold War and renewing the spirit of America and the world.”52 
The Democratic story tells of a different set of forces at play. Writing on the 
op-ed page of the Journal early in the fall 1992 campaign, historian Arthur 
Schlesinger Jr. observed:

The Republican campaign is putting forward a couple of propositions 
of some interest to historians. The fi rst is that, despite foot-dragging 
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and faint-heartedness by the Democrats, the Republicans fi nally suc-
ceeded in winning the Cold War. . . . Will historians really give the 
Republicans primary credit for the defeat of communism? . . . What 
really defeated communism was communism itself—that in practice 
it proved to be a political, economic and moral disaster.53

Embrace the Republican plotline, and Reagan’s tax cuts produced the eco-
nomic growth and his military buildup the defense posture that undercut the 
Soviet Union’s viability. Tax cuts and defense buildups are thus good policy. 
Adopt the Democratic tale, and Reagan’s role was one of bystander.

reagan revived the economy; roosevelt’s 
policies did not end the depression

The liberals’ story of FDR and the conservatives’ account of the presidency of 
Reagan are incompatible narratives as well. To replace Roosevelt with Rea-
gan in the presidential pantheon, conservatives try to debunk the notion of 
a tie between New Deal policies and economic resurgence. By contrast, they 
see Reaganism as the genuine article. Writing in the Journal in 1944, Frank 
R. Kent reprised the Republican version of the New Deal years:

It is likely . . . that history will record that in June and July of 1932 we 
were on our way out of the depression with employment increasing, 
but that recovery was halted when business confi dence was shaken by 
the impending election of the New Deal. . . . The rest of the world, not 
having a “New Deal,” went straight out of the depression and recov-
ered its employment by 1934 or 1935. . . . Governor Dewey told the 
exact truth when he said it took a war to get us out of it.54

“The New Deal did not revive the American economy; World War II 
did,”55 declares Limbaugh. “There’s so much revision of history going on 
today,” he noted after reiterating the claim about the New Deal in his second 
book. “It’s not just the liberals who are behind this. The media are either 
willing accomplices or unwitting dupes. And this nonsense has permeated 
our universities and other institutions. This is at the root of our misunder-
standing of problems and solutions.”56

The foreign and domestic policies of the president who saw the coun-
try as “a shining city on a hill” are vindicated in the conservative narrative. 
Whereas Roosevelt’s policies worsened the situation, Reagan’s were a success. 
Reagan “resolved the economic malaise of the 1970s, set off an economic 
boom, restored the nation’s spirit and won the Cold War,” wrote the Journal’s 
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Robert Bartley.57 Attempting to inoculate (i.e., arm or defend in advance) its 
conservative audience against the view that Reagonomics failed, the Journal 
editorialized in 1992 that “in the U.S., of course, the same critics who said 
the growth of the 1980s could never happen now say it was all illusory. The 
18 million new jobs, the creation of such entirely new industries as biotech-
nology and the vanquishing of infl ation and 20% interest rates presumably 
never happened.”58

Part of preserving an account of history is controlling the language in 
which it is expressed. Writing during Clinton’s fi rst term, Limbaugh declared: 
“we’ve probably got to stop using the term ‘trickle-down.’ It has been cor-
rupted beyond repair by the Clinton gang and the media.” Instead  Limbaugh 
favors “referring to the kind of free-market entrepreneurial capitalism we 
witnessed in the 1980s as ‘Reaganomics’ [because]. . . . Once the truth is 
universally understood, the eighties will have been so effectively vindicated 
that the term ‘Reaganomics’ will be used only as a term of  endearment and 
respect.”59

For the conservative opinion media, it is axiomatic that, in Sean Han-
nity’s words, “cutting taxes increases revenue to the government.” Raising 
taxes spells disaster. During the last two years of the presidency of George 
H. W. Bush, the top tax rate, set at 28% in the Reagan years, was upped to 
31%, with the addition of a third bracket. Having fought that change, both 
Limbaugh and the Journal’s editorial page cautioned other would-be apostates 
that in the fi rst year after the institution of the new bracket, tax receipts from 
those making over $200,000 had fallen, the fi rst time such a reduction had 
occurred in eight years. Limbaugh explains: “The total income-tax receipts 
in 1991, the fi rst year after the 1990 budget deal was signed, fell—the fi rst 
decline since 1983, because the wealth[y] found tax shelters, stopped invest-
ing, decided not to put their money at risk, and curtailed other activities that 
would increase their tax burden.”

The conservative story line about Reagan’s governorship and presidency 
features some facets of his record, particularly reductions in marginal income 
tax rates, and downplays or ignores others, such as increased defi cits and 
spending. Reduced to parenthetical status, when it is mentioned at all, is the 
fact that Reagan not only raised taxes as governor but also presided over a 
state whose budget defi cit was greater when he left offi ce than when he was 
sworn in. Moreover the welfare reform that occurred on his watch “autho-
rized increased state aid for those most in need of public help.”60

In the conservative account of history, Reaganomics also revived the econ-
omy and vindicated supply-side economics. While it is true that Reagan 
presided over major tax cuts, it is noteworthy as well that he approved the 
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tax increases in the Tax Equity and Fiscal Responsibility Act and Highway 
Revenue Act in 1982, approved raising the Social Security tax rate in 1983, 
and signed off on the taxes in the Defi cit Reduction Act of 1984 and the 
Consolidated Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1985, the Tax Reform 
Act of 1986, and the Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1987.61 So, for 
example, Hannity says simply that “Reagan cut taxes and doubled revenue 
in his eight years.”62

True to his disposition to inoculate his audience against charges to which 
conservatives are vulnerable, Limbaugh acknowledges that “even Reagan 
begrudgingly agreed to sign on to a couple of ‘defi cit reduction’ tax increases, 
one of which was at the time the largest tax increase in the nation’s his-
tory.” Importantly, Limbaugh then adds that the package Reagan agreed to 
“included $2 of spending cuts for every $1 in increased tax revenue.” Why 
then were the offsets dropped? “But guess what?” says Limbaugh. “ In a fore-
shadowing of its double-cross of George Bush in 1990, the Congress failed to 
make the budget cuts it had pledged.”63 So the fault lies with Congress, not 
with the Republican president.

Here Limbaugh is echoing the argument Reagan himself made. Two years 
after leaving offi ce, the Gipper admitted that although he accomplished “a 
lot of what I’d come to Washington to do” with tax cuts, “on the other side of 
the ledger, cutting federal spending and balancing the budget, I was less suc-
cessful than I wanted to be. This was one of my biggest disappointments as 
president. I just didn’t deliver as much to the people as I’d promised.”64 After 
that admission, he shifts blame to Congress. “Presidents can’t appropriate a 
dollar of taxpayers’ money; only congressmen can.”65 To address the prob-
lem, he recommends more discipline, a constitutional amendment requiring 
a balanced budget, and a presidential line item veto.66

In their telling of the history of the Reagan years, conservatives and liber-
als marshal different facts to sustain their interpretations. The liberal nar-
rative remembers that Reagan increased the national debt by $1.5  trillion, 
borrowing one dollar for every fi ve spent. Conservatives feature the data 
showing that “by the end of the Reagan era, the federal defi cit as a share of 
gross domestic product was falling, and rapidly—from 6 percent in 1985 
to 3 percent in 1989.”67 “If you look at 1987, 1988, and 1989, when the 
real economic growth reached full steam,” notes Limbaugh, “the defi cit fell 
to $150 billion, even with the unchecked spending. It fell because of eco-
nomic growth that created a bigger base of taxpayers and, therefore, more 
tax  revenue.”68 In the conservative narrative, George H. W. Bush’s economic 
policies “compound[ed] a cyclical recession.” “Liberals” then misattributed 
that recession to Reaganomics.69
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The “Liberal” Media and Cultural “Elite” 

as Enemy of the Reagan Narrative

“The Republican base considers the media to be part of the enemy that has 
to be defeated and overcome,” observed Limbaugh (October 9, 2007). In his 
world, the “liberal” media subvert the truth about Reagan’s role in ending the 
Cold War. “The Drive-Bys give him [Gorbachev] credit for ending the Cold 
War,” notes Limbaugh, “and the American left does, but of course it would 
never have happened were it not for Ronaldus Magnus” ( July 27, 2007). 
Crediting Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative as a key factor in the collapse 
of communism, Limbaugh explains, “The Soviets knew that we could do it, 
we are Americans. . . . We have the economy to pay for what we want to do in 
our national defense. The Soviets didn’t. They were a Third World country 
at best with a fi rst-rate military.” Lost in conservative accounts of the end 
of the Cold War is the fact that “by 1986 his [Reagan’s] conservative base 
had taken to calling him the Soviet Union’s ‘useful idiot’ for pursuing arms 
 negotiations with Mikhail Gorbachev.”70

The supposed liberal cultural elite are portrayed as “scathing” in their 
rejection of the Reagan legacy. “No one was more persistent, or eloquent, in 
describing how a dynamic economy joins men and women of ideas to workers 
than Ronald Reagan,” noted the Journal in the middle of the 1992 general 
election. “The economy during his tenure created 18 million new jobs, and it 
was an era that marked America’s complete entry to the world of high-tech, 
knowledge-driven employment. No one is more scathing in his abhorrence 
for this period than Bill Clinton and his followers.”71

In the conservative account of history, the “liberal” media also routinely 
showcase facts that benefi t their cause while ignoring or distorting those 
advantaging the other side. The Trent Lott case study in chapter 2 provides 
evidence in point. The speed and effectiveness with which the conserva-
tive opinion media rallied opposition to a made-for-television movie about 
 Reagan illustrates an instance in which they bested a “liberal media” attack 
on the Reagan legacy.

In the fall of 2003, the New York Times reported that a forthcoming CBS 
made-for-television movie about Ronald Reagan contained controversial 
material, including statements that no one could confi rm Reagan had made. 
In response, Limbaugh, Hannity, Fox, and the Journal’s editorial pages joined 
the charge that ultimately elicited both changes in the content and a move 
by CBS to shuttle the movie out of prime time and onto premium cable’s 
Showtime. “That stupid movie on the Reagans was a bunch of hogwash,” 
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said Limbaugh; “the people who hate Reagan knew the essence, and they’re 
nowhere near oriented toward promising that” (November 25, 2003). “Does 
the whole episode expose the Reagan hating, liberal leaning tendencies of 
the mainstream press?” asked Hannity on Fox. “CBS has a history of Reagan 
bashing.”72 “Though the New York Times broke the story,” noted a Journal 
editorial,

what caused this particular network wall to come tumbling down was 
largely the new media: Drudge, cable, talk radio, and so on. Not only 
did the new media disseminate information about the script to CBS 
viewers, it also provided these viewers, via the immediacy of e-mail, 
the means to ensure that [CBS chairman] Mr. Moonves would feel 
their pain.73

By positing a common set of enemies and offering audiences a view of 
history that vindicates conservative policies, the conservative media help 
hold together a voting coalition that has produced Republican presidential 
victories in the past. If, as political scientists Paul Sniderman and Matthew 
Levendusky argue, “citizens are capable of making coherent choices to the 
degree that political institutions, and particularly political parties, do the 
heavy lifting of organizing coherent choice sets,”74 then the conservative 
opinion media are heavy lifters who organize the choices they favor under 
the label “Reagan conservatism.” The political function served by a consis-
tent articulation of Reagan conservatism versus the “liberal” enemy creates a 
discourse of self-identity that tells listeners who they are (conservatives) and 
who they oppose (“liberals,” the “liberal media establishment,” communists, 
cultural elites).

The role of Reagan conservatism is central to understanding the coherent, 
conservative ideology of the conservative media establishment. These media 
argue that Reaganism is a principled, simple, coherent political philosophy. 
That political philosophy provides the core arguments to which the conser-
vative media establishment turns on a consistent basis; their arguments are 
deployed regularly not only against liberals but also against Republicans who 
do not toe the line. Importantly, Reagan conservatism is a positive political 
philosophy and not merely a negative one. It gives its adherents principles 
to embrace and opponents to fend off. Finally, the criticism the conserva-
tive media direct against “liberals” and “liberal media” parallels the isolation 
of enemies that allowed Reagan conservatism to solidify its base through 
the identifi cation of an out-group (“liberals”) with policies threatening the 
in-group (conservatives).
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By reinforcing a shared identity, the conservative media establish that 
conservatives and conservatism and liberals and liberalism are antithetical. 
At the same time, they argue that the divide between the two is consequen-
tial. This basic move sets in place the polarities on which two arguments 
that we will explore in later chapters pivot: that the mainstream or “liberal” 
media cannot be trusted and that “liberals” and their policies are misguided, 
extreme, and dangerous.



5
Effects of an Echo Chamber

Communication scholars have long wrestled with the complications pro-
duced by the fact that meaning exists at the intersection of a text, a context, 

and an audience. From the earliest days of theorizing about persuasion, audience 
complicity in the act of persuasion has been studied. Aristotle famously argued 
that the enthymeme, in which the audience invests a message with presupposed 
but unarticulated premises, is the soul of persuasion. Few, if any, citizens come to 
a political season as a blank slate on which they invite leaders to write attitudes.

In the complex dance that is the persuasion process, audiences enter the 
political arena with existing attitudes and preferences. Once there, they are 
more likely than not to seek out information that is compatible with these 
beliefs and to shun data that challenge them. When confronted with discom-
forting information, humans readily fi nd ways to reject it. Among other moves, 
they (and we) apply tests of evidence to it that all but ensure its rejection. By 
contrast, information that shores up existing attitudes is welcomed uncritically. 
In short, selective exposure, selective perception, and selective retention per-
vade the process by which we make sense of who we are as political creatures.

All of this means that those most likely to be found in the audience of 
any partisan persuader probably already share that person’s convictions. As 
a result, any argument about the effects of such communication is freighted 
with evidentiary traps. In this chapter, we explain our efforts to spring the 
traps without being bloodied by them.

To capture the ways we understand the relationship between the conserva-
tive opinion media and their audiences, we considered a number of metaphors, 
fi nally settling on that of an echo chamber. In brief, this concept captures the 
interrelations of text, context, and audience that are of interest to us.

What Do We Mean by “Echo Chamber”?

A person picking up a book with this book’s title might reasonably ask: 
In what sense do Limbaugh, two programs on Fox News, and the edito-
rial page of the Wall Street Journal create an echo chamber of voices from 
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a conservative media establishment? And why focus on these individuals 
and outlets and not the many others who also espouse conservatism? In 
this chapter, we offer our answers and explain how we have studied these 
sources.

First, consider the defi nitions. The metaphor of an echo chamber captures 
the ways messages are amplifi ed and reverberate through the conservative 
opinion media. We mean to suggest a bounded, enclosed media space that 
has the potential to both magnify the messages delivered within it and insu-
late them from rebuttal. As we illustrated in the fi rst two chapters, this “echo 
chamber” creates a common frame of reference and positive feedback loops 
for those who listen to, read, and watch these media outlets.

At times, the “echoing” is literal and works through direct citation. For 
example, Limbaugh increases the Journal editorial page’s infl uence when he 
relays its material onto the air waves and also includes it in the support 
material he posts on his website. When James Schlesinger, former secretary 
of defense, published an op-ed in the Journal defending the Iraq war on April 
22, 2004, Limbaugh read from it on his radio show the same day. “He makes 
the case,” says Limbaugh. “Are we going to strengthen the U.N. or be strong 
ourself? He is a former secretary of defense and understands this.” In this 
instance, as in others, Limbaugh encourages his audience to read the entire 
op-ed piece by creating a link to it on his website.

We mean “echo” in a second sense as well: each outlet legitimizes the 
other. So, for example, the Journal features Limbaugh’s op-eds. Sometimes 
the conversation among conservative opinion leaders takes place in public 
view. On the air, Limbaugh occasionally even advises other conservative hosts 
on questions to ask. Speaking about former Clinton cabinet member Robert 
Reich, he reported reminding Sean Hannity to ask Reich, his frequent guest, 
a specifi c question about his proposal that Democrats advocate a payroll tax 
cut (November 27, 2002).

Limbaugh, Hannity, the Journal’s opinion pages, and Fox hosts and pan-
elists also safeguard each other’s reputations. When Limbaugh was under 
investigation for doctor shopping for prescription pain pills, Fox featured his 
attorney Roy Black making Limbaugh’s case. When the conservative Ameri-
can Spectator pursued an investigation suggesting that the prosecution of 
Limbaugh was being treated in a discriminatory fashion, Hannity and Colmes 
included an extended, sympathetic interview with the investigation’s author 
(April 30, 2004). Similarly, when journalists (largely on CNN) raised ques-
tions about the revelation by Bob Woodward that Fox’s Roger Ailes had sent 
an “important–looking confi dential communication” to President Bush after 
9/11, the Journal editorialized:
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Our own policy is to give advice to politicians every day in these 
columns. But let’s be candid and admit that this Ailes kerfuffl e has 
nothing to do with ethics. What’s really going on here is that the 
news executive in question happens to be a conservative and heads 
the successful Fox News Channel, which built its success on offer-
ing an alternative to what everyone understands is the dominant lib-
eral media. We can’t recall hearing similar press outrage, for example, 
when Rick Kaplan, former head of Fox News rival CNN, slept over at 
the White House.1

What the notion of echo chamber misses is the complementarity of the 
Journal’s highbrow editorial page, which speaks largely to upper-class fi s-
cal conservatives, and the mass appeal of Fox and Limbaugh’s conservatively 
framed exchanges. The broad reach of Limbaugh’s radio show and Fox’s net-
work makes it feasible to adapt the message of Reagan conservatism to the 
social and fi scal conservatives of the middle class and more specifi cally to 
the group once called Reagan Democrats. “We’ve had a little different audi-
ence,” former Journal editorial page editor Robert Bartley told Limbaugh, 
“but we’re basically on the same wavelengths.”2 In chapter 2, we illustrated 
the ways format, genre, and audience led the conservative media to ideologi-
cally consistent, complementary messages about the Trent Lott affair.

Nor is “media establishment” an unproblematic notion. By it we mean 
that media outlets are fi rmly in place, support each other, share a coher-
ent ideological identity, and in the cases of Fox and the Journal, have the 
same parent company. We also see a useful similarity between our concept 
of conservative media establishment and Bartley’s notion of a more general 
conservative establishment. Writing on the Journal’s editorial page, January 
20, 2003, Bartley argued that the Bush administration “could conceivably 
consolidate a new Establishment, dominating the next half-century as FDR’s 
progeny dominated the last one.” Drawing on the Oxford English Dictionary, 
he defi ned “Establishment” as “a social group exercising power generally, or 
within a given fi eld or institution, by virtue of its traditional superiority, 
and by use especially of tacit understandings and often a common mode of 
speech, and having as a general interest the maintenance of the status quo.” 
Glossing the text, Bartley added, “Politics may ebb and fl ow, but the Estab-
lishment wields moral authority; society tends to defer to its judgments and 
assumptions despite much arm-fl ailing by critics.”3

Bartley’s defi nition of “establishment” is useful in characterizing media as 
well. The conservative media establishment is a well-fi nanced, commercially 
successful, mutually reinforcing, infl uential cluster of outlets that share an 
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ideological disposition toward politics, a set of presuppositions about moral-
ity and core values, and a common view of other media. These media also 
nourish and nurture the establishment on which Bartley focused.4

Finally, we use the term “conservative media establishment” to highlight 
the fact that these individuals provide a deliberate counterpoint to the media 
they characterize as “the liberal media establishment.” The notion of a “lib-
eral” establishment was percolating through conservative writings as early as 
1965, when M. Stanton Evans published The Liberal Establishment: Who Runs 
America . . . and How.5

Venues for Study: Why the Journal, Fox, and Limbaugh?

Given the many other conservative voices in the U.S. media, one might rea-
sonably ask why we focus on Limbaugh, two programs on Fox News, and the 
editorial pages of the Journal. Three criteria guided our selection. First, we 
wanted to study dissimilar media with distinct but overlapping audiences—
a talk radio show, a cable network, an editorial page, and their Internet sites. 
Second, we wanted to examine consequential outlets with audience reach. 
Limbaugh has the largest political talk radio audience in the nation, Fox the 
largest cable audience, and the Journal the second largest readership of any 
U.S. newspaper and the most widely read conservative editorial page.

Another selection criterion was wide accessibility. These media are avail-
able to anyone with a radio, an online computer, and cable access. There is, of 
course, a cost to secure Internet and cable access, just as there is to purchasing 
a television set and hooking it to an electrical supply. But the Internet is now 
available across the public library system, and cable reaches more than 80% 
of the nation’s households. Although the Journal is available by subscrip-
tion, its editorial page can now be accessed on the Internet without charge 
at WSJ.com.

Our justifi cation for a focus on specifi c programs on Fox News was driven 
by the questions for which we sought answers. Including Fox News’s Special 
Report with Brit Hume permitted us to compare its news segments to those 
in the mainstream broadcast network evening news. Because Fox’s brand 
includes the concept “We report, you decide,” we wanted to include a pro-
gram whose hard news segments embrace the same form as mainstream news, 
with reporters narrating short, produced, edited segments. The selection of 
Special Report with Brit Hume made it possible in chapter one to compare main-
stream accounts of John Kerry’s exchange over his supposed “foreign leaders” 
remark with the news report of the same exchange by Fox’s Carl Cameron.
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Our justifi cation for focusing on Hannity and Colmes rather than Fox’s more 
highly rated O’Reilly Factor is more complicated. Because Hannity’s talk radio 
audience approaches the size of Limbaugh’s, selecting Hannity and Colmes per-
mitted us to concentrate on a host with impact in two of the media of inter-
est to us. While O’Reilly also has a strong radio presence, his numbers in 
that medium do not match Hannity’s. Moreover, Fox’s theme, “fair and bal-
anced,” seemed to be captured better in a show with liberal and conservative 
hosts than in a show with a single moderator. Finally, we concluded that the 
exchanges on Hannity and Colmes made it easier for us to determine whether 
the access provided to the Left and the Right on that show differs or is com-
parable. We also wanted to ask how this “balanced” format affects framing, as 
each side argues its point of view and interrogates guests from that angle.

Limbaugh, Fox News’s two programs, and the editorial page of the Journal 
differ in style, format, and genre. One contains the classic advocacy of an edi-
torial page with a companion op-ed page fi lled with regular columnists and 
occasional guests and freelancers. Another consists of political talk on radio 
that combines digested news with advocacy and tightly controlled interaction 
with listeners. Fox’s Hannity and Colmes pairs a conservative and a liberal host. 
Special Report with Brit Hume is a hybrid of news and opinion that includes a 
brief multipart broadcast op-ed (Hume’s “Political Grapevine”), a panel com-
posed of journalists and pundits, and traditional hard news  stories.

In tone, the Journal’s editorials are more measured and in substance more 
argumentatively complex than are the monologues or dialogues offered 
by Limbaugh or Hannity. Whereas the latter use irony, humor, caricature, 
hyperbole, and occasional invective to advance their cause and sustain audi-
ence interest, the editorials in the Journal employ a more detached form of 
argument that presupposes audience familiarity with the issues. When an 
opposing view is featured on the op-ed pages, it is given a full say, a dif-
ference dictated by the medium and demands of an op-ed page. By con-
trast, Limbaugh excerpts comments by opponents in order to skewer them. 
Whereas the Journal’s editorial pages often conduct a seminar worthy of an 
ivory tower setting, Limbaugh regales his buddies with commentary over a 
beer in a neighborhood bar.

The emotional voltage emanating from the Journal’s editorial pages 
is lower than that on Limbaugh’s talk show. So, for example, whereas the 
Journal writes: “this theme of resentment—encapsulated in the word ‘fair-
ness’—is designed to break voters away from the opportunity-based coali-
tion of Ronald Reagan,”6 Limbaugh writes: “Bill Clinton may be the most 
effective practitioner of class warfare since Lenin.”7 The Journal’s parallel to 
the  cutting thrust-and-parry of Limbaugh and Hannity is James Taranto’s 
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postings on WSJ.com, as our extensive references to them in our case studies 
would suggest.

The differences in style and tone between the Journal’s editorials and the 
comedic polemics of Limbaugh reprise a long-lived pattern in American poli-
tics in which some are the keepers of the high church book of prayer and others 
employ the rhetoric that moves the people in the commons. Political parties 
of the nineteenth century, writes historian Robert Wiebe, “also tried to bridge 
the distance between proper styles and rough-and-ready ones. On the one hand, 
party orators spoke a rhetoric of respectability; on the other, partisan bands 
bawled their political preferences and cursed their opposition in public.”8

The boundaries of discourse differ in the two genres. The tactics we will 
discuss in chapter 11, including ridicule and impugning motives, have been 
part of mass mobilization from the earliest days of recorded politics. Stylistic 
and tonal differences aside, if the areas of ideological agreement among these 
players do not exceed the differences, the premise on which we have built this 
book collapses. Our fi rst two chapters were designed to showcase Limbaugh, 
the Journal, and Fox’s common assumptions and frames as well as the syn-
ergy among them. As our study of the conservative media’s management of 
the Trent Lott affair suggests, the Journal often provides intellectual content 
consistent with that which Limbaugh and Hannity translate into everyday 
meaning and Fox interjects into panel discussions and news frames.

Limbaugh, Hannity, and the editorial page of the Journal share an  interest 
in economic matters, particularly taxing, spending, and regulating. From 
calls for tax cuts and reduced government spending to assaults on intrusive 
big government and appeals to free market capitalism and federalism, the 
agreement among the players we study on the role of government (particu-
larly in economic matters) is high.

Making Inferences about an Echo Chamber

In the remainder of this chapter, we will discuss how we have gone about study-
ing the conservative media establishment through Limbaugh’s radio programs, 
the editorial pages of the Journal, and the two programs on Fox News. Our stud-
ies have several different purposes, but one of the more important is identifying 
what effects, if any, these three sources of political information and perspective 
have on their audiences. Several problems arise when trying to make inferences 
about the effects of any medium, especially a partisan one, on its audiences. 
We take time to point these diffi culties out here because we want to be clear 
throughout the book about when our claims about the effects of the  conservative 
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media establishment are strong and when they are merely suggestive. Many of 
the problems we confront are common in studies of media effects.

selective exposure

As we will show in subsequent chapters, the audiences of the conservative 
media establishment are disposed to hold attitudes, opinions, and ideology 
that agree with these media sources. The conservative media establishment is 
“preaching to the choir.”

Several questions pervade studies of what is commonly called selective 
exposure.9 How homogeneous is the audience of the conservative media 
establishment? Is it possible to infl uence an audience’s attitudes, opinions, 
knowledge, and beliefs if that audience comes to the media with predisposi-
tions consistent with those of the source? If the audience agrees or is pre-
disposed to agree with the voices of the conservative media establishment, 
is it even possible to separate effects on opinions that are created as a result 
of exposure to the conservative media’s messages from those created by the 
audience’s tendency to selectively choose, selectively attend, and selectively 
perceive the information because of its dispositions?

spillover

The audiences of the conservative media establishment have many choices 
within and beyond these outlets for obtaining their political information and 
developing their perspectives. In the chapters ahead, we will examine our 
own and other data that describe how individuals select sources congenial 
with their ideologies and how they approach uncongenial sources. No one 
would be surprised to fi nd that audiences consume (and are increasingly able 
to consume) a variety of ideological news sources, even if they exhibit prefer-
ences for one or another perspective. One diffi culty is that it is impossible to 
know the full variety of political information to which a person is exposed. 
This means that inferences about the effects of the conservative media estab-
lishment’s infl uence will always be embedded in the messy composite of all 
the political information to which a person attends.

effects other than opinion change

In the environment we are studying, most studies fail to fi nd direct media 
effects on attitudes, opinions, beliefs, and behaviors. Our research agenda 
was predicated on the assumption that we would be more likely to detect 
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effects if we did not focus solely on direct consequences on attitudes, beliefs, 
 opinions, and behaviors. Accordingly, we were on the lookout for direct 
effects on beliefs and behaviors as well as other kinds of consequences.

An audience with opinions, attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors that are 
already in line with those of the host will not be readily changed or will have 
little room to change as a result of the source’s political rhetoric. Instead, 
effects might occur in other arenas, including the menu of media selections 
a person chooses from, polarization of opinion across different media audi-
ences, confi rmation—rather than alteration—of existing opinion, priming or 
framing effects, specialized rather than generalized political knowledge, emo-
tionally based judgments of candidates, and increased exposure to  congenial 
media in times of threat or uncertainty.

For example, consider priming effects.10 “Priming” refers to a media 
source’s ability to make one criterion for a decision assume greater impor-
tance in the audience’s collective consciousness than another. If the conserva-
tive media establishment focuses heavily on party considerations, then the 
expected importance of party will be intensifi ed in the political judgments 
made by regular members of the audience.

Each of these possible outcomes of exposure to the conservative media 
establishment will be explored in subsequent chapters. However, the gen-
eral point is that when an audience self-selects its media content to be like-
minded, the typical media effects—changing attitudes, opinions, beliefs, and 
behaviors—will not be readily detected. Instead, effects may manifest them-
selves in more subtle processes.

Theories of Media Effects Tailored to the Echo Chamber

The problem of inferring media effects predates the rise of opinionated and 
partisan media and is present any time an audience self-selects some media 
content to the exclusion of other material. More than 50 years ago, sociolo-
gists Bernard Berelson, Paul F. Lazarsfeld, and William McPhee found that 
explaining opinion formation in a presidential campaign required taking 
into account both the process of selecting media content as well as the effects 
of the media themselves, given an audience’s predispositions toward the con-
tent it purposefully selected.11

Recently, building on the work of Vincent Price and Scott Allen, Michael 
Slater formalized what had been implicit in previous research about media, 
namely the mutual reinforcement that can occur between media selectivity 
and media effects when trying to account for effects on beliefs, behavior, 



effects of an echo chamber | 83

and identity.12 Slater proposes the “reinforcing spirals framework” for under-
standing mutual infl uence between two different processes—media effects 
and media exposure. The approach aims to explain the ways media exposure 
and media effects mutually reinforce one another and to account for social-
ization and the “maintenance of political, religious, lifestyle subcultures in 
contemporary societies.”13

The basic theory is elaborated in a series of research-driven propositions. 
The fi rst posits that media exposure is itself an object of explanation and 
not simply a causal factor in accounting for people’s attitudes, opinions, and 
social identities. The proposition moves the study of media effects from expo-
sure as a force accounting for outcomes to exposure as an object of explana-
tion. Within this framework, one asks not just what the effects of exposure 
to the conservative media establishment are but what leads to exposure in 
the fi rst place.

The second proposition suggests that typical media outcomes, such as 
opinions and attitudes and other factors related to personal and social iden-
tity, themselves infl uence media exposure. This of course is the classic claim 
about selective exposure, which confounds most media effect studies. This 
proposition is captured by the notion of the echo chamber—suggesting that 
a large percentage of people who listen to conservative political talk radio 
come to this medium already disposed toward content that is consistent with 
their previously held opinions and attitudes.

The third proposition links the fi rst two and raises the possibility of 
 “spirals” of effects. If prior opinion leads to exposure to media content con-
sistent with that opinion, and this exposure at a minimum confi rms the prior 
opinion or even makes it more extreme, then the spiral is positive and the 
sounds heard in the chamber are indeed echoes of initial opinion. The only 
conditions under which the mutual causal relationship between media expo-
sure and media effects might not be mutually reinforcing is when the effects 
of media messages boomerang, as occurred for example in 1996 in some of 
Limbaugh’s attempts to undermine the candidacy of Pat Buchanan, a politi-
cal fi gure much admired by Limbaugh’s audience (see chapter 7). Other-
wise, most of the processes we describe in this book are mutually reinforcing 
 spirals of effect and exposure.

The fourth proposition has two parts and is focused primarily on how 
closed or open a person’s media exposure is to alternative sources of infor-
mation. In a perfectly closed system, in which a person is exposed only to 
ideologically pure media content, spirals of media selectivity and effects 
would have their maximum consequences. Environmental infl uences and 
other social infl uences that produce more open systems will limit the mutual 
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 reinforcement spirals described by the theory. A central question in our 
assessment of the audiences of conservative media is the extent to which they 
are open to alternative, ideologically uncongenial media sources. We ask: Is 
the chamber increasingly open or closed in the face of more media outlets 
with more varied political content?

Because social and personal identities are also at play in this process, they 
are the subject of Slater’s fi fth, sixth, and seventh propositions. “Personal 
identity” refers to the way individuals differ in their preference for, say, 
more complex material or for violent material; differences in self-identity 
also may be refl ected in differences in individual opinions, attitudes, and 
beliefs that are characteristic of political environments. “Social identity” 
refers more to identifi cation with social groups—whether religious, polit-
ical, or  ideological—or interest groups. The fi fth proposition states that 
individuals with a particular social identity—for example, conservatives or 
 liberals—would be expected to prefer media outlets whose content is consis-
tent with their ideological presuppositions. We will explore this basic claim 
in the next chapter in our discussion of demographic differences in exposure 
to different media.

The sixth proposition refers to the other side of the causal sequence: a 
person’s use of a particular media source consistent with his or her social 
identity will make that identity more salient and accessible to that person. 
In turn, specifi c aspects of social identity could very well be infl uenced by 
the content one selects. This proposition is of special importance in the Echo 
Chamber, because it hypothesizes an effect on those in the chamber that pro-
duces self-affi rmation and confi rmation of their prior views, a consequence 
seldom identifi ed in media effects research.

The seventh proposition suggests that interpersonal communication with 
others in general can reinforce the dynamic patterns of media exposure and 
effects by reinforcing them in turn.

The fi nal propositions of Slater’s theory focus on the consequences of more 
closed communication systems. Closed systems, Slater argues, are ones that 
are more univocal and homogeneous in their content. In contrast to more 
open systems, which are characterized by diversity of opinion and heteroge-
neity of content, audiences in closed systems—that is, audiences that close 
themselves off to alternative perspectives—will exhibit strong social identi-
fi cation with the target group and increase their tendency to view out-group 
members from an antagonistic frame. In later chapters, we explore the use 
of sarcasm, irony, specialized codes, emotional labels, and so on among talk 
radio hosts as techniques to reinforce identifi cation and increase cohesion for 
those who are a part of the conservative in-group.
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Implications of Slater’s Theory for Studying 

the Echo Chamber

The propositions in Slater’s theory about media effects and media selectiv-
ity will help us focus on exposure to media and effects that are less obvious 
than direct changes in opinions, attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors. In addi-
tion, Slater argues that media exposure and media effects are both causes 
and effects themselves. This simultaneity means that to ask how to untangle 
which is cause and which is effect is to pose the wrong questions.

So in the complexities of the media environment in which effects and 
exposure intertwine, it is necessary to (1) recognize the limits of causal claims; 
(2) recognize that exposure is an outcome as much as a cause; (3) seek and 
use dynamic data to untangle causal priority where feasible; and (4) employ 
experimental data to establish causal priority where possible.

Data Sources

In the chapters that follow, we employ a wide variety of data to build our 
circumstantial case about the effects of the conservative media establishment 
on its audiences and on the public more broadly. Five core sources of data are 
employed: (1) the 1996 Political Talk Radio (PTR) Survey, done over fi ve 
periods from February through November; (2) the 1996 PTR Experiment; 
(3) the 2000 National Annenberg Election Study (NAES 2000); (4) the 2004 
National Annenberg Election Study (NAES 2004); and (5) the 2008 National 
Annenberg Election Study (NAES 2008). Since we will refer to these data 
several times in different chapters, we will describe each briefl y here to give 
a sense of the kinds of data we generated and employed. (We will refer to the 
fi ve sets as PTR Survey 1996, PTR Experiment 1996, NAES 2000, NAES 
2004, and NAES 2008. When data from sources other than these fi ve are 
employed, they will be described briefl y in the text.)

ptr survey 1996

During the presidential election year of 1996, a fi ve-wave survey of regu-
lar and nonregular listeners of PTR was conducted. All surveys were con-
ducted on the telephone by Princeton Survey Research Associates. Survey 
respondents were divided into four groups: (1) nonlisteners; (2) regular lis-
teners to Limbaugh only; (3) regular listeners to conservative shows but not 
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to  Limbaugh; (4) regular listeners to moderate or liberal shows (and not to 
Limbaugh). A fi fth group of regular listeners—those listening to Limbaugh 
and a second show regularly—was excluded from study. Regular listeners 
were those who listened to PTR at least twice a week. In the initial survey, 
1,203 respondents were sampled; an oversample of regular listeners pushed 
the fi nal sample to 1,666. Unlike our other studies and most other studies 
of PTR, this one focused on regular listeners; in other words, it did not mix 
heavy with occasional ones. Differences between PTR consumers and others 
in this study refl ect differences between heavy consumers and occasional and 
nonlisteners. The initial sample was reinterviewed twice more during the 
election year’s primary period.

Care was taken to defi ne to respondents what we meant by “political talk 
radio”—“where the host talks mostly about politics, government, and public 
affairs. Sometimes listeners are invited to call in to discuss these issues on 
the air.” Some of the early studies of talk radio did not distinguish political 
talk from other forms of talk radio that can be about health, car maintenance, 
personal psychology, relationships, and sports, among other topics.

Previous research on PTR identifi ed those listening to Limbaugh and 
those listening to PTR in general. Our procedures indicate that many regu-
lar listeners to Limbaugh are also regular listeners of other PTR. Of the 18% 
of the initial sample who listen to at least one show regularly, roughly 1 in 6 
is listening to two or more shows. These fi ndings mean that previous surveys 
of “Limbaugh listeners” are really surveys of a mix of Limbaugh and other 
listeners. And previous surveys of “PTR Listeners” are surveys of Limbaugh 
listeners and listeners to other hosts. In the PTR Survey 1996, when we refer 
to Limbaugh listeners, they are regular listeners to Limbaugh who are not 
regular listeners to other hosts.

Those listening to other PTR hosts were further divided into two sub-
groups: regular consumers of conservative PTR and regular consumers of lib-
eral/moderate PTR.14 The reason that moderate and liberal program listeners 
were combined to form a single group designated liberal/moderate through-
out our discussions is that the number listening to liberal and moderate hosts 
was too small to permit separate analysis of each. Four groups were studied: 
three groups of regular listeners—Limbaugh only (N = 213), conservative 
PTR (N = 139), and liberal/moderate PTR (N = 283)—and a group of non-
listeners (N = 988). Distributions of respondents by listening group in the 
fi rst three waves are summarized in the appendix to this chapter (located on 
our website).

We followed the fi rst three panels of talk radio listeners and their nonlis-
tening counterparts during the primary period of 1996 as well as during the 
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fall presidential election. The fourth wave took place October 17–27, 1996, 
immediately following the second presidential debate between Bill Clinton 
and Robert Dole. The fi fth wave was carried out in the period November 
12–18, 1996, in the week following the presidential election.

The fourth wave surveyed 1,376 people, and the fi fth included 973. Those 
agreeing to be surveyed received a $10 phone card.

The goal was to follow people from the primaries through the conclusion 
of the election. In order to ensure that there was a suffi ciently large sample 
to carry out analysis of the election period alone, those sampled during the 
primary season were supplemented by additional participants. The appendix 
to this chapter describes how many persons continued from the initial sample 
and how many were new (see the website for sampling details).

Overall, a total of 2,402 respondents participated in the study. Statistical 
comparisons were made to examine differences in the character of the sample 
across waves as people dropped out or were added. Few statistically signifi -
cant differences emerged, and the samples remained comparable on demo-
graphic attributes (age, gender, education, income, and race), thus reducing 
concerns about the comparability of the sample across waves.

ptr experiment 1996

During the week of May 12–18, 1996, in a research project carried out in the 
Philadelphia metropolitan area, participants were required to listen to fi ve 
hours of PTR taken off the air and provided to them on audiotapes. People 
were randomly assigned to listen to one or another type of talk radio, ranging 
from nonpolitical talk (NPR’s Car Talk) to the highly partisan Limbaugh. 
They were surveyed before and after on a variety of issues related to social 
attitudes, perceptions of the programs and hosts, participation in political 
matters, and knowledge of politics and social issues.

In the experiment, people listened to fi ve hours of audiotapes—one each 
day—that we gave them. The tapes had been prerecorded with various types 
of PTR content spanning the spectrum from liberal to conservative. Our 
intent was to simulate exposure to PTR of different types for people who 
had had experience with PTR and for people who had not. We were espe-
cially interested in the effects of different types of PTR on people of differ-
ent political stripes and with differential experience with the format. One 
of the problems with survey studies of PTR is that the audience that listens 
to a particular host self-selects the program on the basis of content, whether 
the bent of the content is sampled by the listener or presumed. One cannot 
easily know if the audience is affected by the content or is already  disposed 
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toward the host’s views and chooses to become a regular member of the 
 listening audience. In an experiment, people agree to participate in a study 
of radio formats and are assigned content randomly so the forces of selective 
exposure are minimized—although selective attention and perception can 
certainly operate.

People were recruited to participate for pay ($70) in a study purportedly 
about the evaluation of radio formats. More than 400 people agreed to be in 
our study (N = 442), and after initial dropouts, our sample was reduced by 
19. Their average age was 41 years; 41.4% were male; 46.8% had never been 
married; modal income was $30,000 to 50,000 per year for the household; 
3.8% were Hispanic or Latino, 11.3% African American, 83.2% Caucasian, 
and 5.2% Asian and other. The group was predominantly Democrats (43%), 
with 20.6% Republicans and 34% Independents. Those identifying them-
selves as ideologically moderate dominated the group (44.9%), with liberals 
next (37.8%) and conservatives fewest (15.9%). The sample was highly edu-
cated, with 41.8% having at least a college degree and 28.8% some college; 
19.2% had a high school degree or less. Both heavy and light consumers of 
PTR were represented, with 46.8% listening at least three times per week 
and 42.7% participating two or fewer days per week.

The design of the experiment was simple. Participants were randomly 
assigned to one of six conditions. Each person received fi ve one-hour tapes 
and an initial questionnaire. Anyone needing a tape player was given one to 
keep, and their payment was reduced by $20.

Six conditions were created on the basis of the kind of PTR that people 
received. The six groups were:

Group 1: Control (talk radio that was not political)
Group 2: Conservative PTR (not including Limbaugh)
Group 3: Liberal PTR
Group 4: Limbaugh
Group 5: Conservative and liberal mix (taken from groups 2, 3, and 4)
Group 6: NPR’s PTR show Talk of the Nation

Participants were randomly assigned to their conditions, except that we 
tried to ensure an equal distribution across conditions of regular and infre-
quent listeners and conservatives and liberals. We checked whether people 
listened to the tapes, how they listened, and whether they followed instruc-
tions. (For the details about how well participants followed our instructions 
during the week see the website www.annenbergpublicpolicycenter.org).

The content of the programming in each condition was selected from 
PTR shows appearing in the period January 15, 1996, to April 30, 1996. 

www.annenbergpublicpolicycenter.org
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We attempted to control content across conditions by choosing topics that 
had been treated across the ideological spectrum. Five topics were found: 
affi rmative action (more generally, the role of government in assisting 
minorities because of past discrimination); assisted suicide; problems in the 
educational system; the proposal for a fl at income tax; the Muslim religion 
(specifi cally Minister Louis Farrakhan and the Muslim National Basketball 
Association player Mahmoud Abdul-Rauf ). Each of these had been discussed 
in the period by liberal and conservative hosts, by Limbaugh, and on Talk 
of the Nation. The liberal and conservative points of view were represented 
through the programming of several different hosts, including G. Gordon 
Liddy, Ken Hamblin, Mario Cuomo, and Tom Leykis. The Annenberg Public 
Policy Center website for the book describes in detail the hosts, the content, 
and the days of the week each were consumed.

naes 2000, naes 2004, and naes 2008

These three surveys were conducted during the presidential campaign 
cycles in the years 2000, 2004, and 2008. The surveys sampled adults and 
interviewed them by telephone on a wide variety of topics pertinent to the 
elections. These topics include an extensive battery of questions about the 
media, including exposure and opinions, political participation, opinions 
about candidates, groups, and issues, political knowledge, voting behav-
ior and attitudes, participant demographic, and other topics. These surveys 
are the largest academic studies of the American electorate ever conducted 
within a campaign cycle.15 The 2004 survey included more than 79,000 
respondents and 2004 more than 86,000. The data we report from the 
NAES 2008 survey were drawn from interviews conducted during the early 
primaries of 2008. When multiple interviews with the same person are 
included, the number of interviews in 2000 and 2004 is in the vicinity of 
100,000 each year. These surveys have unique design characteristics (called 
a “rolling cross-section”) that are not the focus in this book. However, these 
surveys do ask questions about specifi c PTR hosts, specifi c newspapers, and 
specifi c news networks that allow us to take advantage of some of these data 
for our study of the conservative media establishment. However, the surveys 
focused primarily on the presidential campaigns of 2000 and 2004 and not 
on the conservative media establishment. The data from the 2000 and 2004 
surveys are already available to the public, along with extensive discus-
sion and analysis of the results. We will not describe the samples, designs, 
or questions posed in them but invite readers to consult other sources for 
 additional details.16
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Conclusions

In the chapters that follow, we will build our case for the effects produced by 
the conservative media establishment. The complex interplay of media selec-
tivity and media effects will produce a case that is circumstantial, an outcome 
that Richard Miller argues characterizes scientifi c claims throughout the nat-
ural and social sciences.17 In the context of a particular claim, we will do our 
best to help the reader understand the kinds of data we have marshaled and 
the strength of the causal claim we are able to make.



6
Speaking to the Republican Base:

An Analysis of Conservative Media’s Audience

In an op-ed in the Wall Street Journal, Limbaugh has proclaimed that con-
servatives believe in “individual liberty, limited government, capitalism, 

the rule of law, faith, a color-blind society and national security.”1 The Jour-
nal’s editorial page has said that it stands for “free people and free markets.”2 
Embedded in any communication is an image of the speaker and of the 
intended audience.3 As the telegraphy in this language suggests, the audi-
ence implied by and drawn to Limbaugh, the Fox News shows on which we 
focus, and the editorial pages of the Journal is a combination of groups whose 
loyalty to the Republican Party increases its chances for electoral success.

The Republican base is more conservative, and more likely to be male, 
white, upper-class, churchgoing, and southern than the Democratic coali-
tion. In 2004, incumbent president George W. Bush carried the majority of 
voters in all of these categories. With some segments, the win was substan-
tial. More than 8 in 10 of the self-identifi ed conservatives supported Bush, as 
did a solid majority of those who attended church weekly or more often. Exit 
polls also found that 55% of all men and 62% of the white male voters did 
the same—as did 6 of 10 white voters and 54% of those over 60, as well as a 
majority of individuals with incomes of $50,000 or higher.4

This does not mean that any one of these media draws large numbers from 
across the entire Republican base. Like the Republican Party base, the audi-
ence for Fox and Limbaugh tends to be disproportionately white, of above 
average income, older, churchgoing, and southern. Like the core Republi-
can voter, those tuning to Limbaugh or reaching for the Journal are more 
likely male than female. Whereas those drawn to Fox and Limbaugh are more 
likely to be upper middle class, the Journal’s readers are on average securely in 
the upper class. Conservatives are more likely to be found reading, watching, 
and listening to these outlets than liberals.

In this chapter, we focus on the ways the issue positions of Limbaugh 
and the Journal resonate with the groups that make up the Republican 
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base and illustrate at the same time the different style and tone that char-
acterize these two media sources.5 Our focus is largely on the Journal and 
Limbaugh and only to a lesser extent on Hannity and Colmes and Special 
Report with Brit Hume because some of our analysis addresses periods in 
which Fox News was either not yet available or in the process of building 
its audience.

In the past two decades, conservatives have developed media, including 
talk radio shows, newsletters, books, and websites, that address and attract 
audiences that are more likely than not to include the older white male 
with higher than average income who is conservative and politically active. 
This is a desirable audience for advertisers because the skew of its income 
means that it has money to spend on advertised products. It is an attractive 

table 6.1.  Demographic differences in 2004 among audiences for Fox News, 

Limbaugh, and WSJ (2004 NAES. Unweighted data)

Fox ** Limbaugh*** WSJ****

n=17,548 n=1,640 n=1,020

Age (median) 49 53 48

Gender 50.1% male 66.6% male 68.2% male

Race (white) 85% 92.9% 85.9%

Income −

$100–150,000 11.3% 13.9% 22.4%

150,000+ 7.7% 10.7% 30.4%

Churchgoing

Once a wk or more 46.6% 53.4% 37.8%

Geographic loc*. 38.6% South 37.5% South 27% South

% Republican 55.2% 78.0% 51.0%

% Conservative 59.2% 85% 46.4%

(*States defi ned as Southern: Florida, Georgia, North and South Carolina, Virginia, West 

Virginia, Alabama, Kentucky, Mississippi, Tennessee, Arkansas, Louisiana, Oklahoma, 

and Texas.

**Which of the cable news networks would you say you watch most often—Fox News 

Channel, CNN or MSNBC?

***Which talk radio hosts or radio programs did you listen to most often (those listing 

Limbaugh fi rst)?

****What newspaper did you read most in the past week?)
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audience for Republicans because the typical listener is more likely to cast 
a  Republican than a Democratic ballot.

Creating an Audience

The content and tone of the Journal’s editorial pages and Limbaugh’s mes-
sage on his radio show, in his books, on his website, and in his newsletter, 
combine what rhetorical critic Edwin Black called the fi rst persona—that of 
the speaker, Limbaugh—and the second, the implied audience, in a fashion 
that invites attention from the audience indispensable to Republican politi-
cal victory: an audience of fi scal and social conservatives. Limbaugh’s various 
channels of communication articulate a rhetoric designed to shore up the 
Republican base. At the same time, as we showed in chapter 2, he is careful 
to invite Hispanics and African Americans into the Republican fold. The 
same is true of the nation’s most read conservative editorial pages. In this 
chapter, we show the Journal and Limbaugh’s consistent appeal to the Repub-
lican base and examine the alignment between the target constituency of the 
Republican Party and the audience of the conservative opinion media.

Primarily Republican and Conservative

The audiences for Fox, Limbaugh, and the Journal are more conservative than 
liberal, with the highest percent of moderates and liberals in the Journal’s 
audience and the largest percent of conservatives in Limbaugh’s. With its 
higher income and educational level, the Journal’s audience members are 
more upscale and hence more fi nancially secure. This profi le means that 
the Journal’s readership is more likely to contain groups traditionally called 
“business conservatives” or “country club conservatives.”

Importantly, the audience for the nation’s most widely read fi nancial pages 
is less Republican and more socially liberal than that of Fox and Limbaugh. 
The NAES 2004 data indicate that the Journal’s readership is more socially 
liberal than the audiences for Fox or Limbaugh, while Limbaugh’s listenership 
is more economically conservative than the audiences for the other two. For 
example, the median respondent in Limbaugh’s audience “somewhat favors” 
making abortion more diffi cult to obtain; the same is true of the median atti-
tude among Fox viewers. By contrast, the median reader of the Journal “some-
what opposes” making abortion more diffi cult to obtain. But whereas the 
median position among Journal readers and Fox watchers  “somewhat opposes” 



94 | echo chamber

repeal of the Bush tax cuts, the median Limbaugh listener strongly opposes 
repeal. While Journal readers in 2004 held that the Iraq war was worth it, 
the percent holding that view was lower (60.9%) than the comparable fi gures 
in the audiences of Fox (73.1%) and Limbaugh (91.3%). At the time of the 
survey, 48.7% of the public at large held the same position. As our examples 
will demonstrate, where Limbaugh and the Journal differ on issues, the Journal 
generally holds the more moderate social position.

We start with a reminder that the Journal and Limbaugh both attract 
numbers at the top of the rankings for those in their medium. Despite 
slightly different defi nitions of what constitutes a Limbaugh listener, our 
surveys reliably suggest that about 6–8% of the U.S. adult population listens 
to his show in a given week.6 Surveys done by the Annenberg School in 1996, 
2000, and 2004 confi rm that that audience is overwhelmingly Republican 
and ideologically conservative.7

Figure 6.1 compares the percentage of Democrats, Republicans, and Inde-
pendents who listen to Limbaugh, listen to other talk radio hosts, or do not 
listen at all to PTR.8

As the chart indicates, those listening to Limbaugh in each of the past 
three general election presidential periods are overwhelmingly Republican 
(about 63%), with some identifying as Independents (about 23%), and a scat-
tering of Democrats (about 12%). Over the period from 1996 to 2004, Lim-
baugh’s audience has become increasingly Republican and less  Independent 
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and Democrat. By contrast, those listening to other hosts are more evenly 
distributed among the political parties, despite the fact that conservative talk 
radio shows substantially outnumber liberal ones.

An Annenberg Foundation Trust at Sunnylands’ survey in 2003 con-
fi rmed that talk radio continues to be more popular among Republicans and 
Independents than Democrats.9 A majority of Republicans (60%) and Inde-
pendents (60%) listen to talk radio at least monthly, compared to fewer than 
half of Democrats (46%). More than a third of Republicans (39%) and Inde-
pendents (36%) listen to talk radio every week.

Limbaugh attracts a remarkably high number of those who consider them-
selves Republicans. In 2003, nearly a quarter of those who so self-identifi ed 
(22%) listened to Limbaugh every week, and more than a third (37%) at least 
once a month. Self-identifi ed Independents weren’t far behind; 2 in 10 (20%) 
also listened to Limbaugh at least once a month. However, fewer than 1 in 10 
Democrats (9%) reported ever listening to Limbaugh’s show.

By contrast, in 2003 the audience for NPR was ideologically balanced, 
with Independents (34%) more disposed to listen to NPR weekly than either 
Democrats (25%) or Republicans (22%). Four in 10 Republicans (40%) and 
Democrats (41%) and nearly half of Independents (47%) listened to NPR 
at least once a month.10 A year later, the much larger NAES 2004 painted a 
different picture. Of those (N = 469) who reported that NPR was the radio 
program to which they listened most often, 21.7% self-identifi ed as conser-
vatives, 38.6% as moderates, and 38.6% as liberals. The percent saying that 
they were Democrats held at the level we found in 2003, 40.7%, but the 
percent identifying as Republicans dropped to 25.5%.

Those identifying themselves as Limbaugh listeners were even more con-
servative than they were Republican, suggesting that Limbaugh listeners 
self–identifying as Independents and Democrats are more likely to be on 
the conservative side of their ideological groups. Figure 6.2 reports these 
percentages.

The ideological distribution of Limbaugh listeners remained roughly the 
same between 1996 and 2004, with approximately 70% of listeners report-
ing being conservative in 1996, 2000, and 2004. (In 2004, 85% of those 
who listened to Limbaugh “most often,” i.e., more often than other radio 
hosts or programs, self-identifi ed as conservative.) The listeners who called 
themselves liberal ranged in percent between 1996 and 2004, from 8.6% to 
6.2%. The ideological makeup of listeners to other kinds of talk radio was 
also relatively stable, with conservatives remaining approximately the same 
and liberals shifting almost imperceptibly between 1996 and 2004 (33.5% 
to 33.8% and 23.8% to 26.7%, respectively). The proportion of moderates 
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listening to other kinds of talk radio decreased slightly during the same time 
period (42.6% to 38.1%).

The 2004 (NAES 2004) audience for Fox (FNC) is also more conservative 
than liberal, with 59.2% of Fox viewers identifying as conservative, 30.4% 
as moderate, and 10.4% as liberal. So, too, although less so, for the Jour-
nal, where 46.4% of readers identify as conservatives, 39.3% as moderates, 
and 14.3% as liberal. (We do recognize that the profi le of the person who 
reads the news pages of the Journal may differ from the person who reads 
both the news section and opinion pages or the opinion pages alone. We 
have no reliable way to isolate those in the second two categories.) In the 
remainder of this chapter, we examine the issue alignment between four cen-
tral Republican groups: middle- and upper-class earners, churchgoers, men, 
and southerners and the kind of conservatism championed by Limbaugh and 
the Journal; we also illustrate the similar and dissimilar ways each medium’s 
conservative exemplar speaks to the economic, gender, religious, and regional 
interests of its audiences.

Middle- and Upper-Class Earners

At any moment, every person has multiple possible social identities. Rheto-
ric invites us to feature some of those self-concepts over others: child or par-
ent, northerner or southerner, believer or atheist, liberal or conservative. The 
conservative media’s focus on economic issues invites their audience to see 
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themselves in the role of taxpayer, and to see the economic system in terms of 
entrepreneurial capitalism, individual initiative, and free markets.

issue positions

With the exception of the tax increases during the presidency of George 
H. W. Bush, which the Journal and Limbaugh opposed, conservatives can 
cite the fact that in general Republicans have stood for lowering the marginal 
tax rate on income. Under Reagan’s leadership, the top marginal tax rate on 
income was reduced from 70% in 1980 to 38.5% in 1987.

The conservative opinion media share the conviction that, in Limbaugh’s 
words, “cuts in marginal tax rates spur economic growth by providing entre-
preneurs an incentive to invest their marginal tax dollars, causing many of 
them to earn more money and pay more taxes on their earnings, albeit at a 
lower marginal rate, and create new jobs.”11 Promises that fi scal conservatism 
will spell both more jobs and growth for business appeal directly to both the 
upper middle class and the upper class. “Tax cuts spur economic growth by 
improving incentives to work and invest and by making more money avail-
able for new ventures and small business, where the real job growth occurs in 
our economy,”12 says the Journal. Both the Journal and Limbaugh favor mak-
ing the tax cuts put in place under President George W. Bush permanent.

The message the conservative opinion media offer speaks directly both to 
the worries of the middle-class older male and the self-interest of the upper-
class reader: You are overtaxed and overregulated by a government that gives 
unfair breaks to others, Limbaugh tells his listeners. You deserve your wealth 
and invest it for socially productive ends, the Journal tells its readers. Both 
suggest that conservative leaders have and will continue to cut taxes and 
burdensome regulation. The same views are found on Fox. “I believe in the 
[Reagan] economic theory,” notes Sean Hannity. “Economically, we’re cut-
ting taxes and we’re reaping the rewards.”13 Fox’s Brit Hume is a Reagan 
fan as well. Reagan, he has noted, “believed that . . . our system of economy 
in particular was the right one. . . . We were not free enough economi-
cally. The taxes were too high. Regulations were too stiff, and so on. . . . He 
was right.”14

Limbaugh’s listeners’ average income places them securely in the middle 
class. Unsurprisingly, his political discussion focuses on the economic inter-
ests not of the poor or lower middle class but of this target audience. The 
rhetoric constitutes an extended argument that this group’s interests align 
with the Republican and not the Democratic Party. The idea of tax cuts is 
appealing to this group because, unlike those in the lower income brackets, 
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these listeners are likely to pay both payroll and income taxes. Democrats 
will argue that this appeal to the middle class is a ruse that tricks gullible 
citizens into votes that benefi t not them but the rich and large corporations. 
Republicans respond that the middle class benefi ts from income tax cuts 
both directly and indirectly.

economic anxiety

When Limbaugh’s show was nationally syndicated in 1988, his ideas played 
to the economic anxiety of the time. Buying power was down and joblessness 
up. In the 1980s, the purchasing power of the middle class dropped. In 1988, 
the unemployment rate was 5.5%. By 1992, it had reached 7.5%. It was not 
until after 1996 that it dropped below 5%.15

Nor were those in the labor market working in conditions conducive to 
feelings of economic security. A comparison of two groups of young men, 
the fi rst entering the labor force in 1966, the second in 1979, demonstrated 
that in their fi rst 15 years in the labor market the 1979 entrants had lower 
real wages than those who drew their fi rst paycheck in the mid-sixties. 16 
Increases in gross family income were likely to refl ect not a real increase in 
the wages of one member of the family but rather entry of a second family 
member into the labor market.17 Despite the prosperity of the 1990s, “the 
top 20 percent of earners were the only group to increase its share of the 
nation’s income.”18

Liberals translated these data into concerns about income inequality, con-
servatives to reminders that those in the highest income bracket paid the 
largest numbers of dollars in taxes. In the late eighties, with a Republican in 
the White House and the Congress in Democrats’ control, Limbaugh directed 
the economic anxieties of his audience toward taking back Congress from the 
“tax and spend” “liberals.” Once Clinton was elected, that appeal changed 
to attacking the incumbent president and his policies and arguing for turn-
over in Congress. As noted, infl uential Republicans credit Limbaugh with an 
important role in the Gingrich revolution that ended 40 years of Democratic 
control of the House in the middle of Clinton’s fi rst term. With a Republican 
president in the White House and Congress in Republican hands, Limbaugh 
kept up his attacks on Democratic tax and regulatory policies and, as we will 
show in the next chapter, worked to ensure that the Republicans seeking the 
presidency stayed true to Reaganesque conservatism.

Because Limbaugh’s is a middle-class audience and the Journal’s an upper-
middle- to upper-class one, neither is likely to be personally affected by such 
central Democratic agenda items as raising the minimum wage and universal 
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health insurance. These listeners and readers are receptive, as a result, to 
the conservative claim that what raising the minimum wage does is cut the 
number of jobs. Because it is not wealthy, Limbaugh’s audience has cause to 
worry about the cost and availability of health care and is thus susceptible to 
the conservative claim in 1993–94 that under the proposed Clinton health 
care reform plan, care would be rationed and government would obstruct the 
access that those with insurance currently have to quality care.

There is a difference on average in the income of those who listen to Lim-
baugh and those who do not. In the year 2004, about 67% of Limbaugh’s 
audience members reported incomes above $50,000 per year; in 2000, the 
percentage was about 55%; in 1996, about 40%. By contrast, the majority 
of the audience that does not report listening to PTR has incomes under 
$50,000 per year.

One of the reasons conservatives are better than liberals at attracting the 
sponsorship needed to attract a large audience for political rhetoric in the 
form of radio, newsletters, and books is that the conservative audience Lim-
baugh and the Journal attract is a desirable target for advertisers. With the 
exception of NPR and paid satellite services, talk radio in the United States 
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is funded by those who are selling products and services. Overall, of course, 
Republicans tend to have higher incomes than Democrats.

With higher income also comes access to the alternative technology that 
increases access to talk radio. Even in the early days of our study, Limbaugh 
listeners were more likely than nonlisteners to have access to the internet 
and to spend time online looking at information about the presidential 
 campaign.19 Limbaugh streams the audio of his show on his website. The 
editorial pages of the Journal are available online at no charge as well.

Throughout our study but especially in the early years, both those of higher 
income and men have been more likely to own a computer than others—hence 
have access to Limbaugh’s website. They are more likely to own multiple cell 
phones, hence to be able to call in. They are more likely to hold the sorts of 
jobs that permit listening to talk radio. And men are more likely than women 
to use the Internet. The NAES 2000 survey found that Limbaugh listeners 
also were more likely to have cable or satellite access at home. They watched 
more cable news and read newspapers more than other people.

Churchgoers

Limbaugh listeners are more likely than nonlisteners and more likely than 
Journal readers to be churchgoers. In our 2000 survey, 62% of his audience 
claimed to attend church services at least one to two times per month. In con-
trast, fewer listeners to other hosts (54%) and nonlisteners (56%) attended at 
that rate. More of his listeners identify themselves as born-again Christians 
(39%, 38%, and 42% in three surveys from 1996 to 2004) than do listeners 
to other talk radio (23%, 36%, and 32%) and nonlisteners (30%, 36%, and 
37%). As fi gure 6.1 indicates, in NAES 2004, Limbaugh’s listeners were the 
most frequent churchgoers of those in the conservative media’s audience, and 
the Journal’s readers were the least.

Still, the Journal creates editorials hospitable to churchgoers when it 
champions adoption,20 argues that “short of unimaginable police tactics” 
one cannot reasonably suppose that “teaching about religion can be divorced 
from the American education with which it is inextricably bound up as a 
central fact of our heritage,”21 and suggests that “the school prayer decision 
is a symbol of what’s wrong with the activist judiciary” while proposing a 
text for a school prayer amendment to the Constitution.22 These are positions 
Limbaugh shares.

For religious conservatives, politics and religion mesh to create a world-
view opposed to moral relativism. “The umbrella under which all of the other 
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things like abortion would come,” says Limbaugh, “is moral absolutes. These 
are people who have a defi nite idea of what’s right and wrong, what is sinful 
and virtuous and they’re not afraid of saying so, and at the same time they are 
viewed to be people who condemn others for their moral failures.” Attacks on 
moral relativism tap a core value that is then tied to issue positions on such 
issues as abortion and stem cell research.

The focus on concerns relevant to churchgoers characterizes Fox’s treat-
ment of what its regular hosts portray as an attack on Christmas.

For much of the day, FNC grinds out news that looks a lot like what 
everyone else offers but with snappier graphics and faster pacing. You 
have to pay attention to understand stories they do, like the current 
obsession with anything perceived as anti-Christmas (such as a ban on 
public displays of Christian celebration), to understand there is always 
an agenda.23

As Limbaugh’s defense of the Mel Gibson’s movie The Passion suggests, 
conservative media defend the concerns of the churchgoing audience. “So 
now what does the left attack the President for?” Limbaugh asked in his 
April 2004 newsletter.

His belief in God! . . . Well, I’m going to predict something. If enough 
voters hear Bob Woodward berate Bush for relying on God, get ready 
for it. “The Passion of the Christ II” at the polls. . . . Let them impugn 
the President of the United States for his belief in the Almighty, let 
them impugn the President of the United States for his admitting that 
he prays for the safety of troops and the American people, let them 
make fun of him for that. They’re going to pay the price.

Using the contrastive rhetoric we examined in chapter 1, Limbaugh charac-
terized Kerry’s base by saying, “They hate God; they hate people of religion. 
They’re afraid of them.”24

Older, Educated White Males with Higher-

Than-Average Incomes

On issues, the conservative message appeals to men more than women. Few 
issues are as directly focused on gender as the questions whether the Consti-
tution should be amended to enshrine equal rights for women, and whether 
Roe v. Wade should be modifi ed or overturned. Answers to these questions 
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divide on gender lines. The 1980 platform of the Republican Party opposed 
the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) and pledged to appoint federal judges 
who respected “the sanctity of innocent life.” Consistent with the notion 
that its audience is more socially liberal, as we note elsewhere, the Journal 
did not take a strong stand against the decision in Roe v. Wade or against the 
ERA. The battle over the ERA had ended long before Limbaugh was nation-
ally syndicated. Limbaugh and the Republican Party are in lockstep, how-
ever, on many of the issues that divide men and women voters. More women 
than men favor family medical leave. Republican men are more likely than 
Republican women to be prolife. More men than women oppose gun control, 
including the assault weapons ban.

Limbaugh and the Republican Party are also in tune with the circum-
stances in which men are more likely to fi nd themselves than women. More 
women than men make the minimum wage; Limbaugh and the Journal oppose 
increases in it. Women are the benefi ciaries of public affi rmative action; Lim-
baugh and the Journal oppose it as “quotas.” And, importantly, men are more 
likely to be economically well-off than women, a status that means that on 
average they are more likely than women to be advantaged by Republican tax 
policies. Specifi cally, “with the increase in single females from 1960 to 2000, 
females have become a notably larger share of the lowest [income] quintile 
respondents and a smaller share of the top quintile.”25

Because the audiences for the Journal, Fox, and Limbaugh’s show are pre-
dominantly white, championing “equal opportunity” and opposing “quotas” 
has special relevance to them. The Journal argues that “the application of 
racial and gender quotas has become a corrupting and divisive process that 
violates our Constitutional heritage of equal rights and fairness.”26 “I made 
the point in the early eighties, mid eighties when this all started,” Limbaugh 
recalled in April 2007. “Affi rmative action is about making sure that the race 
wars never end” (April 12, 2007).

The Limbaugh audience remained disproportionately male between 1996 
and 2004, with 61% of listeners on that half of the gender divide in 1996 
and 64.2% in 2004. Limbaugh attracts a higher percentage of male listeners 
(above 60%) than do other hosts overall. This difference remained relatively 
stable from 1996 to 2004.27 Both the Journal and Limbaugh attract signifi -
cantly more men than women. Whereas most cable networks attract more 
women than men, Fox attracts each in about equal numbers.

Nowhere are the stylistic differences clearer between Limbaugh’s barroom 
approach to issues and the Journal’s seminar-like discussions than on femi-
nism. Whereas Limbaugh paints with a broad brush, dismissing all feminists 
on some shows, the Journal marks off those who hold what its sees as extreme 
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views. “For years, I’ve been telling you that the feminist leadership is basically 
anti-male,” noted Limbaugh in the early 1990s.28 Limbaugh has consistently 
treated feminism as a nemesis. “I blast feminists because they’re liberal,” 
he reports in 2007. “Feminism is liberal. It screwed women up as I was 
coming of age in my early twenties. . . . It changed naturally designed roles 
and behaviors and basically, they’re trying to change human nature which 
they can’t do” (May 21, 2007). Limbaugh famously coined the term “femi-
Nazi” as a derogatory term for “a very small, hard-core group of militants” 
that he says in his second book he distinguishes “from well-intentioned but 
misguided people who call themselves ‘feminists.’ ”29 Limbaugh’s Life Truth 
Number 24, posted on his website, is that “feminism was established so as to 
allow unattractive women easier access to the mainstream of society.” There 
is apparently no comparable movement to facilitate the social integration of 
unattractive men.

The more measured tone of the Journal was on display in its editorial 
“Equality and the Equal Rights Amendment,” in which it acknowledged 
that women were discriminated “against in several vital ways (unequal pay 
for equal work) and many lesser but still important ways (denial of credit, 
laws regulating their occupations and hours of work, giving brothers prefer-
ence over sisters in administering estates)” but added that it had some doubts 
about whether these concerns rose to the level needed to justify amending the 
Constitution. At the same time, the Journal castigated “the ultra liberal femi-
nists who blur distinctions and appear bent on creating animosities where 
none existed” and the “ideological frenzy that seeks to portray motherhood 
and marriage as somehow morally corrupt and intellectually debilitating.”30 
The audience envisioned by the Journal editorial is the business community. 
So the piece suggests that “private employers who treat women as merely a 
fractional equivalent of males deserve all the wrath and censure their dis-
criminatory policy brings down upon them.”

Southerners

The solid Republican South has been the foundation on which Republican 
presidential candidates since Richard Nixon have built electoral majori-
ties. As table 6.1 shows, both Fox and Limbaugh draw more than 1 in 3 of 
their audience members from that region. Since in the next chapter we argue 
that Limbaugh builds his attack on cultural elites on the premise that they 
despise southerners, we will reserve discussion of the ways the conservative 
media speak to this segment of the country for that chapter.
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In sum, Limbaugh and the Journal justify the policies of conservative 
Reagan Republicanism to a target audience that is disproportionately male, 
upper-middle-class and upper-class, churchgoing, and southern. This audi-
ence constitutes both the Republican base and, if it remains loyal, the elector-
ate required to ensure election of a Republican president. In the next chapter, 
we begin our examination of the functions performed by the conservative 
opinion media by showing how the Journal and Limbaugh vetted Republi-
can candidates in presidential primaries in 1992–2008 and have held those 
elected accountable to their brand of Reagan conservatism.



7
Vetting Candidates for Offi ce

In days gone by, party power brokers safeguarded their constituencies’ 
interests by selecting candidates who delivered the promised agenda once 

in offi ce. Dependent on their party for resources and workers, candidates and 
offi ceholders toed the party line. Those toying with ideological defection 
knew that doing so risked the loss of the resources required to be nomi-
nated or elected. In the candidate-party relationship, the party had the upper 
hand. One result was a political arena brimming with party-reliant, party-
 representing offi ceholders.

Direct state-run primaries and the ability of candidates to appeal to vot-
ers through the mass media turned that world on its head. No longer could 
 parties control the selection of candidates. Now the party was as likely to 
refl ect the nominee as the nominee the party. Into that world stepped the 
conservative opinion media.

Through his nationally syndicated radio program, Limbaugh, for example, 
helps his audience choose from among those contending in the Republican 
presidential primaries.1 He is able to do so because, as we argued earlier, his 
audience contains a large number of conservatives who are likely voters. When 
his views and those of some in his audience diverge, he enters this arena with 
only a slight risk, confi dent that he controls the ability of callers to express 
their dissent. Although the Wall Street Journal does not endorse candidates, its 
editorials and op-ed pieces offer similar opinions on the merits of candidates’ 
proposals and on their standing as conservatives. We focus on Limbaugh’s 
messages because our survey data permit us to assess their possible effects.

In presidential primaries as well as in the California recall race of 2003, 
Limbaugh used the sorts of Reaganesque conservative criteria we examined 
in chapter 4 to vet candidates. He allies his favorites with Ronald Reagan 
and his nemeses with “liberals.” In 1992 and 1996, Texas Independent Ross 
Perot was on Limbaugh’s list of undesirables. Whereas in the New Hamp-
shire primary of 1992 Limbaugh endorsed conservative presidential aspirant 
Pat Buchanan, a former Nixon speechwriter, for his no-new-taxes attacks 
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on incumbent President George W. Bush, in 1996, Limbaugh blacklisted 
Buchanan for his protectionist stands. In 2000, Limbaugh hammered the 
candidacy of Arizona senator John McCain. Confronted with Arnold Schwar-
zenegger, a social liberal but fi scal conservative, in the 2003 California 
gubernatorial recall, Limbaugh hedged his bets, trying to keep the candi-
dacy of conservative Tom McClintock alive while urging Schwarzenegger 
to adopt anti-tax-and-spend messages. In the primaries of 2008, Limbaugh 
actively opposed the candidacies of Governor Mike Huckabee and Sena-
tor John McCain and suggested that former Massachusetts governor Mitt 
Romney came closer than they to Limbaugh’s expectations. When we have 
been able to study this process, as we were in the presidential primaries of 
1996, 2000, and 2008, we have found suggestive evidence that Limbaugh’s 
 message  matters.

1992: Bill Clinton

Clinton’s centrist Democratic appeal to the middle class co-opted three cen-
tral premises of the Reagan revolution. His was a campaign constructed on 
the realization that middle-class voters “have not trusted us in national elec-
tions to defend our national interests abroad, to put their values into social 
policies at home, or to take their tax money and spend it with discipline.”2 
With the Cold War over and voters perceiving the economy as a liability, not 
an asset, for the Republican incumbent, as we argued in chapter 4, Limbaugh 
and the Journal focused on casting Clinton and his policies as potentially dan-
gerous, extreme, and “liberal.”

The 1990–91 recession, coupled with the Bush tax increase, multiplied 
the chances that the alliance Reagan forged in 1984 would fracture in the 
1992 general election. In the primaries, the incumbent Republican president 
confronted a challenge from the Right as Patrick Buchanan took on George 
H. W. Bush over his tax increase. The forty-fi rst president also faced a third-
party challenge from Texas billionaire businessman H. Ross Perot, who had 
little good to say about Bush’s time in offi ce. In the primaries Limbaugh backed 
Buchanan against Bush and attacked Perot for dividing the vote and jeopardiz-
ing Republicans’ hold on the Oval Offi ce. Buchanan “made it clear that the 
heart and soul of the Republican Party is conservatism,”3 noted Limbaugh.

In the runup to the general election of 1992, Limbaugh and the edito-
rial page of the Journal shared the view that by reneging on his 1988 pledge 
“Read My Lips, No New Taxes,” the incumbent president had betrayed con-
servatives and made a political mistake. “It’s now established,” editorialized 
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the Journal in early March 1992, “that the budget deal . . . will stand as one of 
the great political mistakes. Before the deal, Mr. Bush stood for something; 
after the deal, many of his constituents concluded he stood for nothing.”4 
“The Reagan legacy has suffered most . . . at the hands of the man whom 
 Ronald Reagan did so much to elect, George Bush,”5 noted the Journal in 
August 1992. Among the factors contributing “to the anti-incumbent mood 
prevalent in America today,” Limbaugh wrote in 1992, was “George Bush’s 
abandonment of the Ronald Reagan legacy.”6

1992: Ross Perot

Limbaugh recognized the extent to which the candidacy of Ross Perot threat-
ened Republicans’ ability to hold the White House. Employing strategies 
usually reserved for Democrats, he labeled Perot, who at one point bested 
both incumbent George H. W. Bush and Democratic challenger Bill Clinton 
in the polls, “the little hand grenade with a bad haircut.” Limbaugh was not 
alone in seeing the Perot candidacy as a problem. A Journal editorial noted, 
“We now get Candidate Perot threatening to wreck a U.S. presidential elec-
tion, merely so he can run out his $40 million of ads.”7

Part of Limbaugh’s audience saw Perot as a better choice than George 
H. W. Bush. In 2003, Limbaugh recalled the fi rst half of 1992, when he “was 
warning you people that you were making a mistake, and you were telling 
me I was wrong, and it got to the point that the hero worship of Ross Perot 
was such that it didn’t matter what he stood for. I had people calling me on 
the phone.” At the time, he reported, his syndication partners worried that 
his opposition to Perot would drive away his audience. Chuckling, Limbaugh 
recalled that the ratings books proved them wrong. Perot “made promise 
after promise, then broke them all,” noted Limbaugh in 1992. “I shouted 
till I was without voice that his entire campaign was based on the profound 
deceit of manipulating people into thinking they had created his candidacy, 
when in fact it was he who had orchestrated the whole thing.”8

The conservative media’s concerns about Perot were justifi ed by the elec-
tion results. He lured from the Reagan coalition many who were unhappy 
with what they saw as big government’s profl igate ways and disregard for 
the defi cit under the Republican president. In 1992, “Perot’s voters were, in 
general, the middle- to lower-middle-income portion of the Reagan-Bush 
coalition, who saw their livelihoods recede during the Bush presidency.”9 As 
the Journal noted after the election, Perot’s total vote “approached a remark-
able 30% in such GOP bastions as Kansas, Utah and Nevada.”10
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The 1992 election splintered the Reagan coalition. Indeed, as Democratic 
pollster Stan Greenberg notes, that election “brought historic collapse for the 
Republicans. The Republican presidential vote sank 16 percentage points from 
George Bush’s performance in 1988 and 21 points from Ronald Reagan’s in 
1984, the high point of Republican ascendancy.”11 The conservative opinion 
media, which had opposed the Bush tax increase, drew one overarching lesson 
from the 1992 election: betray Reagan conservatism and lose elections.

As Republican contenders argued over the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA), abortion rights, the fl at tax, and each other’s records 
during the 1996 primaries, Republican Party leaders remained on the side-
lines. Not so Limbaugh. In 1996, when the Republican Party was functionally 
leaderless, Limbaugh continued to provide a coherent, consistent ideological 
frame through which his Republican followers could see their party and its 
opponent, the “liberals”—including the incumbent Democratic president.

During the 1996 primaries, the Journal and Limbaugh boosted Forbes 
and bashed Buchanan. A Journal editorial called Forbes “the party’s most 
Reaganite candidate.”12 The Journal placed distance between itself and 
 Buchanan’s views on trade as well by describing his mission as “chasing the 
fool’s gold of protectionism and nativism.”13 Consistent with the view that 
the conservative media offer Republicans advice on how to hew to conserva-
tism and win, a Journal editorial cautioned Republican contender and even-
tual nominee Bob Dole: “instead of imitating Mr. Buchanan, Mr. Dole would 
do better to start emulating Mr. Forbes.”14

At the same time, Limbaugh refurbished the anti-Perot line of attack he had 
devised in 1992. The Journal took Perot on as well. An editorial proclaimed 
“his candidacy is the best thing going for the Washington status quo.”15

1996: Steve Forbes

Limbaugh did more publicly to thwart the candidacy of Pat Buchanan and 
advance the cause of Steve Forbes than any spokesperson for the Republican 
Party. On February 28, 1996, Limbaugh indicated: “There’s somebody who’s 
closer [to my views], but he’s not all the way there—this is not an endorse-
ment—it’s Forbes.” To his listeners Limbaugh argued that “virtually every-
thing” Forbes proposed and his opponents ridiculed was going to be part 
of the platform—tax reform, Social Security reform, and “policies  oriented 
toward economic growth” (February 20, 1996). Limbaugh responded to news 
that Forbes was dropping out by leaving the studio, to show “in my own way 
to all of you Buchanan ballers and all of you Perotistas [that] I consider Steve 
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Forbes’s message as important as anything else in America today. . . . Unlike 
you . . . I will not demand ‘my way’ or ‘no way’ ” (March 14, 1996). Consistent 
with Limbaugh’s views, his regular listeners were more likely to support a 
fl at tax, the centerpiece of the Forbes candidacy, than were listeners to other 
political talk. (See the appendix to this chapter on our website). Limbaugh’s 
support of a fl at tax continued in 2002. “The whole root of the progressive 
tax system is, in essence, unfair and based on some people setting arbitrary 
judgments,” Limbaugh noted (December 3, 2002).

The Journal, too, praised Forbes’s basic philosophy. Although the fl at tax 
had been popularized on the editorial pages of the Journal by economists 
Robert Hall and Alvin Rabushka and the Journal had noted in 1992 that it 
was “favorably inclined toward the fl at tax,16” in 1996 the Journal was not 
ready for wholesale commitment to it. “We’ve deferred judgment on the fl at 
tax itself,” it editorialized, “while noting that it clearly pushes tax policy in 
the proper direction—to ultimately lower marginal rates for all.” But it was 
the second prong of the Reagan legacy that the Journal found most appealing 
about Forbes. “Indeed, the Forbes proposal we like most of all is his intention 
to build strategic defenses against missiles.”17

1996: Ross Perot

Not only did Limbaugh implicitly advocate Forbes in 1996 but also he 
 maintained a steady drumbeat of opposition to Perot and his “Perotistas.” From 
Limbaugh’s perspective, Perot’s followers belonged in the Republican fold. 
 Limbaugh told Perot’s followers: you’re going to waste your chance to take 
the country back by voting for Ross Perot. “You’re going to end up third in a 
three- or four-person race, and your vote is going to do nothing but further the 
advances of those who stand in the way of what you want” (March 29, 1996).18

1996: Pat Buchanan

Attracted by Buchanan’s opposition to taxes, Limbaugh supported his run 
against incumbent George H. W. Bush in the 1992 New Hampshire pri-
mary. But on the issue that had taken center stage in 1996 for Buchanan, a 
populist protectionist, he had strayed from Limbaugh’s free trade, free mar-
ket conservatism by championing taxes in the form of tariffs on imports and 
protectionism.19 In Limbaugh’s view, both meant an increased role for big 
government. His doubts about Buchanan put Limbaugh at odds with part 
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of his core audience. “You’ve got Clinton sounding like Buchanan,” he said 
on March 5, 1996. “You’ve got Buchanan sounding like Clinton. And Rush 
sounds like Rush.”

Because talk radio callers are more conservative than either non-call- making 
listeners or the population at large, it is unsurprising that Buchanan’s support-
ers frequently called talk radio shows in 1996. Indeed, Talk Daily’s analysis of 
60 hours of shows in February 19–23 found that they had seven times as many 
pro-Buchanan callers as pro-Dole ones (63 to 9) and that Buchanan fans out-
numbered those of Dole, Lamar Alexander, and Forbes combined by almost 
3 to 1.20 This raised the prospect that talk radio would mobilize Buchanan 
voters and sympathizers whose reluctance to embrace his candidacy was based 
in the conviction that he could not win. But that didn’t happen.

Determining whether Limbaugh played a role in that outcome is com-
plicated. Limbaugh took on Buchanan head-on, arguing that he was not a 
conservative (February 21, 1996) at all but a progovernment,  Washington-
establishment protectionist whose views coincided with those of labor unions. 
“If anybody’s part of the Beltway establishment, it’s Pat Buchanan” (February 
26, 1996).

“You think . . . you are the leaders of the antigovernment movement,” said 
Limbaugh to the Buchananites, “but you are not. You are asking government 
to come in and protect your job—just as . . . any of the liberals asking the gov-
ernment to protect something in their life. . . . Liberalism is designed to help 
you feel better and I think that’s what Buchanan’s ‘conservatism of the heart’ 
really means.” “One of the things that worries me about this redefi nition of 
conservatism [by Buchanan],” noted Limbaugh in early March, “is that now 
there’s going to be a sect of the conservative movement which wants govern-
ment action on its behalf ” (March 3, 1996).

Limbaugh’s attacks on Buchanan capitalized on the fact that “liberal” and 
“Democrat” are pejoratives in Limbaugh’s lexicon and specifi c “liberal Dem-
ocrats” are routinely vilifi ed. For example, Limbaugh likened Buchanan’s 
positions to those of Edward Kennedy (D. Mass.), David Bonior (D. Mich.), 
and Dick Gephardt (D. Mo.) on trade and to Hillary Clinton’s proposed “big 
government” “health care takeover” (February 12, February 21).

Limbaugh’s position on Buchanan pitted him against Ronald Reagan’s 
son, talk show host Michael Reagan, who noted, “Rush Limbaugh may run 
around with a letter from my dad, but Pat Buchanan’s running around with 
delegates for a convention, which is a heck of a lot more important at this 
point in time” (February 25, 1996).

In response to Limbaugh’s refusal to champion the candidate they saw as 
the true conservative in the race, insurrection broke out among callers who 
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argued that it was unfair of Limbaugh to say that Buchanan sounded like 
Clinton. A self-identifi ed former Limbaugh fan went so far as to claim to 
despise Limbaugh for trying to destroy Buchanan. Dolores accused Limbaugh 
of injecting an “underhanded zing” into his discussion of Buchanan. Chris-
tina wanted Limbaugh to apologize for being unfair to Buchanan. Indeed, 
in an apparent attempt to channel the information into mainstream news, 
Limbaugh expressed surprise that Vladimir Zhirinovsky’s “endorsement” of 
Buchanan had received scant news coverage, which Limbaugh said pleased 
him, because Zhirinovsky was a “nut.” Zhirinovsky led an opposition party 
during Gorbachev’s time in the 1990s.

In mid-March 1996, Limbaugh altered his screening policy. Justifying 
the resulting drop in pro-Buchanan calls, he said he didn’t want to listen to 
“campaign speeches.” “If you don’t like the rules, call some other show where 
they’re interested in that. . . . We have conversations here. We don’t open this 
program up to people who make speeches” (March 12, 1996).

However, throughout the exchanges about Buchanan, Limbaugh worked 
hard not to drive Buchanan’s supporters from the party, a move in keeping 
with both those we will describe shortly in the 2003 California guberna-
torial race and with a party’s traditional function of assembling winning 
coalitions. “If the Buchanan brigades out there are mocked and impugned, 
laughed at and made fun of,” intoned Limbaugh, “you can kiss [the presi-
dency] goodbye” (February 21, 1996). If the party wanted to retake the 
White House and hold the House, it should not marginalize either Buchanan 
or his supporters, said Limbaugh, because it “is going to need those votes” 
(February 21).

Our three-wave 1996 national survey suggested that Limbaugh did in 
fact affect his listeners’ impression of Buchanan but that his anti-Buchanan 
posture also took a toll on his popularity with his regular listeners. Fig-
ures 7.1 and 7.2 show that in the Limbaugh listening group, attitudes 
toward Buchanan became less favorable over time but so, too, did attitudes 
toward Limbaugh himself. Especially telling is the fi nding that those who 
had not listened to Limbaugh’s show at all in the previous week became 
more favorable toward Buchanan (an increase of .22) while those listening for 
at least one to two days became less favorable (−.28). Changes in attitudes 
toward Limbaugh himself also depended on listening in the prior week, with 
those listening most becoming less positive and those listening less changing 
not at all.

An interesting pattern emerged when we separated regular Limbaugh 
 listeners into those who had not listened at all during the period of the sur-
vey, those who listened sometimes, and those who tuned in almost daily. The 
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differences among the groups are displayed in fi gures 7.1 and 7.2. Among 
Limbaugh regulars, those listening more frequently changed most toward 
both Buchanan and Limbaugh. This group accepted his attacks against 
Buchanan but penalized him for making them. Those Limbaugh regulars not 
listening during the studied period changed favorably toward Buchanan and 
not at all toward Limbaugh. Although other possible causes cannot be ruled 
out, Limbaugh’s attacks on Buchanan provide one possible explanation for 
changes in attitudes both toward Buchanan and toward Limbaugh himself.

The drop in listener affection for Limbaugh during the same period may 
be the audience’s way of responding to cognitively inconsistent information. 
A valued source speaking negatively about a highly regarded person could 
well produce change in evaluations of the source. Such a process could explain 
the shift in Limbaugh’s listeners’ attitudes toward him and is consistent with 
the absence of change in attitudes among listeners to other conservative talk 
radio during the same period.

Whether these changes can be attributed to the content of Limbaugh’s com-
mentary or to other outside forces or to both is not completely certain. However, 
there is a good circumstantial case for Limbaugh’s impact from the survey evi-
dence and from the content of Limbaugh’s rhetoric toward Buchanan in the time 
period. (For technical details see the appendix to this chapter on our website.)

Some analysts credit Limbaugh’s consistent defense of free trade and 
attacks on protectionism with guiding the Republican Party away from the 
path advocated by Buchanan in the 1990s. In an interview with Limbaugh, 
Michael Barone, author of The Almanac of American Politics, noted that “one 
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avenue the Republican Party might have taken [when Clinton was in offi ce] 
is the Patrick Buchanan avenue: isolationism, negativism, dislike of other 
people who are different from you, protectionism.” But, he told Limbaugh, 
“You spoke out consistently against those things to the core audience that 
Buchanan was aiming at, and he failed completely, and you . . . played a great 
role in shaping opinion in the 1990s” (November 12, 2004). Although our 
1996 survey was not large enough to isolate Journal readers, it is important 
to note here that Limbaugh and the Journal embraced mutually consistent 
positions on trade in the 1996 campaign.

2000: John McCain

Whereas Forbes and Buchanan were Limbaugh’s targets in 1992 and 1996, 
in 2000 Arizona senator John McCain received the Limbaugh treatment. In 
the primaries of that year, Limbaugh argued that McCain was a Rockefeller 
Republican trying to pry the party out of the hands of the Christian conserva-
tives. Followers of John McCain were labeled “McCainiacs.”

After McCain’s victory in the New Hampshire primary, Limbaugh began 
an aggressive attack reminiscent of the one he launched against Buchanan 
in 1996. Just as he had done with Buchanan, he likened McCain to Clinton. 
“Limbaugh’s just beating the hell out of McCain,” said Michael Harrison, 
the editor of a publication focused on talk radio.21 “He’s found McCain to 
be a temporary replacement for Bill Clinton.” The media was “orgasmic” 
over McCain, concluded Limbaugh. The “love ‘em and leave ‘em liberals” 
were responsible for his success at the ballot box. In a parody on the show, 
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a woman sang of McCain: “He’s the candidate that I adore / He can keep my 
tax cut and I’ll be poor / and I’ll smile and send him more.” Just as Limbaugh 
may have moved his listeners against Buchanan in 1996, so, too, he may have 
shifted attitudes against McCain in 2000.

Data from NAES 2000 indicate that listening to Limbaugh negatively 
affected New Hampshirites’ postprimary favorability ratings of McCain, even 
after taking into account how favorable they were to him before the New Hamp-
shire primary. (See the appendix to this chapter at our website.) Although their 
self-reported votes for McCain were not signifi cantly affected by listening to 
Limbaugh,22 the direction of the effect is the same as for favorability to McCain. 
This suggests that Limbaugh’s attacks on McCain reduced his audience’s favor-
able response to McCain and were tending to reduce the likelihood of their vot-
ing for him as well. However, where the effects on favorability are signifi cant, 
the results on vote intention are not. This lack of signifi cance may be a function 
of the strong preprimary intention to vote on postprimary intention, which 
takes up most of the variation in intention allowing little room for change.

In other words, after the New Hampshire primary, Limbaugh listen-
ers became much less favorable toward McCain, even controlling for their 
 preprimary favorability. The data also indicate a negative infl uence from 
listening to Limbaugh prior to Super Tuesday. Specifi cally, before Super 
Tuesday, those in Super Tuesday states who listened to Limbaugh were less 
favorable toward McCain23 and had less strong intentions of voting for him. 
Being part of Limbaugh’s audience was associated with lower favorability 
toward candidate McCain and this audience had a lower intention to vote for 
him in Super Tuesday states.

There was no additional change after the Super Tuesday primary. Those 
in Super Tuesday states who listened to Limbaugh were not less likely to 
approve of McCain or less likely to report having voted for him after the pri-
mary. We surmise that Limbaugh’s infl uence on perceptions of McCain was 
felt early in the primary season (New Hampshire was February 1) rather than 
later (Super Tuesday was March 7). (For results summarizing these effects see 
the tables on our website.)24

Just as Limbaugh’s attacks on Buchanan in 1996 angered some in his 
audience, so did the 2000 attacks on McCain. “‘Rush really has gone over-
board in his bashing of McCain, but I guess it’s understandable since Rush 
represents the status quo, and Senator McCain is attacking the status quo,” 
said Tom Abbott, a conservative from Oklahoma who reports having listened 
to Limbaugh for years.25

The assault on McCain persisted after Bush’s election. Both on his radio 
show and elsewhere, Limbaugh dismissed McCain as a Democrat. In an 
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 interview with Tim Russert, Limbaugh listed McCain as a prospective Dem-
ocratic candidate in 2004. “Wait,” Russert said. “He’s a Republican.” “So 
they say,” responded Limbaugh (November 23, 2002). In a parody by Paul 
Shanklin, played on the radio show and available for purchase on the website, 
“McCain” sings “Just call me maverick John McCain / My only straight talk is 
my name. With the Left I often vote / It’s just to get old Trent Lott’s goat.”

Limbaugh disapproved of a key piece of legislation McCain champi-
oned—a campaign fi nance reform bill McCain sponsored with Senator Russ 
Feingold (D. Wis.). Moreover, in the spring of 2007 the two were at odds 
over immigration reform. Limbaugh also regards McCain as self-important. 
“Senator McCain says President Bush must consult allies and him before 
any action in Iraq,” said Limbaugh. “Well, McCain said ‘Congress’ but he is 
Congress in his own mind” (August 23, 2002). McCain characterized Lim-
baugh in turn as a “circus clown” and then apologized saying, “I regret that 
statement because my offi ce was fl ooded with angry phone calls from circus 
clowns all over America. They resent that comparison, and so I would like to 
extend my apologies to Bozo, Chuckles and Krusty.”26

2003: Arnold Schwarzenegger

Quoting snippets of Limbaugh’s commentary on candidates diminishes one’s 
sense of both the coherence of his rhetoric and the adaptive nuances that 
refresh his arguments as events emerge and circumstances change. To convey 
a sense of his pragmatic dexterity as an opinion and party leader, we iden-
tifi ed an instance in which the Republican most likely to win the party’s 
nomination and the election was not the one most closely aligned with Lim-
baugh: the 2003 gubernatorial recall election in California. This race also 
permitted us to observe Limbaugh facing a situation analogous to the revolt 
of Buchanan-supporting callers in 1996. Finally, the recall election revealed 
how Limbaugh responded to the candidacy of a popular actor whose ideologi-
cal identity was largely unknown as the contest began.

The California election pitted Limbaugh’s desire to hold Republicans 
to a conservative standard against his desire to see this infl uential state 
in the hands of a Republican governor. The true conservative in the race 
and Limbaugh’s favorite was the long-shot state senator Tom McClintock. 
Before polls confi rmed that McClintock had little chance, in mid-August 
it looked as though Limbaugh would oppose actor and businessman Arnold 
Schwarzenegger’s bid. However, he cautioned, “I’ve not come out against 
Schwarzenegger yet, but I guess my lack of support is being interpreted as 
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the same as being against him. But don’t make that mistake. It’s too soon, 
folks” (August 13, 2003).

One of Limbaugh’s challenges as a talk show host is holding the atten-
tion of listeners. That task is eased when the audience confronts a diffi cult 
choice, in this case, between supporting a solid social and fi scal conserva-
tive and ensuring that a social liberal but presumably fi scally conservative 
Republican wins the race. The California case also raised questions for which 
there was not a ready conservative answer. For instance, did Schwarzenegger’s 
pragmatism, personal style, and tax-cutting disposition qualify the former 
Mr. Universe and current box offi ce draw as an heir of the revered Ronald 
Reagan? What troubled conservatives was the fact that the person in ques-
tion was married to the niece of liberal icon Edward Kennedy, had advocated 
a California ballot initiative increasing funding for after-school programs, 
opposed the impeachment of Bill Clinton, and was on record supporting gun 
control, gay rights, and abortion rights.27

Some self-identifi ed conservatives in Limbaugh’s audience saw Schwar-
zenegger as one of their own and viewed Limbaugh’s ambivalence as prob-
lematic. A caller reported, “I’m furious at you. I can’t even say mega dittos. 
I am a conservative, California Republican, and I am so angry at you right 
now that my anger exceeds my fear of talking with you. I am so angry that you 
are not backing Arnold Schwarzenegger for governor.” Limbaugh responds, 
“I never said I opposed or supported Arnold or anyone else in this race.”

On the following program (August 15), Limbaugh certifi ed Schwarzeneg-
ger’s authenticity, noting that he had “long said that Arnold has made no 
secret of his liberalism, so it’s not like he’s pretending he’s something he’s not 
just to win votes.” Early in the recall process (August 12, 2003),  Limbaugh 
indicated “Arnold Schwarzenegger is not a conservative. He may be con-
servative on certain issues. . . . But it is important that we be intellectually 
honest. . . . Schwarzenegger is not Reaganesque. The similarity is they’re both 
actors. That’s where it ends. There’s no policy similarity.”

To those who said it would be good to have a governor with the Republican 
“R” behind his name, Limbaugh cautioned, “issues matter,” and instructed 
listeners to vote on candidates’ stands on issues. He added, “California has 
no money. Its debt is stretched to the limit; Schwarzenegger’s campaigning 
on a theme of government doing even more than it is now. The two don’t 
go together. . . . Liberal Republicans never do establish a movement that will 
help the Republican Party build a foundation for future victories.”

Schwarzenegger’s past statements made it impossible to argue that he 
is a social conservative. But his business background could be cast as evi-
dence that on economic matters he was a true believer. That is the frame 



vetting candidates for office | 117

that  Limbaugh-the-pragmatic-party-leader adopted on August 20, when he 
noted, “We’ve got a golden opportunity out here in California if Schwar-
zenegger would simply be who he is.”

I think Schwarzenegger is a conservative. . . . Not based on anything he 
said. I think Schwarzenegger’s natural inclinations, when he arrived in 
this country and who he is (I know there’s the Kennedy thing there) 
I think that’s who he is. . . . If Schwarzenegger would simply run on a 
conservative fi scal agenda, he would win. He doesn’t need to do all of 
this stuff to go to “the middle.” He doesn’t need Warren Buffett there. 
He doesn’t need to talk about raising taxes.

If Schwarzenegger would run as a fi scal conservative, he seemed to have 
 Limbaugh’s blessing.

Limbaugh appears to be instructing Schwarzenegger on how to appeal 
to conservatives while at the same time featuring a facet of conservatism not 
at odds with Schwarzenegger’s past statements. Limbaugh easily could have 
cast Schwarzenegger as a liberal by featuring his marriage to a Kennedy and 
his social policy positions. Instead Limbaugh portrayed him as a person who 
had succeeded in business and invested wisely—the biography of a conserva-
tive in the making. How did Limbaugh know that Schwarzenegger might be 
a conservative after all? “I can tell you [by] the way Arnold Schwarzenegger 
invests and lives his life and runs his own businesses, there’s nothing liberal 
about it. There just isn’t.”

The same program showed the extent to which Limbaugh felt confl icted. 
He said,

You have [Democratic Lt. Governor] Bustamante offering nothing dif-
ferent than [incumbent Governor] Gray Davis, and you have Arnold 
saying he wants to bring businesses back so he can tax them, and con-
tinue the social programs that are in place out there. Both of them are 
basically advocating things that have led to the state’s problems.

Within fi ve days (August 25), Limbaugh was publicly advising 
 Schwarzenegger that he would “win big” if he talked

about revitalizing the Silicon Valley by creating enterprise zones 
where investment, creativity and opportunity will be encouraged via 
reduced regulations and taxes. I have no doubt that he’ll win big if he 
talks about building more power plants and removing the burdens on 
 businesses. This is what we won on in the eighties, and this is what led 
to the prosperity we enjoyed throughout the nineties.
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If the candidate will embrace the proposed agenda, then he will be incor-
porated into the “we” that won in the 1980s, a tacit assertion that adopting 
the conservative economic agenda would be suffi cient to ally Schwarzenegger 
and the person who won in the 1980s, Ronald Reagan.

After the gubernatorial debate on September 25, 2003, Limbaugh con-
fi rmed that he saw McClintock as the true conservative in the race: “Tom 
McClintock chose to stay above the fray, which he credited with gaining him 
$20,000 in campaign pledges and 4,000 new members on his website. He was 
totally unlike any of the others who appeared in this debate last night: clear, 
concise, detailed, and conservative from beginning to end.” In other words, 
unlike Schwarzenegger, McClintock is both a fi scal and a social conservative.

When the votes were counted, Schwarzenegger had captured 48% of 
the total cast and McClintock only 13%. Limbaugh framed the victory as a 
function of the actor’s conservative fi scal policies. The day after Californians 
elected Schwarzenegger, Limbaugh cautioned the White House not to mis-
read the lesson of California: “For instance, the lesson is not that being liberal 
on social issues and good on tax cuts is the right combination. . . . Arnold 
didn’t run on his liberal social views. They were known, yeah, but that’s not 
even what this election was about.” “Instead,” he said, “the fact is what we’ve 
had out there [in California with Davis] is pure liberalism and they [the 
people of California] just threw it out!”

Limbaugh now had it both ways. If Schwarzenegger was successful, it was 
because he followed Limbaugh’s advice about fi scal conservatism. If Schwar-
zenegger failed, Limbaugh could argue that he never contended that he was a 
pure conservative and never endorsed him. After Schwarzenegger won, Lim-
baugh noted: “Schwarzenegger repeatedly emphasized he would repeal and 
cut taxes. We cannot allow the message on his campaign to be distorted in 
an effort to diminish the power of the conservative ideas that won the day.”28 
At the same time, Limbaugh had preserved his status as the voice of conser-
vatism by championing McClintock.

As the Schwarzenegger and Buchanan cases attest, Limbaugh is ultimately 
interested in electing Republicans rather than Democrats. He is pragmatic 
about ensuring the election of those of as like mind as the electoral process 
permits. At the same time, he works diligently to hold potential defecting 
voters within the fold.

Consistent with the model he employs when addressing national poli-
tics, in an op-ed in the Journal, Limbaugh praised Governor Schwarzeneg-
ger when he hewed to Republican principles, for example when he lauded 
“liberty and capitalism” and invoked Ronald Reagan in his speech to the 
Republican Convention in 2004.29 By contrast, Limbaugh took Governor 
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Schwarzenegger on when he began talking about raising taxes ( January 19, 
2007) and supported an increase in California’s minimum wage and extend-
ing health care coverage for children (March 21, 2007; March 26, 2007). In 
the latter instances, Limbaugh’s position was unequivocal but his memory 
somewhat selective.

I have said he’s not a conservative—and, by the way, I want to remind 
all of you people in California, from the get-go I have told you he 
was not a conservative. He’s a good guy, but he’s not a conservative. 
He’s a Republican. . . . Governor Schwarzenegger ran for offi ce as a 
conservative. . . . Now, here’s the truth of the matter. Arnold Schwar-
zenegger has done the typical sellout move. (March 20, 2007)

On his website, Limbaugh posted what could be either a book cover or a 
movie poster featuring a menacing photo of Schwarzenegger. On the image is 
overlaid “Schwarzenegger. Get ready for the RINO ride of your life. TOTAL 
SELLOUT.” Whereas on the program Limbaugh credited Schwarzeneg-
ger with being a Republican albeit not a conservative, here he was labeled 
Republican In Name Only (RINO).

Limbaugh was not alone in his objections to Schwarzenegger’s shift to the 
left. In the Journal, John Fund observed:

Arnold Schwarzenegger used to claim he admired Ronald Reagan 
most “because he stuck by his principles when others wouldn’t.” But 
with his Rube Goldberg health plan Mr. Schwarzenegger has demon-
strated that at his core he prefers roles more suited to Tricky Dick than 
the Gipper. Should he succeed, the long term dream of nationalized 
health care held by Ted Kennedy, and Hillary Clinton, will be closer 
to reality than ever.30

Four days later, Fund echoed Limbaugh, noting that “the over-the-top absur-
dity of the Schwarzenegger statement [“It is not a tax, just a loan, because 
it does not go for general (expenditures)”] led Rush Limbaugh into fi ts of 
laughter last Friday. ‘Bill Clinton calling [tax increases] ‘investments’ was 
bad enough,’ Mr. Limbaugh says.”31

Driving Schwarzenegger from the Republican Party would not serve 
Limbaugh’s interests, however. Nor did Schwarzenegger want Limbaugh 
as a regular antagonist. When Schwarzenegger asked to come on the show, 
Limbaugh welcomed him. In a tough exchange, each defended his posi-
tion. The encounter closed with Limbaugh noting, “Governor, look, I’ve 
always liked you, and I’ve always admired you. . . . We’ve all got so much 
hope for you. Everybody wants you to be who you are. I know there are lots 
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of  Republicans . . . hoping you wake up one day and become a conservative 
again” (March 21, 2007). The next day, Limbaugh featured the fact that he 
is holding a cigar he received from Schwarzenegger. The cigar, he reported, 
arrived “via overnight courier” and “is one of his own personal cigars, com-
plete with his own band.” The humidor in which it came “has the Seal of the 
Governor of the State of California.” Schwarzenegger had autographed the 
box. So, said Limbaugh, “truce” (March 22, 2007).

During the course of the 2003 California recall campaign, Limbaugh 
assumed that his national audience was interested in the political implica-
tions of the California contest and in an outcome favorable to the Repub-
lican Party. He assumed as well that it would be better for conservatives if 
McClintock were to win. But a charismatic Republican committed to fi scal 
conservatism was preferable to a Democrat. So while helping McClintock, 
Limbaugh did nothing to cause his California listeners to turn from Schwar-
zenegger to the Democratic candidates. In other words, in this state-level 
election, as in the presidential primaries of 1992, 1996, and 2000, Limbaugh 
served as a pragmatic conservative opinion leader. Once Schwarzenegger was 
elected, Limbaugh treated him as he does other Republicans in power. The 
test in California politics, as on the national stage, is fi delity to Reagan’s 
principles.

Limbaugh is not alone among conservative opinion hosts in performing a 
candidate-selecting function. Using data from the political insiders’ guide the 
Hotline, in August 2007, the New York Times crafted a chart entitled “Track-
ing Face Time” that focused on “news programs on six major cable and net-
work channels this year through July 15.” During that period, former New 
York mayor and Republican presidential hopeful Rudy Giuliani garnered 
115 minutes on Fox, the highest total of any candidate. In an accompanying 
article, the Times noted that “more than half of those minutes, 78, were spent 
with Mr. Hannity, co-host of the ‘Hannity and Colmes’ talk show.”32 Later 
that month, Hannity appeared at a fundraiser for the Republican hopeful.33

2008: McCain, Huckabee, and Romney

With the 2008 primary season in the offi ng, Limbaugh reiterated the criteria 
he would apply in choosing a Republican candidate. “People ask me all the 
time,” he said on March 20, 2007,

“Have you chosen a Republican presidential candidate?” I answer, 
“Not yet,” and one of the things I’m concerned about is there’s not 
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one Reagan conservative in the bunch. . . . Don’t tell me that candidate 
A—be it Giuliani or Mitt Romney or McCain or whoever else—is the 
new Reagan. There isn’t a Reagan out there. . . . Conservatism is not 
subject to redefi nition on the basis of presidential candidates who are 
30% conservative, 40%, 50%. . . . That’s not the new conservatism, at 
least it won’t be for me.

As we noted in chapter 1, when social conservative and former Arkansas Gov-
ernor Mike Huckabee emerged as a serious contender in the weeks before the 
2008 Iowa caucuses, Limbaugh, writers on the Journal’s editorial pages, and 
some Fox commentators found his conservative credentials wanting. Another 
presidential contender remained in Limbaugh’s sights as well. On the eve of 
the Iowa vote, Limbaugh asked his audience:

If somebody told you that a conservative was someone who supported 
amnesty for illegal aliens, who supported limiting free political speech 
[this is a reference to McCain–Feingold], who embraced the ACLU’s 
brief for terrorist detainees getting U.S. constitutional rights, if some-
one told you that a conservative is someone who opposed tax cuts 
 during the Bush administration, and has recently confi rmed he would 
do it again, what would you say?

He answered his own question in a way longtime listeners could have antici-
pated: “I just described to you several of Senator McCain’s positions over the 
years. Now the idea that he’s a great conservative in this race is an affront to 
conservatives” ( January 2, 2008). The day after a debate following the New 
Hampshire Republican primary in January 2008, Limbaugh launched into 
an extended attack on McCain, who had won that contest. Limbaugh then 
concisely explained his rationale for the move. “I know people are asking, 
‘Rush, why are you doing this?’ I’ll tell you why I’m doing it because no 
Republican in the debate last night did it. Somebody has to do it.” On the 
day before the Republican South Carolina primary, which McCain had lost 
to Governor George W. Bush in 2000, Limbaugh asked listeners, “If you 
Republicans don’t mind McCain’s positions, then what is it about Hillary’s 
positions you dislike? They’re the same.” The next day, McCain won South 
Carolina. Limbaugh’s other nemesis, Mike Huckabee, came in second.

The conservative talk show host escalated his attacks on the Republican 
contender from Arizona in the days before and after McCain’s January 8 vic-
tory in the New Hampshire primary. “McCain has stabbed his own party in 
the back,” Limbaugh stated on February 4, “I can’t tell you how many times.” 
Consistent with our 1996 and 2000 fi ndings, after Rush Limbaugh began 
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strongly attacking John McCain’s conservative credentials in 2008, NAES 
data show that people who listened to the talk show host were more likely 
than the nonlistening population—including those who described themselves 
as conservatives—to believe that Senator McCain was a moderate. Before the 
New Hampshire primary about half of Limbaugh’s listeners said McCain was 
a conservative. That number dropped almost 12 percentage points (11.8%) 
after McCain won in New Hampshire. After January 8, the number of Lim-
baugh listeners who said McCain was a liberal jumped nine percentage points 
(9.1%). During this period, the political perceptions of McCain among non-
Limbaugh listeners remained stable. Immediately after the New Hampshire 
primary, Limbaugh listeners begin to shift away from their view that McCain 
is a conservative. These results hold after controlling for gender, race, educa-
tion, party identifi cation, and respondents’ own ideology.

Limbaugh’s listeners were more likely than conservatives not in his 
 audience to know that Senator McCain was the Republican endorsed by the 
New York Times (a frequent object of the host’s attack on the “liberal media”) 
and that he had opposed some of the Bush tax cuts. Controlling for gender, 
race, education, party identifi cation, and ideology, Limbaugh listeners were 
3.94 times more likely than nonlisteners to know that the New York Times 
endorsed Senator McCain and 3.75 times more likely than nonlisteners to 
know that Senator McCain had opposed some of President Bush’s tax cuts. 
In  addition to altering his listeners’ ideological placement of McCain and 
increasing their information about the New York Times’s endorsement and 
McCain’s tax record, listening to Limbaugh reduced his listeners’ sense of the 
senator’s trustworthiness.

Consistent with Limbaugh’s message during the period from the New 
Hampshire primary to Super Tuesday 2008, his listenership also increasingly 
came to share the view that former Arkansas governor Mike Huckabee was 
less conservative and former Massachusetts governor Mitt Romney more so 
than Limbaugh listeners previously had thought. (On February 4, Limbaugh 
informed his audience that “there probably is a candidate on our side who 
does embody all three legs of the conservative stool, and that’s Romney.”) 
The shift in listeners’ assessments of Governors Huckabee and Romney also 
paralleled Limbaugh’s views of those candidacies (for support data see our 
website).

Assumed in Limbaugh’s discourses on the merits of some candidates over 
others is that this is not an academic exercise. His listeners are ultimately vot-
ers. Limbaugh reinforces the notion that his listeners can make a difference—
in their own lives through individual initiative and in their community by 
fearlessly espousing their point of view. He also reminds them to vote.34
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On the eve of the November 2002 elections (November 4), his call to 
action was clear: “Folks, this is it. It is on us now. We all meet at dawn 
tomorrow. They say turnout is going to be a record low. Make sure they’re 
not talking about us.” He added, “Do you remember how I signed off the 
program the day before the election in 1994? . . . So, again, this year, the posse 
shows up. We all meet at dawn tomorrow.” On Sean Hannity’s radio show, 
Senator Orrin Hatch (R. Utah) remarked, “I thank my father in heaven every 
day for people like you, Rush Limbaugh and others.” In Hatch’s view, “talk 
radio gave Republicans the winning edge” in the 2002 election.35

The question “Does Limbaugh increase the number of votes cast for 
Republicans in general elections?” is often asked and diffi cult to answer. 
Because his audience is upper-income, educated, and politically interested, 
it is likely to vote to begin with. With more than 80% of it identifi ed as 
conservative, it is likely to vote Republican. So whereas his infl uence in the 
primary selection process is plausible, it is unlikely that in a general election 
he increases vote totals for Republicans by directly infl uencing his listeners. 
Limbaugh is more likely to exert infl uence when the choice involves multiple 
Republicans, as it does in primaries or general election recalls.

But it is possible that Limbaugh infl uences general elections in other 
ways—for example, by increasing the disposition of his listeners to argue the 
conservative case with those who are undecided or not initially disposed to 
vote at all. Although the data we have been able to marshal are insuffi cient to 
permit us to make that case, we do regard it as a plausible supposition.

In addition to vetting candidates and holding those in offi ce accountable, 
the conservative media perform a third party–like function by reinforcing 
ideological identity. If the conservative media serve this protective function 
for their listeners, watchers, and readers, then we would expect these audi-
ence members to be more fi rmly attached to the Republican Party and hence 
less likely to defect from it than those who are otherwise similar but not in 
the conservative media establishment’s audience.36

Some researchers have suggested that the way citizens process political 
information is through simple tallies of positive and negative information 
about candidates and parties—more like summaries of positive and negative 
feeling than detailed knowledge and information.37 If so, then regular expo-
sure to the conservative media establishment should ensure that the tally for 
conservative candidates is positive and the tally for Democratic Party positions 
and candidates is negative. In short, one would predict from the rhetoric of the 
conservative opinion media that exposure would anchor the audience’s vote.

Since George Belknap and Angus Campbell tied the concept of party iden-
tifi cation to political behavior in 1952, party affi liation has played a central 
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role in explanations of individuals’ political behavior in the United States.38 
Indeed, as Norman Nie, Sidney Verba, and John Petrocik noted in 1979, in 
the 1950s and 1960s, party identifi cation “was the central thread running 
through interpretations of American politics”; it was considered “a stable 
characteristic of the individual: it was likely to be inherited, it was likely to 
remain steady throughout the citizen’s political life, and it was likely to grow 
in strength during that lifetime.”39

If one holds that party identifi cation is a given, then the role of the conser-
vative media establishment would be to reinforce an existing identifi cation. 
But if party identifi cation can be shifted by persuasion and events within 
a campaign, then the outlets on which we focus could serve a second func-
tion: ensuring that those vulnerable to such shifts remain identifi ed with the 
Republican Party. Both NAES 2000 and NAES 2004 data reveal shifts in 
party identifi cation across the campaign season.40

The question our survey employed for party identifi cation was “Generally 
speaking, do you usually think of yourself as a Republican, a Democrat, an 
Independent or something else?” Interviewers recorded verbatim responses 
from those who said “something else.”

The variation fi gure 7.3 shows in party allegiance during the campaign 
indicates that it is not a constant but ebbs and fl ows as the impact of events 
and campaigns is felt. The existence of such changes suggests that whether 
directly though contact with their own audiences or indirectly as those audi-
ence members interact with others, Limbaugh and his colleagues have the 
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opportunity not simply to reinforce party loyalty but to protect audiences 
from defection.

The NAES provides some evidence that Fox and Limbaugh may in fact 
perform this function. Consistent with the notion that listening to Lim-
baugh or watching Fox may protect audiences from forces that might push 
them to defect from the Republican Party, we found in the NAES 2004 data 
that Limbaugh and Fox’s audiences were less likely than others to defect. 
Evidence for this conclusion comes from a preelection to postelection panel 
(preelection panel July 15–November 1, 2004; postelection panel November 
1–December 28, 2004). In both panels, respondents were asked to provide 
both party identifi cation, if any, and ideological leanings. Those in the Fox 
and those in the Limbaugh audiences were less likely to report any changes 
in ideology or party than those not in the Fox or Limbaugh audiences. There 
was no evidence that Limbaugh listening or Fox viewing was linked to con-
versions from the left to the right or from the middle to the right (details 
available at our website).

In sum, we have illustrated the ways Limbaugh advances the candidacies of 
some and undercuts those of others, and we have suggested that Limbaugh 
listening and Fox viewing help anchor conservatives to identifi cation with the 
Republican Party. In chapter 4, we argued that, as with Hannity on Fox and 
the Journal’s editorial page, the template that creates Limbaugh’s screening 
criteria and standard of accountability is Reagan conservatism, a philosophy 
the Journal argues was its own long before it became known as the Gipper’s.



8
Stirring Emotion to Mobilize Engagement

On January 20, 1981, in the opening section of his fi rst Inaugural 
Address, newly installed President Ronald Reagan declared: “Govern-

ment is not the solution to our problem; government is the problem.” “It is 
my intention to curb the size and infl uence of the Federal establishment and to 
demand recognition of the distinction between the powers granted to the Fed-
eral Government and those reserved to the States or to the people,” he noted 
later in that speech. “All of us need to be reminded that the Federal Govern-
ment did not create the States; the States created the Federal  Government.”1

Since the president and the party in control of the House and Senate are 
in charge of much of what we consider government, conservative attacks on 
government are attacks on Democrats when a Democrat is in the Oval Offi ce 
and the Democratic party is running the Congress. When two of the three 
branches of government are in Republican hands, as they were in 2005, the 
conservative distrust of government takes a different form. Under these cir-
cumstances, Limbaugh attacked big government while in general supporting 
the Republicans who were superintending it. He did this by arguing that 
government would be even bigger and more intrusive were the Democrats 
in power while at the same time criticizing the Republican president and 
congressional leadership when they supported an expansion in government’s 
role, as they did in championing the addition of a large and expensive pre-
scription drug benefi t to Medicare. The conservative message faces a second 
challenge, insofar as it attempts to engender mistrust of the problem-solving 
capacity of government without converting that mistrust into a cynicism 
that might dampen political involvement.

Attacking Democratic leaders while touting the value of engagement 
appears to work for Limbaugh’s audience, which is both politically involved 
and confi dent that being politically engaged has value. Here we explore the 
rhetorical and psychological means Limbaugh uses to produce these effects. 
We do so in order to argue that he invites political engagement, not detach-
ment, from his audience by mobilizing emotion in service of a “we/they” 
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contrast between Democrats and the conservatives and conservatism he cham-
pions. In short, Limbaugh reinforces his audience’s disposition to  participate 
in the political process.

Do Limbaugh’s Attacks Lead Listeners to Mistrust 

the Political Process?

It would be easy to assume that attacks launched by political commentators 
such as Limbaugh magnify their audience’s political mistrust and in the pro-
cess breed cynicism about politics, elections, and public policy discussion.2 
Were that the case, our claim that Limbaugh functions as a surrogate leader 
of the Republican Party would be undermined, because he would demobilize 
rather than energize his listeners.

trust in government 1996

At fi rst glance, some of our evidence might suggest that Limbaugh engenders 
mistrust. But that inference does not withstand scrutiny. During the prima-
ries and the fall presidential campaign of 1996, we asked a series of questions 
about the public’s trust of government, political campaigns, and politicians 
(PTR Survey 1996). In response to the question “How much of the time do 
you think you can trust the government in Washington to do what is right?” 
Limbaugh listeners were more likely to give the less trusting response than 
other listening groups and than nonlisteners. Figure 8.1 shows these results 
for the average response across listening groups after adjustment for factors 
that could also account for differences (e.g., party affi liation, education, and 
other factors). (For details on trust in government see the appendix to this 
chapter at our website.) However, this fi nding does not warrant the conclu-
sion either that Limbaugh listeners are mistrustful of political processes in 
general or that they are disconnected from politics.

Instead, the kind of mistrust they express is ideological. Conservatives 
and Republicans tend to mistrust what they see as the big government that 
the federal government in Washington exemplifi es. It is not surprising, then, 
that given the overwhelmingly conservative leanings of Limbaugh’s listeners, 
they would be more mistrustful of the government in Washington, especially 
when the Democrats are in charge of the executive branch, as they were in 
1996. As we noted at the beginning of this chapter, a central tenet of Reagan 
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conservatism is that the government in Washington is too big, too bloated, 
too ineffi cient to conduct the people’s business well.

When people were asked, in our 1996 survey, whether they agreed or 
disagreed with statements about politicians’ honesty (“Politicians won’t talk 
honestly about the hard issues . . . because that would lose them support”) and 
money buying votes (“Money buys the votes that determine the laws that are 
passed”), Limbaugh listeners were no different from other groups on mistrust 
of politicians during the primary period. Limbaugh listeners distrusted big 
government in Washington but did not fi nd statements about the honesty 
of politicians or the role of money in legislative processes any more true than 
nonlisteners did. The fact that their mistrust did not extend to these domains 
supports the view that their mistrust of Washington is ideological and as 
such is attributable to Washington and government when the Democrats are 
in power but not when the Republicans are.

Neither does their mistrust of Washington extend to the presidential 
campaign, the candidates involved in the campaign, or the way political 
campaigns are run. No differences among listening groups were found in 
1996 when respondents were asked to choose between more and less cyni-
cal alternatives. (“Candidates tell voters what they believe is best for the 
 country” versus “Candidates tell voters what they think voters want to 
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hear.”)3 When the focus shifted to the major party candidates for president 
rather than political candidates in general, we found the same result. Even 
after the election was over and the Republican candidate, Bob Dole, had been 
soundly defeated, Limbaugh listeners were no more or less likely than other 
groups to agree that political campaigns have to change so that the country 
can choose good leaders. Despite their disdain for Bill Clinton as a president, 
Limbaugh listeners were not more likely than others to accept the idea that 
the political process required reform.

mistrust, not indifference

Instead, Limbaugh listeners were politically active and anything but indif-
ferent about politics. We measured political indifference in 1996 by asking 
respondents if they agreed or disagreed with the statement “I really don’t care 
who wins the presidential election this fall” and “There aren’t any important 
differences between Republicans and Democrats in what they stand for these 
days.” Limbaugh listeners were less indifferent when compared to nonlisten-
ers and listeners to liberal/moderate talk radio. (See fi g. 8.2 and the technical 
details in the appendix to this chapter at our website.)

Indifference by PTR Group

2.18

2.2

2.22

2.24

2.26

2.28

2.3

2.32

2.34

2.36

2.38

Non-List Cons PTR Lib/Mod Limbaugh

Indiff

p < .01

fi gure 8.2. Adjusted means for political indifference: Four listening groups, 1996.



130 | echo chamber

We found similar results when we compared answers about political inef-
fi cacy across groups. For our purposes, “lack of political effi cacy” was defi ned as 
agreement with three statements: “People like me don’t have any say”; “Public 
offi cials don’t care about what people like me think”; and “Sometimes politics is 
so complicated that a person like me can’t really understand what’s going on.” 
Here the pattern of results is similar but not identical to the one we just reported. 
Limbaugh listeners report higher feelings of effi cacy than do nonlisteners.

The reports of elevated effi cacy and less indifference are evident in reported 
behavior as well. Participants in our 1996 surveys answered a series of ques-
tions about their political activities during the election so far (the second to 
third week of October 1996). They were asked to report if they had given 
money to a candidate, watched one or both of the nominating conventions, 
watched the fi rst debate, watched the second debate, volunteered to work on 
the campaign, personally heard a speech live, or contacted a newspaper or 
television station to comment on the campaign. Overall, Limbaugh listeners 
reported higher levels of participation across the list of activities than other 
listening groups. Figure 8.3 shows that reported political participation of 
those listening regularly to Limbaugh is higher than that of all three other 
groups—listeners to other sources and nonlisteners as well. (For details see 
the appendix to this chapter at our website.)4

The results charted in fi gure 8.3 are consistent with the claim that 
those listening to Limbaugh regularly also are politically involved. Other 
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 researchers have made similar claims (see note 4). However, these fi ndings 
cannot demonstrate that listening to Limbaugh is a causal factor in activat-
ing political involvement. It is perfectly plausible that those with a strong 
propensity for political involvement may fi nd their way to Limbaugh’s show. 
Of course, both can occur as well.

does ptr in general cause listeners 
to be more politically involved?

Our PTR Experiment 1996 gives some indication of the causal effects of 
PTR in general on listeners’ political involvement. After a week’s exposure to 
one of several kinds of PTR, people were asked how they thought they would 
respond in four different scenarios where their responses would consist of 
some form of political involvement. The scenarios involved the fl at tax, doc-
tor-assisted suicide, Louis Farrakhan, and educational vouchers. For example, 
people were asked how likely they would be to attend a speech by Farrakhan 
if their neighbors asked them to attend with them.

Only the questions on educational vouchers produced clear-cut effects. On 
educational vouchers, the scenario was attendance at a neighborhood forum 
on the issue. The conservatives who heard Limbaugh reported a greater will-
ingness to attend than did either those in the control or conservatives hearing 
liberal programming or NPR’s Talk of the Nation. Liberals in turn were 
energized by listening to liberal programs on the vouchers and became more 
willing to go to a forum with their neighbors than liberals in the control 
group. In sum, in at least some scenarios, there is evidence that PTR can 
activate the intention to act even after very brief exposures.

Overall, Limbaugh listeners were more politically involved during the 1996 
election than the other groups we studied. They were more politically effi ca-
cious and less indifferent than those in the comparison groups. They exhibited 
no more or less mistrust of politicians, candidates, or political campaigns than 
any other group during the primary and election periods. Their only expres-
sion of mistrust was about the federal government in Washington getting it 
right. This mistrust can be described as toothless, in that it has little impact 
on behavior or civic engagement. Mistrust of the government in Washing-
ton is associated with political participation, but the association is positive—
 specifi cally, people who report greater mistrust are more likely, not less likely, 
to also report political activities in the election period. In fact, this relationship 
is strongest for the Limbaugh group and virtually absent for the nonlisteners. 
(For analytical details, see the appendix to this chapter at our website.)
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trust in government 2003

Our data show what may appear to be a different pattern when the Repub-
licans are in power in Washington. The 2003 Annenberg survey of attitudes 
toward government and the executive branch suggests that those who lis-
tened to Limbaugh at least “twice a month” were more likely to trust the 
government to operate in the public’s “best interests.”5 This seems to be 
at odds with the fi ndings in 1996 that Limbaugh listeners were more mis-
trustful of government to do what is right—data gathered while Democrat 
Bill Clinton was in the White House. The praise for government offered 
by Limbaugh fans in this 2003 study is presumably for the uses the Bush 
administration has made of government. However, other data from this sur-
vey suggest that the ideological mistrust of big government is still present. 
Respondents who listened to Limbaugh were more likely to believe that the 
federal government should be cut back, even while believing that under Pres-
ident Bush the federal government was well-run and hard-working and that 
the president could be trusted to act in their best interests. (For details on the 
analysis, including controls, see the appendix to this chapter at our website.) 
Of course, long before Fox or Limbaugh were on the scene, political scientists 
had observed that conservatives report higher trust in government when con-
servatives are in charge; similarly, Democrats trust government more when 
their party is in charge.6

Limbaugh’s Content Differs from Mainstream Media

To determine whether Limbaugh’s rhetoric differs systematically from that 
of other PTR hosts and the other media, we conducted a two-part content 
analysis. The topics treated on the Rush Limbaugh Show for the weeks from 
February 3 through March 29, 1996, were coded.7 During the same period, 
the front-page news stories of three major newspapers—the New York Times, 
Washington Post, and Wall Street Journal—were coded. Similarly, the number 
of minutes of coverage from the nightly television news programs (ABC, 
NBC, and CBS) was obtained from a news analysis service.

Across the eight weeks studied, Limbaugh gave scant attention to for-
eign affairs and military matters, in contrast to the mainstream media, which 
devoted fully one-fourth of their coverage to these topics. (See the appendix to 
this chapter at our website.)8 Limbaugh gave greater attention to the  Clinton 
administration and its scandals, to the Congress, to third parties and the 
religious right, and to the general topic of personal effi cacy,  responsibility, 
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and public cynicism and optimism. For example, Limbaugh devoted a scant 
2.2% of his program to “foreign and military affairs” during this period, in 
contrast to the 24% that broadcast news programs devoted and 27% that 
print news did. Public optimism and cynicism occupied almost 9% of Lim-
baugh and was virtually absent from the mainstream. These differences sug-
gest that during this period Limbaugh focused more on domestic politics 
than did the mainstream media. At the same time, Limbaugh promoted per-
sonal responsibility and worked to reinforce personal effi cacy in support of 
political involvement in rejecting big government and affi rmative action.9

Using computerized word search techniques from transcripts of the show 
provided at fi rst by a Limbaugh audience member at an online site and later 
by our own group from audiotapes, we also carried out content analysis over 
a longer period. For the approximately 11 months from early January to the 
end of November 1996, Limbaugh mentioned President Clinton every day 
at least once and often many times more. Bob Dole was mentioned in 92% of 
the shows, Hillary Clinton in 88%. The Republican and Democratic parties 
were mentioned in 94% of the shows and contrasted in 96% of them. Other 
prominent political leaders Limbaugh concentrated on were Newt Gingrich 
(52%), Ross Perot (55%), Al Gore (47%), and Jack Kemp (36%).

The content analysis revealed two of Limbaugh’s important and unique 
foci. The fi rst, personal responsibility and individual effi cacy, were not themes 
in the mainstream media. While the mainstream was focused on the Clinton 
scandals, Limbaugh’s emphasis was more pronounced in its critique of both 
Democrats and Clinton and not just Clinton. The daily focus on political 
parties and on political personalities from each party refl ected the rhetori-
cal structure of identity building and enemy creation (described in other 
 chapters).

The analysis revealed the way Limbaugh evoked moral outrage at “liber-
als,” “liberal media,” Democrats, and the Democratic Party by means of the 
“double standard” argument that has been a focus of this book from its open-
ing chapters. For example, as we discussed in detail in chapter 1, when Lott 
was accused of praising a segregationist, Limbaugh attacked the Democrats for 
failing to criticize Byrd for his alleged relationship with the Klan, criticized 
Al Gore because his father failed to support the Civil Rights Act of 1964, and 
castigated the mainstream media for its “double standard” in focusing on Lott 
and not these other instances. This strategy takes advantage of what psycholo-
gists call a core theme associated with the production of anger—namely, a transgres-
sion, often moral, against the self or someone close to the self.10

As noted, Limbaugh’s focus on the inadequacies of opposition party 
 leaders does not seem to drive his listeners from the political process. On 
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the  contrary, this move invites involvement in activities, including discus-
sion with those of like and dissimilar mind. But why? Why does a more 
partisan, one-sided, confl ict-oriented treatment of political battle as enter-
tainment lead to political involvement when a more balanced, dispassionate, 
compassionate, and consensus-oriented style does not?

Limbaugh Invites Moral Outrage at Behavior 

of Democrats

The answer lies in what some critics of Limbaugh fi nd most disturbing 
about him—he rouses passion through various types of emotional appeal, 
especially employing a form of moral outrage activated by examples of the 
“double standard” employed by mainstream mass media and by “liberals” 
(and  Democrats) in criticizing conservatives.

We reject the assumption that use of emotion is either illegitimate or 
fundamentally nonrational. Recent research and theory in emotion and per-
suasion argues that one’s emotional reactions to a persuasive message are a 
kind of information one can use to gauge one’s response to the message.11 We 
believe that the conservative opinion media use emotion to heighten atten-
tion to politics and spur political engagement. Our conclusion is based in 
research suggesting that emotions can serve as powerful detectors that signal 
the importance or relevance of stimuli to basic goals and as a result reveal 
the extent to which an environment is benefi cial or harmful to us.12 At the 
same time, emotions can enhance our readiness to respond or act.13 In addi-
tion, anxiety can heighten interest among those with a high level of internal 
political effi cacy,14 a tie consistently forged by Limbaugh in particular. Emo-
tion can increase the effi ciency with which we process needed information 
as well.15

Later, we discuss the ways the conservative opinion media semantically 
prime or heighten the cognitive salience of key words and concepts. What 
is called affective priming uses emotion to make affective information more 
salient. Like semantic primes, affective ones can shape judgments and choice.16 
Emotional associations can be readily accessed from memory by the mere pre-
sentation of the relevant stimulus.17 As we argue in this chapter, Limbaugh 
in particular successfully attaches strong negative affect to the people and 
 policies he opposes and strong positive affect to those he favors. The cognitive 
and affective link he forges increases his persuasive capacity to produce two 
effects we describe in later chapters—balkanizing and polarizing.18
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In the fi nal thread of our 1996 survey, we asked a number of questions 
about emotional reactions to Bob Dole and Bill Clinton. These included: 
“Has Bill Clinton because of . . . something he has done, ever made you feel . . .” 
followed by the words “angry,” “hopeful,” “afraid,” and “proud.” The same 
question was asked about Bob Dole. The response alternatives were simply 
yes and no. The responses were combined into negative emotions toward Bill 
Clinton (angry and afraid) and positive emotions toward Bill Clinton (hope-
ful and proud). Similar combinations were calculated for Bob Dole.

When the total emotional response was summed (Dole and Clinton, positive 
and negative), the three PTR groups—Limbaugh regulars, regular listeners to 
conservative hosts, and regular listeners to liberal and moderate hosts—were 
similar in their total emotional reactions to the candidates and were different 
from nonlisteners who had less strong emotional reactions. However, Limbaugh 
listeners did differ from other PTR groups in the kinds of emotional reactions—
positive and negative—they had to the candidates (see fi g. 8.4). The Limbaugh 
listeners expressed more positive emotion toward Bob Dole and more negative 
emotion toward Bill Clinton than any other group; they had less positive emo-
tion toward Bill Clinton than all the other groups and less negative emotion 
toward Bob Dole than nonlisteners and listeners to liberal/moderate PTR.

Creating Emotion in PTR
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fi gure 8.4. Means for positive and negative emotional reaction to Bill Clinton 
and Bob Dole: Four listening groups. (BD is Bob Dole; BC is Bill Clinton. Pos is 
positive emotions and Neg is negative emotions. RL is Rush Limbaugh listening 
group; NL is non-listeners; L/M is listeners to liberal/moderate talk radio.)



136 | echo chamber

These data do not show that Limbaugh listeners report more total emo-
tional reaction to the presidential candidates in 1996 but instead that the 
emotion generated is directed toward Limbaugh’s political ends.19 The emo-
tional reaction of PTR listeners compared to nonlisteners might be inter-
preted as antithetical to the rational, deliberative outcomes favored by 
political theorists.20 However, affect can be a mobilizing force for politically 
important behaviors. In our listening and nonlistening groups, the relation-
ships between political participation and emotional reaction to candidates 
were positive. As the election approached, those who reported more emotion 
about the political candidates also were more likely to participate in political 
activities near the election.21 The association between emotion and partici-
pation is consistent with the link between emotion and feelings of political 
effi cacy (for example, about government and public offi cials) and indifference 
(for example, not caring who wins the election, seeing no important dif-
ferences between Democrats and Republicans). Those with more emotional 
reaction to the candidates are less indifferent to who wins and feel more per-
sonally effi cacious about their role in infl uencing government.22

Emotional response also is associated with projected vote, strength of 
intention to vote for Dole versus Clinton, and favorability toward the can-
didate. Our data for 1996 show these relationships consistently, as do data 
from the 1996 National Election Study.23 However, if PTR listeners with 
their stronger emotional responses to the candidates were to weigh emotional 
factors more than, say, issue or character factors in their political judgments, 
then PTR audiences in general and Limbaugh listeners in particular might 
be said to be hijacked by their emotional considerations.24 Political theorists 
tend to view emotional responses as undesirable, as antithetical to rational 
decision making. Are Limbaugh listeners’ attitudes toward political candi-
dates, compared to those of nonlisteners, based more on emotional reactions 
and less on “rational” considerations such as those tied to issue stands and 
character?

To test this possibility, respondents were asked, in October 1996, “For 
whom do you intend to vote?” Those choosing Perot were dropped from fur-
ther analysis. The strength of each respondent’s support was coded as strong, 
moderate, and weak (i.e. leaning toward one candidate). To create a single 
index of support where +3 indicated strongest support for Clinton and −3 
strongest support for Dole, the strength of Dole support was subtracted from 
that for Clinton.

Three important factors were assessed as predictors of strength of support: 
emotion, character judgments,25 and perceived similarity on the issues.26 If 
Limbaugh listeners (or any PTR group) were using emotional factors as the 
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basis for their judgments, then the salience of emotion in accounting for 
candidate support would be greater for this group than for others. Emotion, 
character, and issue similarity were all strong and consistent predictors of 
the strength of people’s support for the candidates. However, there was no 
evidence that either listening to Limbaugh or other PTR correlated with 
stronger emotional considerations in candidate preference. (For a summary 
of these results see the appendix to this chapter at our website.) The vari-
ance explained in strength of vote intention was substantial (in the vicin-
ity of 80%), indicating that the factors of party identifi cation, character, 
issue  similarity, and emotion are suffi cient to explain vote intention. But 
the emotion factor does not systematically have stronger or weaker effects by 
listening group.

A second analysis of negative emotions about Clinton and Dole indicates 
no impact of negative emotion on strength of vote for Dole either in any of 
the studied groups or in the sample as a whole. Negative emotion toward Bill 
Clinton was about the same in all groups (overall the effect is −.36, p < .001) 
but is least predictable in the Limbaugh listening group (−.26, p < .05).

Although Limbaugh listeners had strong negative emotional reactions to 
Bill Clinton and more positive ones to Bob Dole than any other listening 
(or nonlistening) group, this emotional response does not undermine what 
have been the ordinary criteria for good citizenship—political participa-
tion, a sense of effi cacy, and informed voting decisions. The contrary is the 
case—more emotional respondents in general are more likely to participate 
in campaign events and to feel effi cacious. The negative emotions about Bill 
Clinton and positive emotions about Dole among Limbaugh listeners do not 
translate into more emotionally based voting intentions; all groups seem to 
employ character, issues, and emotional response to similar degrees.

Finally, the attacking, inoculative character of Limbaugh’s rhetoric does 
not seem to undermine his audience’s trust of others or its willingness to 
engage in conversation with other citizens, whether those of like mind or not. 
When asked questions about trust, 60% of Limbaugh listeners responded 
that most people can be trusted (versus the option “You can’t be too careful 
in dealing with other people”), in comparison to 48% of nonlisteners and 
62% of listeners to other PTR; 66% of Limbaugh listeners said that most of 
the time other people try to be helpful (as opposed to looking out for them-
selves). In contrast, 57% of nonlisteners and 60% of liberal/moderate PTR 
listeners chose the more trusting alternative.

Limbaugh listeners talked to people in their neighborhoods regularly at 
about the same rates as other groups. Thirty eight percent of Limbaugh and 
conservative PTR listeners talk to at least four people in their neighborhoods 
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regularly; 34% of nonlisteners said they do as well. After the second presi-
dential debate in 1996, 64% of Limbaugh listeners who watched the debate 
talked to family, friends, or coworkers about it, while 60% of other PTR 
listeners and 51% of nonlisteners did. Of those who had conversations, 38% 
of Limbaugh listeners had fi ve or more of them, compared to 31% of other 
PTR listeners and 26% of nonlisteners. In an experimental test of exposure 
to various types of PTR, certain subgroups of the sample showed increased 
levels of interpersonal trust after exposure to one-sided political talk, in con-
trast to those who listened to two-sided political radio for a week.27 At a 
minimum, these fi ndings suggest that the emotionally evocative rhetoric of 
the one-sided programming of some forms of PTR does not undermine the 
interpersonal trust that is the basis for political interaction with others.

In short, there is no evidence in our data that the emotionally evoca-
tive character of PTR’s rhetoric about political candidates undermines other 
socially desirable outcomes such as social trust and increased political conver-
sation. We found no evidence that political emotion undermines participa-
tion or a sense of effi cacy or hijacks political judgment by diminishing the 
role of issues and character.

Conclusion

What all of this means is that when Democrats are in power, Limbaugh lis-
teners are more likely to distrust the government in Washington to do what 
is right. This mistrust does not extend to campaigns, political candidates in 
general, or the way elections are run. On the contrary, Limbaugh listeners 
are more likely to participate in politics, have feelings of greater effi cacy, and 
have a stronger sense of the importance of political decisions and differences 
between the stands of the political parties. The mistrust of the government 
in Washington that we found in 1996 seems to be an ideological statement 
about big government run by Democrats that invites efforts to minimize 
government’s reach. Those feeling greater mistrust of the government also 
tend to report greater participation in the election. The bottom line, then, is 
this: this kind of mistrust is not corrosive; instead it represents an ideological 
stance toward what is seen as ineffective big government in Washington.

The emotional intensity of Limbaugh’s rhetoric may account for the stron-
ger negative and positive emotional reactions his listeners reported in 1996 
to Bill Clinton and to Bob Dole, respectively, but these reactions do not alter 
the way Limbaugh listeners weigh factors in their voting decisions. While 
different from those of other more liberal citizens, their responses to Clinton 
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and Dole do not suggest that in voting they give greater or lesser weight to 
emotion over character and issue factors.

Contrary to the views of those who decried the effects of PTR on the body 
politic in its early days,28 those who listen to political talk, in general, and 
Limbaugh in particular, are not an ignorant, disengaged public but, instead, 
an audience that is engaged, outraged, and with strong opinions. We see 
these consequences as the byproduct of Limbaugh’s success in creating a vir-
tual community of like interests and like minds—a virtual political party.

In sum, Limbaugh’s combined message attacking Democratic leaders 
while touting the value of engagement appears to work for his politically 
involved and engaged audience. In the next chapter, we explore the rhetorical 
and psychological means Limbaugh uses to produce these effects.



9
Framing and Reframing the Mainstream Media

In the closing weeks of the hotly contested and closely watched Senate race 
in Minnesota in 2002, incumbent Democrat Paul Wellstone and some 

members of his family and staff were killed in the crash of a small plane in 
icy weather. After his memorial service became the subject of controversy, the 
person named to run in his stead, Walter Mondale, former Minnesota senator, 
vice president, and Democratic presidential nominee, narrowly lost the seat 
to Republican Norm Coleman.

Among the theories proffered by the pundits to explain Mondale’s loss was 
public rejection of the behavior of Wellstone’s presumed supporters at his memo-
rial service. How did the public come to learn that at that service, speakers urged 
that a Democrat fi ll his seat and some in attendance booed both Independent 
governor Jesse Ventura and U.S. Senate minority leader Trent Lott? During an 
interview with Rush Limbaugh on Meet the Press, Tim Russert reported that 
a Democratic pollster found that 69% of the Minnesota electorate had heard 
about the memorial before voting in the 2002 elections. Limbaugh explained, “It 
was only broadcast on C-SPAN. How did they hear about it, Tim? CBS, ABC, 
 Washington—there wasn’t a whole lot of coverage of that in the mainstream 
press the next day.” “Talk radio?” Russert asked. “I think so,” says Limbaugh. 
“That’s my point.”1 Russert did not contest the answer. If talk radio created the 
effect, that fact had now been broadcast more widely. Whether it did or not, that 
presumption had now been legitimized in an elite mainstream venue.

The relationship between the conservative opinion media and the main-
stream is complex. Probing those complexities and understanding how the 
conservative media use framing to insulate their audiences from outside media 
infl uence are our goals in this chapter. The notion of an insulating function is 
central to our argument, because even as they gravitate toward conservative 
media sources, these audiences continue to view, read, and listen to mainstream 
media and are at the same time drawn to candidate communications in forms 
such as debates and, in the example from the Wellstone memorial service, 
C-SPAN. If the conservatives in these audiences carry conservative frames into 
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mainstream exposure, then the conservative opinion media will have provided 
ready alternatives to insulate their audiences from counterattitudinal forces, as 
well as from the power of competing frames presented by mainstream media.

Framing and Priming

As already discussed, we argue that the conservative media perform an insu-
lating role through a process that the scholarly literature calls framing. 
Frames pervade politics. Is welfare a helping hand or a government hand-
out?2 Is affi rmative action a way of remedying the injustice of past discrimi-
nation or reverse discrimination?3 These alternative frames carry with them 
very different assumptions, lines of argument, bodies of evidence, and policy 
preferences. In the process of fi nding that framing can shift audience opin-
ions,4 scholars have shown the effect of conservative and liberal frames. So for 
example, political science scholar Laura Stoker found that Americans were 
more likely to accept affi rmative action when it was framed as a way to make 
up for past discrimination.5 Scholars summarize this process by saying that 
“a framing effect is one in which salient attributes of a message (its organiza-
tion, selection of content, or thematic structure) render particular thoughts 
applicable, resulting in their activation and use in evaluations.6

Media frames are organizing structures that tell audiences “what the issue 
is through the use of selection, emphasis, exclusion and elaboration.”7 Frames 
“affect the likelihood that particular options will be selected” by audiences.8 
In the process, frames increase the importance of some arguments over others, 
some evidence over other.9 Frames are ways of seeing the world.

The literature on framing provides strong support for the notion that when 
a one-sided frame is offered to audiences, they are likely to adopt the perspec-
tive within it. However, even in an insulated political world in which parti-
sans are disposed to seek out supportive media and like-minded friends and 
associates, they are exposed to framing from other ideological perspectives. 
The infl uence of that kind of exposure can be countermanded, however, for as 
Paul Sniderman and Sean Theriault’s experiments have persuasively shown,

when citizens are exposed to a complete rather than an edited ver-
sion of political debate, they do not succumb to ambivalence or fall 
into confusion. On the contrary, even though as part of the process 
of debate they are exposed to an argument at odds with their general 
orientation, they tend “to go home,” to pick out the side of the issue 
that fi ts their deeper-lying political principles.10
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The implications of this fi nding for understanding the different formats we 
focus on are important. If Sean Hannity and Alan Colmes present alternative 
frames with equal dexterity, their conservative audience will default to the 
frame consistent with its conservative principles, hence to Hannity’s frame. 
When the Journal publishes an alternative point of view on its conservative 
op-ed pages, its audience, too, which is mainly conservative, can be expected 
to default to the frame of the editorials. And Limbaugh’s use of inoculation—
the presenting of the opposing frame in order to rebut it—can be expected 
to increase adherence to the conservatively framed argument because inocu-
lation minimizes the likelihood of counterpersuasion, because Limbaugh’s 
is the dominant frame on his show, and because any strong counterframing 
that might seep through if a liberal caller is persuasive will produce default 
to conservative principles in the audience.

Importantly, framing can effectively attribute responsibility to political 
leaders or defl ect responsibility from them.11 So, for example, the conserva-
tive opinion media credit conservative leaders and blame “liberal” ones; they 
also attribute problems that occur when conservatives are in power to forces 
beyond their control.

In a world in which the public sphere is full of competing frames,12 the 
consistent redundant framing the conservative opinion media use gives their 
audiences a way to navigate politics, but also should increase the likelihood 
that these frames will become for them cognitive structures that invite con-
sistent ways of seeing politics,13 even when the conservative opinion media 
are silent or distracted. Framing is a powerful means of focusing attention on 
some facets of an argument or situation and excluding others. The frames the 
conservative opinion media offer are consistent and repeated, features that 
heighten their power.

Framing can be done by means of priming. People don’t make decisions 
on the basis of all of the available evidence, nor do they feature all the issues 
at play in an election when they decide how to vote. The priming hypoth-
esis, which many scholars fi nd credible, assumes that individuals embrace 
criteria for assessment on the basis of their accessibility—how quickly and 
automatically they come to mind. If a criterion has been the subject of a lot 
of attention, it will be accessible. For example, if discussions of the economy 
dominate news commentary and other issues receive less attention, then the 
economy will become more salient to news consumers than issues that are 
featured less. By focusing on some issues and ignoring others, the media 
prime the criteria by which we evaluate leaders and policies.14 The conser-
vative opinion media prime evaluative criteria that bolster the prospects of 
their chosen conservative contenders and undercut those of their opponents. 
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At the same time, Limbaugh, the conservatives on Fox, and the opinion 
pages of the Journal make some criteria (such as conservative positions and 
the traits identifi ed with the Republican and Democratic candidates) more 
salient and create positive affective  associations to conservative topics and 
language and negative affective associations to Democratic ones.

Semantic priming (i.e. specifi c word choices) can increase the salience of 
words and their associated concepts, topics, or issues. By employing a com-
mon vocabulary that expresses conservative views in appealing ways (e.g., 
“liberal media,” “double standard,” “death tax,” “partial birth abortion”) the 
conservatives prime and reinforce these words as the language with which the 
audience should think politics. To these, Limbaugh adds labels for positions 
and people he opposes that tie pejorative concepts and negative emotion to 
them simultaneously.

All things being equal, the advantage in framing goes to the side of an exchange 
whose message receives more exposure. A study of the relative amount of expo-
sure achieved by the group that called itself Swift Boat Veterans for Truth 
(SBVT) in the summer of 2004 suggests that they received substantial free air-
time on all three cable networks. However, in this mix the conservative shows 
played the SBVT ads more often than did the more liberal ones. Annenberg 
researcher Jeffrey Gottfried led our effort to track the controversy in 2004 that 
pitted the Kerry campaign against the SBVT. To do so, he analyzed the amount 
of free airtime devoted to ads sponsored by the “SwiftVets” and to rebuttal ads 
for John Kerry on Fox’s Hannity and Colmes, MSNBC’s Scarborough Country, and 
Hardball with Chris Matthews during the same period in August 2004.

The number of seconds of SBVT ads aired on Hannity and Colmes from 
August 4 to 27, compared to the Kerry rebuttal ads, was about 5.5 to 1 (about 
374 seconds to about 68 seconds). More important, however, is the fact that 
the ratio of Kerry ads to SwiftVet ads was far more favorable to the anti-
Kerry case on MSNBC’s conservative Scarborough Country—where the ratio 
was about 6.28 to 1 (785 seconds to 125 seconds). On MSNBC’s Hardball 
with Chris Matthews, the ratio still favored the SBVT ads at about 1.19 to 1 
(207 to 174 seconds). The fact that on all three programs the SwiftVets’ ads 
received substantially more time is a tribute to their visually evocative nature 
and to the absence of an equally evocative pro-Kerry rebuttal ad. Neverthe-
less, Hannity and Colmes on Fox and the conservative Scarborough Country on 
MSNBC provided much more access to the SBVT ads than did the program 
hosted by former Democratic operative Chris Matthews on MSNBC. (For a 
more detailed summary of the fi ndings, see the appendix to this chapter on 
our website.)



144 | echo chamber

This analysis raises a caution about treating networks rather than their 
programs as the unit of analysis and justifi es our focus on two Fox programs 
rather than on the entire network. It also suggests the extent to which Fox—
like MSNBC and CNN—is subject to forces under the control of campaigns. 
Kerry’s inept response to the SBVT attacks produced an imbalance in access 
to his ad content even on Matthews’s show. This notion is consistent with the 
one advanced by Lance Bennett and his colleagues that “even as the much-
discussed Fox News may bend the uniformity principle of mainstream jour-
nalism a bit to the right, it does so not by sampling outside offi cial versions 
of events, but by sampling even more narrowly within them.”15

Although studying the content of the mainstream media is beyond the 
scope of this book, we think it important to note that one recent study fi nds 
that MSNBC and CNN provided more interview time to Democrats than 
Republicans. Consistent with our analyses, Fox gave Republican contenders 
for the presidency more talking time than it gave Democrats.16 It is impor-
tant to note of course that just as they refused to participate in a debate 
hosted by that network, Democrats may be just saying no to Fox.

Conservative Media as Opinion Leaders

Although widely misremembered as a claim about television, the notion of 
“opinion leader” was developed to explain the way information and infl uence 
fl owed in the age of radio—in two steps, from elites to nonelites and from 
opinion leaders to opinion followers. Suggested by Paul Lazarsfeld, Bernard 
Berelson, and Hazel Gaudet in The People’s Choice,17 published in the mid-
1940s, and developed by Elihu Katz and Lazersfeld in Personal Infl uence,18 the 
concept envisioned a fi rst step in which information was transmitted from 
the media to opinion leaders and a second in which it was carried by these 
leaders to opinion followers. Whether or not one sides with those who believe 
Katz and Lazersfeld’s evidence for the phenomenon was weak,19 the concept 
of two-step fl ow underscored the limited effects of mass media. Specifi cally, 
people infl uenced others in ways media did not.

The opinion leaders identifi ed by Katz and Lazersfeld were respected indi-
viduals (or groups) living in the communities studied; they were media con-
sumers, not media stars. Followers listened to the information they conveyed 
about politics and in the process accepted the information and the leaders’ 
take on it. The mode of infl uence was face-to-face interaction.20

Except for the fact that he is part of the media, Limbaugh meets the 
defi nition of opinion leader. Information passes to him from a wide array of 



framing and reframing the mainstream media | 145

media sources from which he selectively draws. Indeed, his website contains 
a daily list of the stories he has perused in preparing for his show. Subscribers 
to the site can link to those articles themselves from the site. As we argue 
in this chapter and as we illustrated with case studies in chapters 1 and 2, 
a central mission of his talk show is to provide a sustained critique of the 
“liberal” bias of the mainstream media. His mode of infl uence is an extended 
conversation in which he talks to listeners, engages in exchanges with callers, 
and responds to emails.

The conservative opinion media see their role as balancing the mainstream 
outlets, consisting of both major newspapers such as the New York Times and 
the Washington Post and major broadcast and cable networks, including NBC, 
CBS, ABC, PBS, MSNBC, and CNN and their counterparts on radio and 
the internet. These are, in conservative eyes, the “liberal media,” or in Lim-
baugh’s lingo, C-BS, NBC-BS and ABC-BS, PMS-NBC, or, more recently, 
the “Drive-Bys.” Turning the tables on those who consider the conservative 
media biased, Limbaugh calls NBC, ABC, and CBS the “partisan media.”

Not only does Limbaugh vigilantly monitor the mainstream media for 
bias but also, as we demonstrate throughout this book, he reframes those 
channels as purveyors of a double standard that disadvantages conservatives 
and their ideology. In this view, the mainstream distorts, makes serious 
uncorrected mistakes, and omits key information. Here, to our argument 
about the centrality of the double standard argument, we add the notion that 
the conservative opinion media displace mainstream interpretations of events 
by offering alternative frames. We will argue, for example, that when in the 
California recall race of the fall of 2003 the Los Angeles Times featured allega-
tions that Republican gubernatorial challenger Schwarzenegger had sexu-
ally harassed and assaulted women, the conservative opinion media charged 
instead that incumbent governor Gray Davis was a batterer. The notion that 
the Los Angeles Times was not focusing on the allegations against Davis was 
used as evidence of the double standard, and the allegation that Davis was a 
batterer served as the displacing frame. Later we will offer evidence that 
 Limbaugh’s alternative frames may affect those of his audience.

Vigilantly Monitoring the Mainstream for Bias

Before examining the notion that the conservative opinion media displace 
mainstream news frames with frames of their own, we will explore the larger 
argument that the conservative media have a different focus, concentrating 
on information ignored or misrepresented by the mainstream.
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a different focus

When Fox News was a mere glimmer in Rupert Murdoch’s eye, the conserva-
tive opinion media were preoccupied with the scandal known as Whitewater. 
The Journal’s editorial page and Limbaugh were among the voices who took 
the mainstream media’s comparative lack of interest in it as a sign of media 
bias and a double standard.

“To critics of our Whitewater coverage, I have a simple reply: It’s news, 
stupid,” wrote Robert Bartley in the Journal; and

Here we have the president of the United States under investigation 
by a specially appointed prosecutor. We have the death of one close 
associate of the president and fi rst lady, and the jailing of another. . . . 
We have revelations about the fi rst lady’s implausible commodities 
profi ts. . . . The question, that is, is not why we’re covering it on the 
editorial pages of the Journal. The real question is why the mainstream 
press isn’t covering it far more extensively than it has.21

In a 1996 op-ed in the Journal entitled “And the Networks’ Whitewater 
Whitewash,” conservative media critic Brent Bozell III noted that Limbaugh 
and the other radio talk show hosts were discussing the Clinton scandals 
“virtually every day.”22

As we found in the content analysis of Limbaugh’s show in 1996 and 
reported in chapter 8, Limbaugh was dogged in his attention to three major 
topics: Bill Clinton, Bob Dole, and the mainstream media. Over the spring, 
summer, and fall of that year, all three consistently ranked in the top 10 
issues treated.

Limbaugh’s discussion of the mainstream media during the summer and 
fall included newspapers (98% of the shows) and to a lesser extent television 
news (85.2%). He tended to focus on presumed “liberal” newspapers such 
as the New York Times (83.3%) and the Washington Post (65.7%). Those with 
conservative editorial pages such as the Wall Street Journal (48.1%) and the 
Washington Times (32.4%) received substantially less attention from him. And 
whereas the former were often singled out for critique, the latter were usually 
included to magnify a message.

To illustrate Limbaugh’s treatment of these media, let us briefl y examine his 
attacks on the New York Times. Limbaugh’s interpretation of the infl uence of the 
New York Times credits it with the same power we ascribe to him in an earlier 
chapter—a party building, party advising role. So, for example, in objecting to 
the paper’s editorializing in favor of admitting women to the Augusta National 
Golf Club and in critiquing the paper for its initial decision not to publish 
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columnists critical of its view, Limbaugh says, “This paper has become a coor-
dinated leftist house organ—just as newspapers run by Horace Greeley and 
others were for their parties in the nineteenth century. . . . The Times carries the 
liberal line. . . . I see the editorial pages advising Democrat leaders like Nancy 
Pelosi and others on how to behave” (December 5, 2002). “The New York Times 
bent over so far into bias that they laughably reported Kerry’s medal contro-
versy with a front-page headline on an old, closed story: ‘Kerry Questions Bush 
Attendance in Guard in ‘70s,’ ” reported Limbaugh (April 27, 2004).

Occasionally Limbaugh’s critique misfi res. On November 4, 2002, for exam-
ple, he reported that New York Times reporter Adam Clymer’s article saying that 
the Republicans were poised to make gains in the House had not appeared in the 
New York Times. “I found it in [a local paper] in Vermont,” says Limbaugh, “It’s 
an Adam Clymer story, but it’s not in the Times. It’s so good for the Republicans, 
they must have left it out of the paper, but it went on the New York Times wire 
service” (November 4, 2002). However, he had simply missed its publication in 
the Times; as the liberal media monitor FAIR (Fairness & Accuracy in Reporting) 
noted in a media advisory entitled “Limbaugh’s Liberal Media Proof: Too Good 
to Be True”: “It appeared in the top right-hand column of the paper—the spot 
the paper reserves for what it considers its most important stories.”

The Limbaugh lexicon vilifi es prominent players at the New York Times. 
Columnist Paul Krugman becomes “Ferret” Krugman, his head attached to a 
weasel-like body on Limbaugh’s website. Editor (at the time) Howell Raines 
becomes “Mullah” Raines (November 6, 2002) and is shown on Limbaugh’s 
website wearing a superimposed turban. In honor of reporter Adam Clymer, 
who was tagged “a Major League asshole” by Republican vice presidential 
nominee Dick Cheney in 2000, Limbaugh coins the notion that one can “rip” 
someone a “new Clymer.”

Among the networks, CNN (57.4%) received the greatest attention 
daily during the summer and fall from Limbaugh in 1996, followed by CBS 
(38.9%) and NBC (38.9%).23 The high rate of discussion of CNN is not sur-
prising, since at the time Limbaugh’s nickname for CNN was the “Clinton 
News Network,” underscoring his perception of its bias. When all the other 
media are counted, we can say that Limbaugh discussed the news media on 
every one of his shows in the period in 1996 during which we closely moni-
tored his content.

According to Limbaugh, the “liberal” and conservative media swing to 
opposite ends of the ideological pendulum. When he oriented the 1994 
freshman class of congressional Republicans, Limbaugh recalls telling them 
“the liberal media is not happy they’re there. I told them they [the “liberal” 
media] were the enemy” ( January 9, 2003). “There’s no question the left 
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will do whatever they can to fi nd fault in Bush,” noted Limbaugh in April 
2003. “Let them. They only make fools of themselves. The EIB Network, 
Fox News Channel, the Washington Times and a dozen other fair media sources 
will report the other side of the issue rather than toeing the party line” (April 
10, 2003).

In the conservative critique, the media’s liberalism is evident in what they 
fail to cover. Since they ignore some signifi cant stories and slant others, one 
must turn to Limbaugh, Fox, the Journal, or other conservative outlets for 
accurate information. Bias is evident as well in what is seen as the fact that 
the mainstream covers politics in ways that distort and demonize Republi-
cans and the Republican agenda and support the Democratic “liberal” agenda 
and its advocates.

featuring errors in the mainstream 
to show “liberal” bias

The vigilance with which the conservative media monitor the mainstream is 
evident in the following cases. On October 6, 2003, the Journal published an 
editorial entitled “The WMD Evidence.”24 At issue were interpretations of 
the closed-door report by weapons inspector David Kay on the fi ndings of the 
U.S. investigation to date. The Journal noted:

West Virginia Democrat Jay Rockefeller walked out of the Kay brief-
ing to assert his dismay that nothing he’d heard proved Saddam’s threat 
was “imminent” and thus preemption is wrong in all cases. In fact, the 
Bush Administration never subscribed to the “imminence” test when 
making its case for deposing Saddam. Mr. Bush fl atly rejected it in this 
year’s State of the Union address as too risky. The argument was that 
Saddam was continuing to hide the WMD capabilities he was known 
to possess in the 1990s and had used against Iran and his own Kurd-
ish population—with the clear intention of resuming these programs 
once the political heat was off. The Kay report proves this is precisely 
what Saddam intended.25

The same day on Fox, Brit Hume observed in his “Political Grapevine”:

The Associated Press says it. Reuters says it. The New York Times says it 
repeatedly. Senator Levin says it. So does Senator Rockefeller. What 
they say is that the Bush administration claimed as a justifi cation 
for going to war in Iraq that Saddam Hussein posed an “imminent 
threat.”
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In fact, President Bush has publicly said just the opposite, most 
conspicuously in his State of the Union address last January.26

presenting reporters’ praise of democrats 
as proof of bias

To document the supposed pro-Democratic bent of mainstream news report-
ers, Limbaugh recounted an instance of a columnist praising Democratic 
president Bill Clinton. The UPI reporter-turned-columnist Helen Thomas 
introduced former president Clinton in October 2002 by saying, “He 
brought unprecedented prosperity to our nation, and because of that, Presi-
dent Bush can use the surplus Mr. Clinton left behind to pay for many of the 
nation’s needs in this time of crisis. . . . He’s the man from Hope, and that’s 
what he’s given us, hope. We miss him.” Limbaugh quoted the statement 
and added, “That’s Helen Thomas, the objective journalist from UPI, now 
a columnist. . . . Thank you, Ms. Thomas, for fi nally being honest about your 
persuasions. All we’ve ever asked from the liberal media was for you to just 
be honest” ( January 3, 2003).

When the perception that the media are liberal seems borne out in survey 
data, the conservative opinion media both tout the fact and use evidence 
that nonconservative outlets are ignoring the fi nding to indict their bias. On 
October 8, 2003, for instance, Limbaugh noted, “We have a great Gallup 
poll, folks. Sixty percent of conservatives, 40% of moderates, 18% of liberals 
say the media is too liberal.” Limbaugh then creates an interpretive frame 
for the information. “We all know that the moderates are liberals, anyway, 
so that would be 58% of liberals and 60% of conservatives, that’s over 100% 
of the people who think that the media is liberal.” Meanwhile, on Fox News 
Sunday, October 12, Tony Snow reported the fi ndings of the same Gallup poll 
and suggested that underreporting of its fi ndings was attributable to liberal 
bias in the media.

reframing mainstream media as “liberal” 
and as ignoring important data

Sins of omission. According to the conservative media establishment, the main-
stream or “liberal” media, by omission and by slanting what they report, dis-
tort the public’s perception of events in order to discredit conservatives and 
conservatism both. For example, when only Fox covered a speech on Iraq by 
President Bush in early October 2002, Limbaugh interpreted it as the fi nal 
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confi rmation of “liberal bias.” “If there was any remaining doubt about the 
networks’ editorial bias and ideological preferences,” he said, “there shouldn’t 
be any longer” (October 9, 2002).

Sins of Commission: Taking Conservative Statements out of Context. “Trust in 
the press has plummeted to a pathetic 36 percent, barely higher than the all-
time low of 32 percent during the 2000 election recount,” noted Tony Snow 
on Fox News Sunday, June 1, 2003.

The next story offers a case study of why. Vanity Fair has published, to 
great fanfare, the [Sam] Tanenhaus piece about the White House and 
its foreign policy. The normally thorough Tanenhaus [now editor of 
the New York Times Book Review] generated nationwide headlines with 
a quote that turns out to have been distorted. It cites Deputy Defense 
Secretary Paul Wolfowitz on the topic of the president’s case against 
Saddam. Here’s the quote in the piece: “For bureaucratic reasons 
we settled on one issue, weapons of mass destruction, because it was 
the one reason everyone could agree on.” Left out was the remainder 
of the quote, which we will now supply: “But there have always been 
three fundamental concerns: One is weapons of mass destruction, the 
second is support for terrorism. The third is the criminal treatment of 
the Iraqi people. Actually, I guess you could say there’s a fourth over-
riding one, which is the connection between the fi rst two.”

On the same program, Weekly Standard editor Bill Kristol reiterated that the 
quotation “was actually misquoted, taken out of context.”27 The next day on 
Fox’s Special Report with Brit Hume, Mort Kondracke reiterated that Wolfow-
itz in his next sentence said that “weapons of mass destruction and their link 
to terrorism were very important reasons.”28

On June 2, 2003, an editorial in the Journal joined the attack, claiming 
that a Vanity Fair press release promoting the Wolfowitz interview in its May 
issue “distorted” the same Wolfowitz quotation. The press release, said the 
editorial,

spun as news the fact that Mr. Wolfowitz has said the following during 
an interview in early May: “The truth is that for reasons that have a 
lot to do with the U.S. government bureaucracy, we settled on the one 
issue that everyone could agree on which was weapons of mass destruc-
tion as the core reason.” In Europe this has been seized on by the anti-
war left as a source of vindication. . . . Mr. Wolfowitz’s words were no 
contradiction of anything the U.S. said before the war. The allies had 
always given multiple reasons for ridding the world of Saddam. . . . The 
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Vanity Fair press release also failed to include that immediately after 
his WMD remarks, Mr. Wolfowitz had added [further statements] in 
the interview.29

The editorial then quoted Wolfowitz’s additional sentences.
Encouraged to do so by Limbaugh, his listeners scrutinize the mainstream 

media for bias and worry about its effect on others more gullible than they. 
On his radio show in mid-April 2003, for example, a friend emailed Lim-
baugh with the worry that if weapons of mass destruction were not found 
in Iraq, the “liberal media” would make George Bush “toast.” Limbaugh 
responded:

This is a new era, these people in the elite media. They do not exist in 
a vacuum. They are not a monopoly. I’m getting email that is scruti-
nizing the tiniest detail. These networks aren’t going to get away with 
it. Their days of getting away with it en masse are over. They have 
been unmasked. People know that their agenda is. . . . They put what 
they get from these networks in context. . . . It’s going to be the elite 
media and the Democrats and the Frances [sic] and Germany who will 
have a lot of explaining to do. (April 10, 2003)

A year later, on April 22, 2004, Limbaugh featured a Harris poll showing 
that a majority of those surveyed believed that Saddam Hussein had weapons 
of mass destruction when the Iraq war started. Limbaugh used the survey to 
remind listeners that they should not listen to the “liberal” media.

Part of Limbaugh’s unmasking of the mainstream involves decoding its 
language. Notice, he said, that “trial lawyers are never, ever called ‘special 
interests’ by the mainstream press” (November 19, 2002). “For Democrats, 
a tax cut is not [any] longer a tax cut; it’s a tax ‘holiday,’ and a tax increase 
is now a ‘no new tax cut.’ . . . Tort reform is not tort reform. Tort reform has 
become a battle over the ‘right to sue’ ” (December 6, 2002). “We’re onto 
them, now, friends,” said Limbaugh. “They’re not going to get away with all 
of this.” They don’t call their plan a “tax cut,” he reminded listeners in early 
January 2003, they call it a “tax rebate” ( January 8, 2003).

Creating Alternative Frames

Media of all sorts frame their audiences’ views of events. Conservative 
media are no exception. But in this process of framing, the conserva-
tive opinion media add a dimension missing in other media by regularly 
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engaging in metacommunication about the frames of the mainstream. In 
short, conservative media not only frame the political world but reframe 
the content and identity of nonconservative media. One way in which 
they do this is by attaching the labels “liberal” and “bias” to them and 
then by arguing that they employ a “double standard,” as we mentioned 
in our earlier analysis of the Trent Lott case. To show the impact of this 
sort of reframing, we will report survey evidence of the Limbaugh listen-
ers’ acceptance of Limbaugh’s framing of both the Unabomber and the 
Oklahoma City bomber.

Before doing so, we will illustrate this process through an analysis of 
conservative media’s treatment of the charge in the California gubernatorial 
race of 2003 that the Republican frontrunner, Arnold Schwarzenegger, had 
sexually harassed women.

reframing schwarzenegger as groper versus 
davis as batterer: the double standard 
overlooks democrats’ crimes

On the Thursday before the California gubernatorial recall of Tuesday, 
 October 7, 2003, the Los Angeles Times carried an investigative report under 
the headline “Women Say Schwarzenegger Groped, Humiliated Them,” 
which included interviews with six women who reported that they had been 
fondled by Schwarzenegger. The story reported: “Six women who came into 
contact with Arnold Schwarzenegger on movie sets, in studio offi ces and in 
other settings over the last three decades say he touched them in a sexual 
manner without their consent.”30

The Republican contender’s spokesperson, Sean Walsh, initially denied 
the charges. Soon afterward, Schwarzenegger labeled the accusations “trash 
politics.” At the same time, however, he acknowledged that he had “behaved 
badly sometimes” and “done things that were not right, which I thought 
[were] playful [on movie sets]. But I now recognize that I have offended 
people. And to those people that I have offended I want to say to them I am 
deeply sorry about that, and I apologize.”

Schwarzenegger’s supporters engaged in a complex strategy to minimize 
the effect of the allegations. The response included testimonials from the 
candidate’s wife, newscaster and Kennedy family member Maria Shriver, 
that Schwarzenegger was a good father and husband and an “A-plus human 
being.” Shriver also claimed that many of the stories had been fabricated and 
attacked the Los Angeles Times for the investigation and for publishing the 
story so close to the election.
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The conservative media outlets responded by suggesting that whereas the 
Los Angeles Times had investigated Schwarzenegger for abusing women, it had 
not awarded comparable treatment to charges that Gray Davis had battered his 
female staff; hence the Times was employing a double standard. If successful, this 
move would both undercut the credibility of the source newspaper and associ-
ate Davis with actions more offensive than groping. The conservative claim was 
a standard one: the “liberal media” were eager to undercut conservatives and 
protect “liberals.” And voters were encouraged to reject the Schwarzenegger 
groping allegations but trust those about Davis’s supposed staff abuse.

Noteworthy is the fact that the columnist who alleged that the Los Angeles 
Times was “sitting on” the Davis story was featured in the conservative but 
not the mainstream media. Among those embracing the story were Fox and 
Limbaugh, though not the Journal. In a Los Angeles Daily column published 
October 4, 2003, the Saturday before the election, columnist Jill Stewart 
stated: “Since at least 1997, the Times has been sitting on information that 
Gov. Gray Davis is an ‘offi ce batterer’ who has attacked female members 
of his staff, thrown objects at subservients and launched into red-faced fi ts, 
screaming the f-word until staffers cower.”31 The day before the election, 
Stewart’s column was synthesized approvingly by Bill Whalen in the Daily 
Standard, on Fox’s Hannity and Colmes,32 The Big Story with John Gibson,33 and 
Special Report with Brit Hume,34 and—consistent with our notion that con-
servative media exist and carry conservative frames, albeit to much smaller 
audiences—on other cable stations, as well as on MSNBC’s Scarborough Coun-
try. Stewart also appeared not only on Fox but also on MSNBC’s short-lived 
Buchanan and Press.

In the Daily Standard, Whalen made a connection to the Stewart piece, 
noting: “Something else the Times has to explain: why it took a pass on allega-
tions of Gray Davis mistreating women. Davis-is-an-ogre stories are the stuff 
of Sacramento lore, going back to the ’70s when he was Jerry Brown’s chief 
of staff.”35 On Scarborough Country, Stewart noted:

I think it is journalistic malpractice, because the L.A. Times assigned, 
as you know, two hard-hitting teams seven weeks ago to get Arnold 
Schwarzenegger on his steroid use. They published that a week ago 
Monday. And on his sexual harassment charges, they even went to 
foreign countries to track it down. Did they assign a team to look into 
the Gray Davis violence charges? No, they did not. And it is just a 
horrible, horrible bias on the part of the paper.36

As Californians were balloting to determine whether Davis would 
be recalled, Limbaugh drew his listeners’ attention to the story, both by 
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 reading extensive passages from the Stewart column and by linking to it on 
his website.

His argument was consistent with the one advanced in the other 
 conservative shows.

The Los Angeles Times has become a casualty of their naked bias against 
Arnold Schwarzenegger, with a thousand people canceling their sub-
scriptions to the paper after these last-minute stories from women. 
The paper barely seems to have checked its sources before running 
to press. The latest allegation was proven totally false in about 30 
minutes. But the double standard becomes even more clear and infu-
riating when you read Jill Stewart’s Los Angeles Daily News story ask-
ing why the Times did not reveal Gray Davis’s serial abuse of women 
staffers.

(Limbaugh was a day behind the other conservative outlets because on Octo-
ber 6 he devoted the fi rst portion of his show to addressing revelations that 
he was under investigation for abuse of prescription painkillers.)

What interests us about Stewart’s column and its afterlife is the fact that 
her charges were all but ignored by the media not in the conservative ambit. 
At the same time, the conservative media reframed the Schwarzenegger 
charges to argue that Davis was worse than Schwarzenegger and the main-
stream media were complicit in suppressing that fact.

On Sunday, October 12, 2003, Los Angeles Times Editor John Carroll 
defended the process by which the Schwarzenegger story and been researched 
and written and noted: “It was written that the paper failed to follow up on 
reports that Davis had mistreated women in his offi ce. Fact: Virginia Ellis, a 
recent Pulitzer Prize fi nalist, and other Times reporters investigated this twice. 
Their fi nding both times: The discernible facts didn’t support a story.”37

After Schwarzenegger was elected governor of California in the recall of 
2003, Limbaugh reminded his listeners that there was a lesson to be learned 
from the Los Angeles Times’s report that the actor had groped women.

As you think back to what the LA Times did in this gubernatorial race, 
remember that’s not even the half of it. The next time the LA Times 
or any other mainstream liberal institution starts talking to you about 
the aftermath in Iraq or the war on terrorism, I want you to remember 
this business of what they did with Schwarzenegger, and I want you 
to tell yourself “Schwarzenegger is not an isolated episode.” If they’re 
doing it there, where else are they acting as Democrat house organs? 
(October 10, 2003)
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media framing of kaczynski and mcveigh

In 1996, we were able to fi nd out whether reframing has an effect on the target 
audience because during our election study that year Limbaugh argued that 
the media were treating Timothy McVeigh, the alleged Oklahoma bomber, 
and Ted Kaczynski, the alleged Unabomber, differently.

For Limbaugh, the Kaczynski case was an object lesson in media bias. On 
his April 8, 1996, broadcast, Limbaugh read what he called a “great” letter to 
the editor of USA Today in which the writer blasted the paper and the media 
in general for its differential treatment of the Unabomber and the Oklahoma 
City bombing. The letter asserted that the media would not likely make any 
strong connections between the Unabomber and the radical environmental 
group Earth First! although it drew the connection between the Oklahoma 
City bombing suspects and militia groups. Limbaugh said: “That’s exactly 
right. I mentioned last week, if they had found one nine millimeter pistol 
in this guy’s shack, they would have portrayed him as a right wing, anti-
 government zealot, [with] links to the militia movement.” On his April 9, 
1996, broadcast, Limbaugh added:

Now there’s the February 2, 1994, edition of the publication called 
Earth First! And I love the way the Washington Post refers to Earth 
First! “an outspoken environmentalist group.” When is the last time 
you have ever read in the Washington Post about me being outspo-
ken? Rush Limbaugh . . . it’s the radical right wing, controversial, talk 
show host.

After reading the article in the Washington Post about Earth First!’s negative 
comments about a public relations fi rm executive who had Exxon as a cli-
ent, Limbaugh related how this executive was killed by one of Kaczynski’s 
bombs.

Kaczynski read all this and sent a Burston-Marsteller PR executive, 
Thomas Moser . . . a pipe bomb, because of this Earth First! journal. . . . 
Now even in this [the Washington Post] story nobody gets on Earth 
First!’s case. But if this were a conservative, right-wing publication that 
had inspired this guy, the headline and cover story would be about the 
group and the Unabomber would be simply a mindless twit little tool of 
the extremist right-wing group. There’d be no talk about genius gone 
awry. . . . And the Weekly Standard apparently asks this question . . . “If 
it’s OK to blame Rush Limbaugh for Timothy McVeigh, can’t we agree 
that Al Gore is responsible for the Unabomber?”
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Limbaugh’s commentary on Kaczynski and McVeigh attempted to bal-
ance what he saw as an ideological bias in the mainstream media’s treatment 
of extremists. With this event, as with others, Limbaugh tried to teach his 
audience to interpret the mainstream news media by pointing to what he 
perceived as their inconsistencies and ideological slant. In the case of Ted 
Kaczynski, he may have succeeded.

When asked in our 1996 survey, “Do you think that news stories about 
Kaczynski have been more favorable than ones about McVeigh, less favorable, 
or have they been about the same?” Limbaugh listeners were more likely than 
nonlisteners to say the media favored Kaczynski. Other PTR listeners’ views 
were more like those of PTR nonlisteners than Limbaugh listeners. Although 
all groups reported that Kaczynski got more favorable coverage, Limbaugh 
listeners were strongest in this view. As we mentioned earlier in regard to 
using survey data, it is possible that those holding this view were simply 
more likely to be in Limbaugh’s audience. If that is the case, his exposition 
was a reinforcement rather than a cause of their inference about the rela-
tive treatment of the two terrorists. We think it improbable, however, that 
Limbaugh’s listeners would be more likely than conservative nonlisteners to 
hold a view that is not tied to usual Republican Party heuristics.

How the Mainstream Media Present Limbaugh

When he is featured on mainstream media, Limbaugh underscores his own 
importance (he was after all invited) and helps those shows build ratings by 
urging his listeners to turn to the mainstream to catch his appearance. After 
being asked to deliver election night comments on NBC in 2002, he told his 
listeners, “So I’ll be on between 10 to 11 PM ET and then again at 1 AM. . . .  
So be sure to tune in Tuesday night on your local NBC broadcast affi liate” 
(November 4, 2002).

legitimization

When Democrats respond to Limbaugh, they enhance his prominence by 
increasing his access to the mainstream media. Occasionally infl uential play-
ers in the mainstream even rise to his defense. A set of exchanges with Senate 
Majority leader Tom Daschle is illustrative.

For Limbaugh, Daschle was “El Diablo” (December 9, 2002), “Puff,” 
or “the Puffster” (“The Puffster is all excited about running for president,” 
January 3, 2003). Limbaugh also impugned Daschle’s patriotism by calling 
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him “Hanoi Tom” (November 15, 2002). His attacks on Daschle challenged 
his motives, in effect accusing him of being a traitor and allying him with 
“Hanoi Jane” Fonda and Tokyo Rose. “What more do you want to do to 
destroy this country than what you’ve already done?” he said of Daschle.

It is unconscionable what this man has done! This stuff gets broadcast 
around the world, Senator. What do you want your nickname to be? 
Hanoi Tom? Tokyo Tom? . . . You sit there and pontifi cate on the fact 
that we’re not winning the war on terrorism when you and your party 
have done nothing but try to sabotage it.38

Limbaugh’s callers picked up the theme. “He [Daschle] should be ashamed of 
himself,” said a female caller. “They gave aid and comfort to the enemy. He’s 
not interested in the safety of this country” (November 20, 2002).

On November 20, 2002, Daschle responded: “Rush Limbaugh and all of 
the Rush Limbaugh wannabees have a very shrill edge. And that’s entertain-
ment. Even they—we were told that even people who don’t agree with them 
listen because they’re entertaining.” He continued:

And you know, but what happens when Rush Limbaugh attacks those 
of us in public life is that people aren’t satisfi ed just to listen. They 
want to act because they get emotionally invested. And so, you know, 
the threats to those of us in public life go up dramatically, and on our 
families and on us in a way that’s very disconcerting. You know, we 
see it in foreign countries. And we think, well my God, how can this 
religious fundamentalism become so violent? Well, it’s the same shrill 
rhetoric. It’s that same shrill power that motivates. They—you know, 
they—that somebody says something, and then it becomes a little 
more shrill the next time, and then more shrill the next time.

Do these encounters damage Limbaugh with his listeners? G. Gordon Liddy 
said that when he was attacked by Clinton, it was “a feather in my cap.”39

Some mainstream media critics, including the Washington Post’s Howard 
Kurtz, dismissed the notion that Limbaugh’s words could elicit threats and 
violence against those he attacks. Kurtz noted:

Limbaugh is an entertainer with sharp claws, but he is more policy-
oriented than many of the people who shout on cable night after 
night. He doesn’t give out phone numbers or urge his listeners to call 
anyone. . . . But to try to link the actions of a few crazies to a prominent 
commentator—one so “extreme” that he sat next to Tom Brokaw on 
election night—only elevates Limbaugh in the eyes of his fans.40
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The hardest hitting interviewer on national television did not challenge 
Limbaugh in their Meet the Press encounter (November 23, 2002). The ques-
tions were instead designed to elicit expository answers. When Limbaugh 
alleged “there are mainstream liberals” who believed that “Bush had some 
role in Wellstone’s death,” Tim Russert did not ask Limbaugh to name them, 
for example.

When Russert said, “Democrats said when you compared him [Daschle] 
to Yasir Arafat that that was over the line,” Limbaugh asked, “When did 
I do this? You know, we—th—this—I—I don’t—that—that was—that was 
said on Crossfi re earlier this week, and then whoever said it apologized for it 
because they couldn’t fi nd evidence of it in the s—in the place they thought 
they had seen it. I don’t recall that. I have no clue what that’s about.” Instead 
of turning to other examples, such as Limbaugh’s question about whether 
Daschle wanted his nickname to be Hanoi Tom or Tokyo Tom, Russert 
changes topic.41

limbaugh attracts substantial media attention

Prominent treatment of Limbaugh in the mainstream media is not a new 
phenomenon. To analyze Limbaugh’s presence in mainstream media, our 
colleague Joseph Turow created an index. He examined how often 28 daily 
newspapers mentioned talk radio and a number of prominent individuals, 
including talk radio hosts, from November 1989 to November 1995. The 
papers were the only top-50-circulation newspapers in the Lexis Nexis or 
Dialog databases that go back before 1989. Figure 9.1 shows that from 1989 
to 1995, the yearly appearance of the phrases “talk radio” and “radio talk” in 
these daily newspapers rose from about 2,700 to almost 7,000.

The number of items in the mainstream press that mentioned Limbaugh 
compared favorably to the number that have mentioned key U.S. govern-
ment and media fi gures. About 225,000 items mentioned President Clinton 
between November 1993 and November 1995. About 67,000 mentioned 
Vice President Gore, 15,000 mentioned then senator George Mitchell, 
almost 28,000 mentioned David Letterman, and about 4,200 mentioned 
Ted Koppel. Talk radio and Limbaugh fell into the middle of these rankings 
(20,799), with fewer articles than Gore but substantially more than Mitch-
ell, House leader Richard Armey (R. Tex.), and the host of ABC’s Nightline, 
Ted Koppel. A Lexis Nexis search reveals that from fall 2001 through fall 
2003, Limbaugh was mentioned in 7,511 articles. (We did not carry this 
analysis from late fall 2003 through the end of 2004 because allegations of 
Limbaugh’s doctor-shopping to obtain narcotics would have required that 
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we analyze each article to determine whether it was about his show or about 
that scandal.)

the mainstream critiques limbaugh

The complexity of the relationship among the conservative media, the 
 Republican-controlled White House, the mainstream media, and liberal 
commentators was on display in the period between April 30 and May 17, 
2004. On May 4, 2004, Limbaugh analogized the humiliation of Iraqi pris-
oners by U.S. forces in an Iraqi prison to a Skull and Bones initiation. “This 
is no different than what happens at the Skull and Bones initiation,” he 
observed, and went on to comment:

and we’re going to ruin people’s lives over it, and we’re going to ham-
per our military effort, and then we’re going to really hammer ‘em 
because they had a good time. You know, these people are being fi red 
at everyday—I’m talking about the people having a good time. You 
ever hear of emotional release? You ever hear of need to blow some 
steam off ? These people are the enemy.

On May 6, White House press representative Scott McClennan was chal-
lenged by a reporter on the Limbaugh comment. “If you stand out strongly 
trying to let the Arab world know that this is wrong and then you have the 
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proverbial spokesperson for the conservative party saying this, doesn’t that 
send a mixed message?” asked the correspondent. Whereas in the Trent Lott 
case, Limbaugh had helped guide the White House to a politically desir-
able outcome, in this case he was off the White House message. The liberal 
media-monitoring website MediaMatters.org responded to Limbaugh’s com-
ments with a 30-second ad featured on its website and aired for four days in 
Washington, D.C., on CNBC, CNN, ESPN, FOX News, and MSNBC. The 
ad said:

narrator (voice-over): Secretary Rumsfeld called the torture of Iraqis 
sadistic . . . cruel . . .
rumsfeld: Fundamentally un-American.
narrator (voice-over): But here’s what Rush Limbaugh said:
limbaugh: This is no different than what happens at the Skull and Bones 
initiation. . . . I’m talking about people having a good time. These people—you ever 
heard of emotional release? You ever heard of needing to blow some steam off?
narrator (voice-over): This is the most listened-to political commenta-
tor in America?

In the mainstream media, others chimed in to express their consternation 
at Limbaugh’s statements. “In desperation,” wrote Frank Rich,

some torture apologists are trying to concoct the fi ctions the admin-
istration used to ply so well. Limbaugh has been especially creative. 
The photos of the abuses at Abu Ghraib “look like standard good old 
American pornography,” he said as the story spread, as if he might 
grandfather wartime atrocities into an entertainment industry that, 
however deplorable to Islam, has more fans in our Christian coun-
try than Major League Baseball. In Mr. Limbaugh’s view, the guards 
humiliating the Iraqis were just “having a good time” and their pic-
tures look “just like anything you’d see Madonna or Britney Spears 
do onstage. . . . I mean, this is something that you can see onstage at 
Lincoln Center from an N.E.A. grant, maybe on Sex and the City.”42

“Of course, some people didn’t even mind the pictures,” noted  Jonathan 
Alter in Newsweek. “Rush Limbaugh told his audience last week that the 
whole thing reminded him of a ‘Skull and Bones initiation.’ He argued 
that the torturers should be cut a little slack.”43 Responses such as these to 
 Limbaugh’s content are part of a mutual monitoring system in which the 
mainstream monitors the conservative media and vice versa.

This form of media accountability has a number of advantages for the 
democratic system. Among others, it ensures that there is an ongoing critique 
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of media conduct from both the left (where Media Matters.org, MSNBC’s 
 Countdown with Keith Olbermann, and Air America provide regular commen-
tary) and the right. This monitoring process should increase the sense among 
reporters and commentators that theirs is not the fi nal word. Unseemly or 
inaccurate comments will be fl agged and critiqued. This should produce 
a self-policing that dampens down bizarre or indefensible comments. One 
might surmise, for example, that Limbaugh abandoned his practice of “abort-
ing” callers and largely discontinued his use of the term “femi-Nazi” after 
both were (mistakenly we believe) offered up by the mainstream as typical of 
his commentary.

The process of mutual critique is politically signifi cant as well. The con-
servative and mainstream media’s castigation of both Republican Trent Lott 
and Democrat Chris Dodd for their statements about Strom Thurmond and 
Robert Byrd, respectively, strongly signaled crossparty disapproval of the 
country’s segregationist past.

Conclusion

Taken together, these analyses suggest that not only does Limbaugh vigi-
lantly monitor the mainstream media for bias but he also reframes those 
channels as purveyors of a “double standard” that disadvantages conservatives 
and their ideology. In this view, a perspective shared by the Fox hosts on 
whom we focus and by the Journal’s editorial pages, the mainstream distorts, 
makes serious uncorrected mistakes, and omits key information. The mate-
rial we have presented in this chapter strengthens our claim that the double 
standard argument is central to the conservative opinion media’s strategy: 
they displace mainstream interpretations of events by engaging in a special 
form of reframing. They accomplish this by offering alternative frames. In 
the Kaczynski-McVeigh example, we found some evidence that such framing 
by Limbaugh affects his listeners.

This rhetoric about “liberal media bias” also gives conservatives a common 
set of lines of arguments and a shared vocabulary for dismissing mainstream 
interpretations of news. When a listener notices an instance in which the bias 
identifi ed by Limbaugh is exemplifi ed by a Democratic speaker or a reporter, 
that person can feel in-the-know, clever in his or her capacity to unmask the 
maneuver, and superior in his invulnerability to it. The unnoticed becomes 
noticed at the same time the observation tags it as evidence of a larger claim. 
The tropes are simple: Democrats have a playbook. The media are liberal, are 
biased, and employ a double standard that disadvantages conservatives. You 
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will be infl uenced by the media-reinforced playbook unless you come to see 
the media as Limbaugh does. Limbaugh positions himself as the one who 
reveals what the “liberal media” would otherwise conceal about their biases. 
In the process of becoming part of this community of interpreters of main-
stream bias, the conservative opinion media set the stage for creating what 
we will call in a later chapter a knowledge and opinion enclave.



10
Engendering and Reinforcing Distrust 

of Mainstream Media

Complaints from the Right about the bias of the mainstream media are 
not new. Speaking in Des Moines, Iowa, on November 13, 1969, for 

example, Vice President Spiro Agnew stated:

The people can let the networks know that they want their news 
straight and objective. The people can register their complaints on 
bias through mail to the networks and phone calls to local stations. 
This is one case where the people must defend themselves, where the 
citizen, not the Government, must be the reformer; where the con-
sumer can be the most effective crusader.1

Long before Limbaugh embraced it, the Wall Street Journal and organi-
zations such as Accuracy in Media, founded in 1969 by Reed Irvine, had 
made “liberal bias” a conservative catchphrase. The argument gained traction 
from and may have contributed to public dissatisfaction with the press. As 
communication professor Yariv Tsfati2 found in his examination of trends 
in confi dence in the media tracked on the General Social Survey from 1973 
through 1996, those who responded that they “have hardly any confi dence in 
the press” increased from 15% in 1973 to 41% in 1996. The 1990s show an 
almost 10% increase alone. Forty percent having “hardly any confi dence” is 
hardly a vote of confi dence.

In this chapter, we show that the rhetoric Limbaugh employs in his daily 
attacks on the mainstream news media goes hand in hand with his audience’s 
mistrust of these outlets. Through the mid-1990s, he made these attacks 
while at the same time his audience continued to consume large amounts of 
mainstream news. His attacks have continued unabated whether the Republi-
can Party has been in power in Washington or not. In 1996, when our surveys 
began, the impact of generally increasing mistrust of the mainstream news 
media seemed to have had little effect on his audiences’ use of them; how-
ever, this initially (i.e., in 1996) higher level of consumption of  mainstream 
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 broadcast news had declined by 2004, in part because of the emergence of 
Fox as a serious alternative to mainstream broadcast and cable.3

In what follows we will argue that (1) listeners to Limbaugh have greater 
mistrust of the mainstream news media than other groups; (2) through the 
mid-1990s, Limbaugh’s rhetoric portrayed the mainstream media in ways 
likely to engender mistrust; (3) through the same period, this activation of 
mistrust in the mainstream media did not substantially diminish his audi-
ence’s consumption of mainstream news sources, though it did coincide 
with increased consumption of nonmainstream sources. However, we also 
show that by 2004 Limbaugh’s audience was turning away from mainstream 
broadcast news and, as noted, becoming more reliant on conservative outlets 
such as Fox.

Mainstream News Media Activate Mistrust

Our previous research showed that certain forms of news coverage activate 
public cynicism about political campaigns and policy debates.4 That research 
did not include talk radio.

As we reported earlier, in 1996 we conducted a survey (PTR Survey 1996) 
of regular and nonregular listeners of PTR as a part of a large-scale national 
study of PTR, including Limbaugh, during the presidential election year. 
The study deployed a fi ve-wave national survey, an experiment, and content 
analyses. (For discussion of some of the study’s procedural details, see the 
appendix to chapter 5 at our website.)

To understand the reaction of the audience of PTR to mainstream sources 
of news, we both asked a series of questions over the course of the 1996 presi-
dential election year and conducted an experimental test of the impact of 
PTR on audience attitudes (PTR Experiment 1996). Our survey included an 
oversample of talk radio listeners. In addition, as we noted earlier, we scruti-
nized the content of Limbaugh’s programing over the 11-month period from 
January until just after the presidential election in November 1996.

We assessed trust in the mainstream news media four times during the 
1996 election season. Early in the primary, respondents were asked a gen-
eral question about the major news media, including television news, the 
newspaper with which they were most familiar, and news magazines. Our 
question asked whether these media “help society solve its problems or get 
in the way.”

Figure 10.1 shows that Limbaugh listeners compared to other groups were 
more disposed to accept the claim that the major news media were standing 
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in the way of rather than helping solve society’s problems. Regular Limbaugh 
listeners were not only more likely than nonlisteners to choose this option 
but also more mistrustful of the mainstream news media than were listeners 
to either liberal/moderate or conservative political talk programming.5

Later in the primary period, we asked respondents how fair and balanced 
they considered each of several news sources.6 These included newspapers 
with which they were familiar, television evening news, and PTR. We reg-
istered their responses in numbers from 1 to 7, with 1 being least fair and 
balanced and 7 being most fair and balanced. The fi ndings summarized in 
fi gure 10.2 show that listeners to Limbaugh rated television and newspapers 
as least fair and balanced while they rated PTR as most fair and balanced, 
even after controlling for a variety of other factors. (For analytical details see 
the appendix to this chapter at our website.) As before, nonlisteners are most 
trusting of the mainstream news sources and least trusting of PTR, with 
other PTR listening groups in between.

During the heat of the 1996 presidential election, we asked respondents 
whether the mainstream news media were doing a good job with the cam-
paign. Our question was one we had used in earlier studies of mistrust. It 
asked respondents to choose between two options: “Network TV evening 
news tells people what they need to know about the presidential candi-
dates’ stands on issues” OR “Network TV evening news spend too much 
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time reporting on campaign strategies to tell people what they need to know 
about issues.” Responses were scored 3 for focusing on strategy rather than 
issue, 1 for issues, and 2 for a voluntary response of “both” or “it depends.” 
Figure 10.3 presents a familiar pattern, with Limbaugh listeners responding 
that the established media are most likely to focus on the strategic aspects of 
the campaign rather than campaign issues.

After Bill Clinton defeated Bob Dole to win his second term in offi ce, we 
recontacted our respondents to ask about the election’s outcome and, in par-
ticular, their perceptions about the media’s role in it. We wondered whether 
the respondents felt that major news media helped citizens make good deci-
sions about the candidates or got in the way. We also asked whether televi-
sion news and newspaper coverage of the political campaigns were fair and 
balanced. The responses to these two were similar enough to combine them 
in an index.7

The overall pattern remains about the same across four periods and across 
somewhat differently worded questions. Limbaugh listeners were more mis-
trustful of mainstream (print and television) news sources. Specifi cally, they 
considered them more likely to (1) get in the way of society solving its prob-
lems, (2) not be helpful to citizens’ decision making, and (3) be unfair and 
imbalanced. There were sharp differences between Limbaugh listeners and 
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nonlisteners and even some differences between Limbaugh’s audience and 
those who listen to other conservative programs.

What our results cannot show is whether the effect was produced by 
 listening to Limbaugh’s rhetoric about the news media. As the model we 
outlined in chapter 5 suggests, it is plausible that mistrust of the mainstream 
news media drives people to PTR in the fi rst place, where their prior disposi-
tions are reinforced.

To see if exposure to PTR could affect people’s perceptions of the news 
media’s biases, we conducted an experiment in which people of all  ideologies 
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were exposed to various types of talk radio for a week. (For details of this 
experiment see the appendix to chapter 5 at our website.) Six listening groups 
were created, and each listened, each day for a week, to one hour of the fol-
lowing on tape: (1) Talk of the Nation on NPR; (2) Limbaugh; (3) conservative 
hosts other than Limbaugh; (4) liberal hosts; (5) a combination of liberal and 
conservative hosts; and (6) nonpolitical talk including relationships, movies, 
health, cars, and so on. Each day focused on a different topic. On a given day, 
each host focused on the same topic.

At the conclusion of the week, participants completed a questionnaire 
about the programs as well as political and social issues. One question sought 
their evaluations of the mainstream news media, including specifi cally the 
degree to which they agreed with the statement “The news media get in the 
way of society solving its problems.” Participants were grouped into those 
who were politically liberal, moderate, and conservative. These three groups 
were mostly similar and were nearly neutral in their agreement with the 
claim that news media get in the way. However, conservatives exposed to 
conservative PTR, including Limbaugh, tended to agree more with the claim 
than did liberals exposed to the same PTR. Interestingly, the same pattern 
existed when liberals and conservatives listened to NPR’s Talk of the Nation 
for the week. Apparently, ideological conservatives were primed to think of 
their disdain for the news media’s role in society both by the conservative 
hosts and the more liberal hosts of PTR, while liberals had the opposite 
reaction.8 These experimental data suggest that exposure to PTR can affect 
attitudes toward the media, even after exposures as brief as fi ve one-hour 
 segments of political talk about events and about the media.

Limbaugh’s Rhetoric about Mainstream News Media

During the 1996 presidential campaign, our research group conducted 
detailed content analyses of various news media, including PTR and espe-
cially the programs of Limbaugh. For most of the year, transcripts of Lim-
baugh’s shows were made available to us from one of Limbaugh’s audience 
members. Comparisons of his transcripts and audiotapes showed that the 
transcripts were a faithful rendering of what Limbaugh had said. After a 
while, Limbaugh’s unpaid transcriber decided it was time to get a life outside 
of the world of Limbaugh’s programming, so for the remainder of the study, 
we recorded Limbaugh’s shows and transcribed them. The transcripts made 
it possible to conduct computerized word searches as well as more subtle 
forms of content analysis.
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As noted, two topics were discussed every day on Limbaugh’s program 
from January through November 1996. They were President Bill Clinton 
and the mainstream mass media. The next four topics not related to the news 
media were Democrats (96% of shows), Republicans or the GOP (94%), Bob 
Dole (91%), and Hillary Clinton (88%). Not only was Limbaugh preoccu-
pied with the mainstream print and broadcast press but also he was specifi c 
about the outlets. Mentions of the New York Times occurred on 83% of his 
shows; the Washington Post was mentioned 66% of the time, CNN 57%, and 
the three major networks (ABC, CBS, NBC) at least 39%. Limbaugh also 
drew in content from and invited attention to content in two conservative 
outlets, the Journal (48%) and the Washington Times (32.4%).

From just after Labor Day (September 3) until just after Election Day 
(November 11), we evaluated Limbaugh’s comments about the mainstream 
news media. The comments were not always negative. We divided them into 
three broad categories: attacks, positive citations, and reframings. On these 
47 dates, we found clear examples of 58 reframings, 52 attacks on the media 
for their actions and commentary, and 76 positive citations of news with 
which Limbaugh agreed.

Limbaugh also attacked the mainstream media for their failings, inaccu-
rate reporting, and biases against his friends, including his former television 
producer Roger Ailes, whom Murdoch had named head of Fox News. On 
October 21, 1996, for example, Limbaugh criticized the mainstream news 
media for their concerns about Murdoch’s takeover of Fox News Network. 
He argued that the mainstream claimed Fox News would become a home for 
conservative points of view. Limbaugh said:

Fox News Channel is being portrayed by other mainstream media 
organizations. You cannot read a story or listen to a report about the 
new Fox News Channel without hearing some jerk throw in the fact 
that Rupert Murdoch is going to have a conservative slant on the news. 
It’s going to be a conservative network.

Now that is not what Murdoch has said and that’s not what Roger 
Ailes has said. All they said is they want to have people who can report 
the news and get things factually correct and they tried to hire people 
who do not have a bias against conservatives.

In the context of this event and its reporting by the mainstream news 
media, Limbaugh takes the opportunity to reframe the issue as one of dou-
ble standards, one for liberals and Democrats and one for conservatives and 
Republicans. At issue is the hiring of former Clinton aide George Stepha-
nopoulos as a reporter and commentator.
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Now, would you describe George Stephanopoulos as unbiased? Would 
you describe George Stephanopoulos as nonpartisan? Would you 
describe George Stephanopoulos as objective? No, George Stepha-
nopoulos is a Democrat. George Stephanopoulos is a liberal. George 
Stephanopoulos is an advisor to Bill Clinton. George Stephanopoulos’s 
job the past four years has been doing everything he can to make Bill 
Clinton look as good as he can and CBS has no compunction about 
having a guy like Stephanopoulos as a reporter but you let the Fox 
News Channel go out and say they’re just going to try to hire some 
people to do the news accurately.

Limbaugh then proposes a hypothetical to his audience to show the 
media’s double standard.

I tell you something folks, this is akin to any network wanting to 
hire me to be a reporter. Of course, if that happened—if word of that 
leaked out I’ll guarantee you that whoever was responsible for it at 
whatever network would be summarily dismissed and fi red and maybe 
sent to the gallows for daring to have a guy like Limbaugh. You want 
to have such a partisan person as Limbaugh on your news?

Limbaugh’s comments about the mainstream news outlets were not 
invariably unfavorable. When a news report gave him ammunition to skewer 
Bill or Hillary Clinton or to attack the Democrats in Congress, he did not 
hesitate to formally cite the article or broadcast, sometimes including its 
author, always noting the network or newspaper. For example, on his show of 
October 10, 1996, he said:

My friends I read a little story here in the New York Times today that 
is troubling. There is a bunch of cables back and forth from the State 
Department. And the White House is doing what it can now to bury 
this cable, but I have to give credit to the New York Times because the 
New York Times is the one that reports this in their editions today.

After blasting the New York Times for endorsing Bill Clinton for a second 
term, Limbaugh uses the paper’s coverage to bring up what he casts as an 
unfolding scandal:

Now let’s go back to the front page of THE New York Times. Keep all 
this in mind as you hear this. A few days after leaving the employment 
of an Indonesian billionaire to become a trade offi cial in the Clinton 
Administration, John Wong attended at least two meetings at which 
important Indonesian trade issues were discussed. Well fi nally, what 
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I told you about last week in our list of our undisputed facts . . . have 
now made to the front page of the New York Times.

Mistrust and Consumption of Mainstream News in 1996

The picture that emerged was that Limbaugh listeners mistrusted the news 
media more than did any other group. Keep in mind that Fox News was not 
yet a serious alternative for these listeners. Our claim in 1996 found support 
at several points in time and with several different questions assessing the 
trustworthiness of the news media. The fi nding invited the questions: Does 
this mistrust translate into behavior? Do Limbaugh listeners consume lower 
quantities of news from mainstream sources than other listeners to PTR and 
the general public of nonlisteners? The short answer to the second question 
is that in 1996, they did not consume less. In fact, Limbaugh listeners were 
heavy consumers of mainstream news, despite their elevated mistrust of these 
sources. However, as we will argue in a moment, by 2004, that had changed.

the primaries of 1996

When asked during the primaries of 1996 about their consumption of news 
and editorials from a daily newspaper, 53% of Limbaugh listeners reported 
they were regular readers (i.e., they read a daily newspaper two or more times 
a week). Of other PTR listeners 51% said the same, and 38% of nonlisteners. 
When asked about “national TV evening news,” 63% of Limbaugh listeners 
claimed to be regular consumers, 64% of other PTR listeners, and 58% of non-
listeners. (During the 2004 primaries, 50.1% of Limbaugh listeners reported 
watching network broadcast evening news two or more times a week.)

In 1996, Limbaugh listeners were big fans of C-SPAN, with 50% report-
ing watching regularly or sometimes, in contrast to 44% for other PTR lis-
teners and 32% of nonlisteners. These comparisons indicate that despite their 
mistrust, in 1996 Limbaugh listeners were heavy consumers of mainstream 
news. However, they were not likely consumers of NPR or News Hour with 
Jim Lehrer, whereas listeners to other forms of PTR were.

the election

During the heat of the election in October 1996, participants were asked 
how many days in the past seven they had watched national television news 
or read a newspaper for national news. Of Limbaugh listeners, 44% said fi ve 



172 | echo chamber

or more days for television and 46% said fi ve or more days for newspapers. By 
contrast, listeners to other PTR said 36% for television and 41% for newspa-
pers. Nonlisteners reported 33% for television news and 33% for newspapers. 
So during both the primary and election periods, Limbaugh listeners were as 
ready consumers of mainstream national news sources as other groups. The 
fact that they consumed more than nonlisteners is unsurprising, given their 
strong political interests. In 1996, Limbaugh listeners’ mistrust of main-
stream news media did not undermine their interest in or consumption of 
news from these sources. Nor did it create a substitution effect whereby expo-
sure to Limbaugh replaced exposure to the mainstream.

In order to make sure that these simple percentages warranted our infer-
ences from them, several other analyses were carried out. (We report some of 
them in the appendix to this chapter at our website.) These included creation 
of an index of exposure and attention to the two most important mainstream 
sources developed from our questionnaire. This index was elevated when peo-
ple report high levels of exposure and attention to news sources. Even after 
controlling for other possible explanatory factors, Limbaugh listeners were 
the strongest on this index in comparison to the three other groups and sig-
nifi cantly different from nonlisteners and listeners to liberal/moderate PTR. 
Moreover, if Limbaugh listeners’ mistrust of mainstream news sources affected 
consumption of news from those sources, then we would expect that those 
with greater mistrust would be more likely to use the mainstream news less. 
We assessed this possibility during both the primary period (late February to 
early March 1996) and the runup to the election (October 1996). Those who 
were more mistrusting were neither more nor less likely to consume main-
stream news media, either in general or for individual groups of listeners.9
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the postelection period

In the period just following the election, November 12–18, 1996, respon-
dents were contacted again about their reactions to the election. When we 
evaluated their trust of the news media at this crucial postelection junc-
ture, we found that Limbaugh listeners were even more mistrusting of the 
news media. They saw them as more biased, more likely to get in the way of 
citizens’ making good decisions in the election, less fair and balanced, and 
biased toward “liberals.” (For details, see the appendix to this chapter at our 
 website.)

The fact that the Limbaugh listening group and the conservative PTR 
group were signifi cantly different from every other group10 suggests very 
strong skepticism about the media in the postelection period by those whose 
candidate lost. While this result is a convenient explanation for the elec-
tion results, it is consistent with other fi ndings about Limbaugh listeners 
throughout the primary and election period.

However, this strong measure of mistrust of the mainstream media did 
not affect exposure to sources of news from the mainstream in 1996. Expo-
sure to mainstream print and television news was unaffected by mistrust of 
mainstream sources, with no signifi cant differences among the four listening 
groups and no effect of mistrust on exposure to print and television news. 
(For the regression results for PTR exposure on listening groups, controls, 
and mistrust of mainstream media, see the appendix to this chapter at our 
website.) In this case, Limbaugh listeners used PTR more than any other 
group and signifi cantly more than nonlisteners and liberal/moderate PTR 
listeners.

Even though Limbaugh listeners were mistrustful of mainstream news 
media in 1996, that mistrust did not drive down their levels of consump-
tion of these sources. Instead, they consumed more, sometimes signifi cantly 
more, especially during the election period itself. The fact that those with 
elevated mistrust of mainstream media still consumed mainstream media 
seems counterintuitive. Why continue to pay attention to untrustworthy 
media sources of information? Some other research on mistrust and consump-
tion of mainstream and nonmainstream media has reported that those with 
greater mistrust tend to consume more nonmainstream sources, such as PTR 
and internet news, and also tend to consume less of mainstream sources.11 
However, the magnitude of decrease in consumption of mainstream news 
is very modest—estimated by the authors at 1.6 days of reported news per 
week separating the most and least mistrustful audiences. The consistent 
result across studies fi nds mistrust of the mainstream associated with more 
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exposure to PTR and internet sources. Yariv Tsfati and Joseph Cappella12 also 
show that some people who mistrust media still consume it and that these 
mistrusting consumers of mainstream media are people high in need for cog-
nition.13 People who need cognitive stimulation and puzzle solving are most 
likely to still follow mainstream media even when they have elevated levels 
of mistrust of the very sources they consume.

A simple explanation for the heavier broadcast consumption in 1996 is 
the absence of conservative television or cable outlets. That changed with the 
advent of Fox News. Recall that in 2004, Limbaugh listeners were frequently 
viewers of Fox. Unsurprisingly, Fox viewership coincided with reduced view-
ership of mainstream broadcast, specifi cally viewership of network news on 
ABC, NBC, CBS, and PBS.

When comparing Limbaugh listeners both to those who did not listen 
to talk radio at all and to those who listened to talk radio other than Lim-
baugh’s show, we found evidence in the NAES 2004 data that a signifi cantly 
higher percent of Limbaugh listeners did not watch mainstream network 
news. In the NAES 2004 sample of more than 80,000 respondents, 47.4% 
of Limbaugh listeners did not watch television news from the mainstream 
news networks, while 37.6% of those not listening to any talk radio failed to 
watch mainstream television news. Of other talk radio listeners, 33% avoided 
mainstream television news. (For details see the appendix to this chapter at 
our website.)

This conclusion holds when adding the usual controls, for example educa-
tion and income, among others. This does not mean, of course, that Limbaugh 
listeners are unexposed to mainstream news. In fact, they tend to consume 
more print news than nonlisteners—a consistent fi nding in data from 1996, 
2000, and 2004, despite differences across samples and procedures. These 
differences survive a wide variety of controls, including controlling for Fox 
News viewership in the 2004 data. In that survey we had, for the fi rst time, 
specifi c questions about Fox News.

Protecting the Conservative Disposition of the Audience

Our argument for the insulating function of conservative media does not pre-
suppose exclusive or even predominant exposure to conservative media but 
rather argues that the framing and related persuasion effects of existing expo-
sure protect the conservative dispositions of the conservative media’s audi-
ence from persuasion when their members encounter or select mainstream 
sources of information and opinion. However, we do believe that the rise of 
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the conservative media has increased the likelihood that individuals will be 
exposed to information and opinion they fi nd congenial. We fi nd evidence for 
that conclusion in the survey data across time that we just reported. Others 
have found evidence of this phenomenon as well.

Relying on Nielsen’s people meter data across 62 prominent television 
networks in the fi rst week of February 2003, media scholar James Webster 
found modest evidence of polarization, defi ned as “the tendency of channel 
audiences to be composed of devotees and nonviewers.” Importantly, Web-
ster’s analysis of Fox viewers concluded that “even the audience for FOX 
News . . . spends 92.5% of its time watching something else on television. The 
rest of their time is widely distributed across the channels they have avail-
able.” “Of course,” he adds, “it may be that even a little exposure to certain 
materials has big social effects, but if these viewers live in cloistered commu-
nities, they evidently spend a good deal of time out and about.”14 The limita-
tion of analysis by cable network for our purposes is, of course, that where we 
posit a pattern of reinforcement in exposure to news and opinion talk, these 
data include both entertainment and nonentertainment  programming.

Drawing on Webster’s analysis of Nielsen data, political scientist  Marcus 
Prior narrows the fi eld to focus simply on cable content on networks that 
program news and opinion talk and notes that “those who watched at least 
some Fox News spent 7.5% of their overall viewing time with the Fox News 
Channel, but another 6% with the other four cable networks (CNN, CNN 
Headline News, CNBC, MSNBC). After analyzing these patterns, he con-
cludes the data “offer little support for claims that the fragmentation of the 
cable news environment fosters political polarization by encouraging selec-
tive exposure to only one side of an issue.”15 Prior’s analysis differs from ours, 
in that he makes the assumption that what is on Fox is one-sided, a view 
that fails to account for cohosted programs featuring ideologically opposed 
individuals such as Hannity and Colmes, and assumes as well that each cable 
network offers an ideologically consistent set of programs, when, as we have 
noted, there are programs hosted by conservatives on CNN, CNN Headline 
News, and MSNBC.16

Of central interest to us are the sources to which conservatives turn 
for information and opinion about politics. Relying on data from the Pew 
Research Center’s 1998 to 2004 Biennial Media Consumption Survey to 
identify factors predicting exposure to cable and nightly news, Jonathan 
Morris fi nds that the audiences for Fox and CNN are becoming increasingly 
polarized, with Fox watchers less likely than CNN viewers to watch accounts 
critical of the Bush administration and more likely than nonwatchers to 
underestimate the number of Americans killed in the Iraq war.17 The study 
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found that “the Fox News audience prefers news that shares their own point 
of view on politics and issues, while CNN and network news watchers do 
not.”18 The conclusion about causalities is consistent with the one we will 
offer later when we advance the claim that Fox viewers are more likely than 
non-Fox-viewing conservatives to reside in a world whose factual presupposi-
tions coincide with their ideology.

As we argued earlier, Limbaugh relays mainstream examples to his lis-
teners, often playing them on the air before or after critiquing their “liberal 
bias.” Yet despite the fact that his listeners are more likely to avoid main-
stream broadcast news, many are still part of the mainstream media audi-
ence. But the shift from higher consumption of mainstream network news in 
1996 to lower in 2004 is important, because it suggests both the important 
role Fox News may have played in giving conservatives an option and that 
Limbaugh’s audience is now somewhat more likely to be insulated within a 
media environment fi lled with reinforcing cues. The options for conserva-
tives are multiplied as MSNBC and CNN move to attract conservatives with 
the sorts of programing that were once Fox’s unique selling proposition.

Conclusion

Overall mistrust of mainstream news media has increased steadily over three 
decades. The conservative media’s rhetoric about the mainstream is complex. 
They critique mainstream news sources for bias and inaccuracy, use the same 
sources to advance their arguments when they provide support, and reframe 
their content to make the case that it adopts a double standard on issues 
relevant to ideology and party. When Limbaugh’s audience was absorbing a 
great deal of mainstream broadcast news, he risked the possibility that they 
would be swayed by it; now that his audience is somewhat more averse to it, 
at least in broadcast and cable form, his capacity to reinforce its conservative 
ideology is enhanced. For those who attend to other conservative media, that 
effect should be magnifi ed. And when the conservative audience swims in the 
mainstream, the frames reinforced in the echo chamber should increase the 
likelihood that they remain loyal to their conservative principles.



11
Defi ning and Defending an Insular 

Interpretive Community

A passage in the April 2005 Limbaugh Letter illustrates the theme of 
this chapter. In this missive to subscribers, Limbaugh fuses pejora-

tive names, Republican frames, emotionally evocative claims, and categor-
ical language to distinguish the Democrats and their positions from those of 
conservatives:

Dingy Harry Reid and those absolute wimps have nothing positive 
to offer anybody in this country. They’re doing nothing but trying 
to instill fear and loathing, forming coalitions (i.e., their new bosom 
buddies MoveOn.org) built on seething hatred and rage.

That is why it was no real surprise when CafePress.com began sell-
ing a yellow T-shirt with a red gash and the slogan, in big words, 
“KILL BUSH.” The whole message was, “FOR GODS [sic] SAKE, 
KILL BUSH SAVE THE UNITED STATES AND THE REST OF 
THE WORLD.” This was the same website that earlier posted a 
T-shirt for sale with the message, “DEAR TOM DELAY, PLEASE 
COMMIT SUICIDE, SINCERELY, EVERYONE.”

The same left-wing inhumanity was on display last year when 
Hillary Clinton spoke at the pro-abortion “March for Women’s Lives.” 
According to the American Spectator, placards held by the march-
ers read: “If Only Barbara Bush Had Choice”; “Barbara Bush Chose 
Poorly”; and “The Pope’s Mother Had No Choice.”

As I say, no shocker. This is the mainstream of the Democratic 
Party and their wacko voters and supporters.1

This is an in-group rhetoric seeking to reinforce the views of a like-minded 
audience eager to draw extreme conclusions about Democrats. The strategy cap-
italizes on tendencies scholars of in- and out-groups have repeatedly observed: 
that members of a group exaggerate their differences with out-groups,2 believ-
ing out-group members to be rather homogeneous and in-group members less 
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so,3 and believing members of out-groups to be less human than those in the 
in-group.4 Studies also show that people in one group think that the attitudes 
of an opposed group are more extreme than they actually are, a fi nding consis-
tent with the one we will report in the next chapters.5

As Limbaugh reinforces in-group language, his use of naming imbues the 
mix with visceral emotion. Flooded by the evocative cascade, the reader is likely 
to grant the implications in the ambiguously referenced (Is Senator Clinton the 
object of the same left-wing inhumanity or the sentiments expressed in the 
placards at the rally?) bridging inference (“the same left-wing inhumanity”) 
and conclude that Hillary Clinton abetted, if she did not outright endorse, the 
notion that the incumbent president and the pope should have been aborted 
and the incumbent president killed. At the same time, the audience is unlikely 
to challenge the conclusion that the T-shirt statements refl ect the view of the 
Democratic mainstream (“This is the mainstream of the Democratic Party”). 
If these are the sentiments of the Democratic mainstream, then, of course, the 
Democratic Party is the home of “wacko voters and supporters.”

To this point, we have argued that Limbaugh and conservative hosts on 
Fox and the opinion pages of the Wall Street Journal share a common reper-
toire of enemies and a shared commitment to defend the narrative of Reagan’s 
supposed success in reviving the economy and ending the Cold War. We have 
also shown that these outlets attract a key Republican audience and reinforce 
its conservative dispositions. We have suggested as well that the conservative 
opinion media provide this audience with a consistent way of seeing noncon-
servative media and engender mistrust of these outlets.

In this and the following chapter, we argue that Limbaugh, Hannity and 
others on Fox, the Journal editorial page, and Taranto of the WSJ.com use stan-
dard rhetorical devices to create an in-group, composed of the like-minded, and 
an out-group, consisting primarily of “liberals,” Democrats, and those portrayed 
as trying to sabotage the Reagan legacy. The conservative opinion media speak 
to and reinforce the identity of an in-group—that is, an insulated interpretive 
community protected from attitudinal assault by those of opposing view. They 
do so through defi nitions and arguments that encapsulate conservative positions 
while attacking the other side in evocative emotional language, balkanizing 
knowledge by featuring information and interpretations of it that advantage 
their side, and, particularly in Limbaugh’s case, polarizing perceptions of their 
opponents through disparaging labels and ridicule.6 In chapter 12, we will argue 
that the in-group shares specifi c knowledge, interpretations, and attitudes that 
are dissimilar from those of nonlisteners. In the process, they take on some of the 
characteristics of a balkanized knowledge enclave. In chapter 13, we show that 
the attitudes of both Limbaugh listeners and Fox viewers cast the out-group as 
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signifi cantly dissimilar from themselves, a result that reinforces their in-group 
status, minimizes defection to the out-group, and reinforces their disposition to 
defend their ideology and attack that of “liberals” and Democrats.

The Presupposed Defi nition

From elimination of the “death tax” to a ban on “partial birth abortion,” Lim-
baugh and the conservative opinion media offer a consistent emotionally charged 
vocabulary advancing the policies conservatives favor and undercutting the posi-
tions of the Democrats. The process by which these labels come to embody lines 
of argument that drive public policy is well illustrated in the linguistic contrast 
between “partial birth abortion” and “intact dilation and extraction.”

Any terminology is, as literary critic Kenneth Burke noted, “a selection of 
reality; and to this extent it must function as a defl ection of reality.”7 The most 
powerful forms of defi nition occur when the audience is unaware of the selec-
tion or defl ection. In these cases, the assumption that the word refl ects a reality 
is simply accepted. In such cases, naming functions in a fashion that rhetorical 
critic David Zarefsy calls “argument by defi nition.”8 Citing such terms as “the 
death tax” and “partial birth abortion” as examples, Zarefsky notes that the

defi nition is stipulated, offered as if [it] were natural and uncontrover-
sial rather than chosen and contested. . . . The defi nition of the situation 
affects what counts as data for or against a proposal, highlights certain 
elements of the situation for use in arguments and obscures others, 
infl uences whether people will notice the situation and how they will 
handle it, describes causes and identifi es remedies, and invites moral 
judgments about circumstances or individuals.9

Ultimately, such specifi cation can alter “the rhetorical landscape by changing 
the terms in which people think about an issue.”10 These sorts of defi nitional 
moves are powerful means of framing and reframing issues.

Creating an In-Group and an Out-Group through 

Shared Defi nitions

Communities create a collective identity and the bonds that sustain it. They 
do so, in part, by employing a distinctive common vocabulary that carries 
with it a way of seeing the community and its adversaries. The notion that 
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group identity is built through adoption of a common language is important 
because, as Burke noted, language does our thinking for us.11 Indeed, political 
theorist Murray Edelman argues that “political language is political reality.”12 
If a person sees and expresses the world through a conservative language, that 
individual is for all intents and purposes a conservative. Use of the language 
of the in-group is a signal of identifi cation with a certain form of conserva-
tism, as well as an expression of its assumptions. A person who talks about 
the anticonservative “double standard” and “liberal bias” in media is talking 
and thinking within conservative assumptions that Limbaugh, prominent Fox 
News hosts, and the editorial pages of the Journal reinforce.

Creating a common enemy is, as Edelman argued persuasively, a central 
means of establishing and sustaining a group identity.13 As earlier chapters 
argue, for the conservative opinion media, the enemy consists of the “lib-
eral media,” Democrats, and, for Limbaugh in particular, turncoats such as 
Republican senator John McCain. Here we will explore how the conserva-
tive media name the enemy while infusing their ideological case with vivid 
detail, unique language, and disparaging labels and ridicule. The disdain-
ful language elicits emotion that creates bonds within the community and 
reinforces the notion that the Democrats and their policy positions are the 
enemy. These moves help shape both what we will later explore as knowledge 
enclaves or balkanization and a polarized rejection of Democrats.

Emotionally Evocative Language in Service 

of Conservative Frames

Conservatives don’t have a unique claim on use of emotion-laden rhetoric. 
Partisans of all stripes employ vivid evocative language for their own pur-
poses. Our interest here is in the way the conservative opinion media har-
ness emotion to create in-group bonds and distance their audiences from the 
enemy: Democrats and their ideology. These strategies are powerful because 
vivid, concrete, image-oriented language tends to evoke emotional reaction, 
and be retained in memory longer than more abstract material.14 Anecdotes 
expressed in concrete language are more persuasive and memorable than 
those without it.15 Emotion can also short-circuit analytic assessment of the 
claims bring offered.16

In the news accounts we are about to discuss, the conservative defi nition 
embodied in the name “partial birth abortion” has been adopted by the main-
stream media. The naturalized use of this label constitutes a rhetorical victory 
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for those opposing the method this term so graphically represents. Despite 
this similarity, the conservative and mainstream accounts we feature illustrate 
that they select and defl ect reality in dissimilar ways. The bias in Fox’s selec-
tions favors the ban on so-called partial birth abortion; by contrast, although 
they document the impact of conservative framing of the issue, the mainstream 
accounts tip against the ban. In addition, the Fox and the mainstream accounts 
differ in the level of detail they use to describe “partial birth abortion” and in 
the nature and extent of evocative language they attach to the procedure.

By the time the legislation banning the procedure was signed, the main-
stream media had adopted the conservative characterization “partial birth 
abortion.” For example, Charles Osgood noted on CBS: “Doctors call it dila-
tion and extraction, more commonly known as partial birth abortion” (Octo-
ber 22, 2003).17 In extemporaneous exchanges, reporters and pundits dropped 
the qualifi er. On the Today Show, for instance, Katie Couric noted: “The same 
day the Senate passes a bill banning partial birth abortions” (October 22, 
2003).18 After earlier tagging the phrase with “as they say partial birth,” on 
the same show, Tim Russert noted: “Of all of the debates the Republicans 
could have on this issue of abortion this is the one they want to have because 
most Americans agree that they should—they should ban late term or partial 
birth abortions.”19

Fox and the mainstream differed in the evocative detail they used in 
describing the procedure and in the language carrying the description. The 
Fox segment was introduced by host Brit Hume, who said, “The Senate voted 
overwhelmingly today for a bill that would outlaw that abortion procedure in 
which the fetus is partially delivered before a doctor punctures its skull.” Fox 
News correspondent Major Garrett then reported: “The outcome was certain, 
the Senate voted twice before to ban partial birth abortions, but President 
Clinton vetoed both bills” (Fox, Special Report with Brit Hume, October 21, 
2003). Then, unlike the nonconservative media, Garrett described the pro-
cess in detail: “Partial birth abortion . . . occurs in the second or third trimes-
ter. A physician pulls a fetus from the womb by its feet, punctures the base of 
the skull and inserts a tube into the wound. The brains are then sucked out 
and the skull collapses.”

Note the differences in the use of vivid detail in this account and that in 
the AP: “The 281–142 vote culminated an eight-year drive by the Repub-
lican House to end the procedure that abortion opponents call partial birth 
abortion. . . . The legislation bans a procedure, generally in the second or third 
trimester, in which a fetus is partially delivered before a doctor punctures 
the skull” (October 3, 2003).20 Whereas both use the words “punctures” 
and “skull,” the news account on Fox personalizes with the words “womb” 
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“wound,” “feet,” and “brains,” which more descriptively convey method. The 
Fox reporter indicates how the fetus is extracted (pulled by the feet), where 
the skull is punctured (the base), how the brain is removed (sucked out), and 
what happens (the skull collapses). In the AP account, the process is more 
passive (a fetus is partially delivered, a doctor punctures); in the Fox account 
more active and more tied to the actions of a doctor (a physician pulls from 
the womb, punctures, inserts a tube). In the ABC description by reporter 
Linda Douglas (October 21, 2003) there is no agent in the sentence. “The 
laws would ban a procedure used after the third month of pregnancy that 
involves partially delivering a fetus and puncturing its skull.”21

Of interest as well is the fact that in the Fox account, the reporter and not 
a quoted partisan offered the evocative details. In the mainstream, the quoted 
content is not as graphic as that voiced by the Fox correspondent. Whereas 
the Fox reporter’s news account contained a high level of descriptive detail, 
the news accounts of CBS’s Evening News, NBC Evening News, and the Today 
Show employed a partisan characterizing the process. For example, Senator 
John Ensign (R. Nev.) was shown saying “This procedure is so grotesque 
that when it is described, it makes people shudder” (October 22, 2003). And 
CBS made a similar decision showing Senator Bill Frist (Republican majority 
leader) saying “It’s an egregious, outlandish, ghoulish procedure.”

Even the mainstream network with the most graphic content did not 
include the amount of detail offered by Fox’s reporter. And, interestingly, and 
consistent with the notion that the networks tilt to the left, in the battle over 
which side’s sound bite was the most graphic, on NBC the advantage went 
to the Democrats. In other words, on NBC Nightly News the most graphic 
language on each side gave an edge to the opponents of the ban. A fragment 
was included of a statement by Republican senator Rick Santorum: “They 
place a vacuum hose.” By contrast, Senator Barbara Boxer was shown indict-
ing the absence in the bill of an exemption for the health of the mother. “She 
could have blood clots, an embolism, a stroke, damage to nearby organs, or 
paralysis if this particular procedure is not available to her.”22

Central to the conservative media’s rhetoric on the “partial birth abortion 
ban” legislation was the emotionally charged term “infanticide” offered by 
President George W. Bush. In the Journal, an editorial argued, “Even Roe 
v. Wade recognized the right of the government to draw some lines around 
abortion. That’s just what Congress and the President have now done, by 
outlawing a practice the overwhelming majority of Americans fi nd repellent 
and hard to distinguish from infanticide.”23

The editorial position of the Journal differed substantially from that of the 
New York Times, which wrote:
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The new Congressional law lacks an exception to protect a woman’s 
health. Even worse, the imprecise . . . wording inserted into the bill to 
describe the medical procedures it purports to regulate in the third 
trimester would in fact outlaw common methods of abortion that are 
used after the fi rst trimester of pregnancy, but well before fetal viabil-
ity. With this legislation, Mr. Bush and his Republican allies in Con-
gress are clearly mounting an assault on women’s reproductive rights 
that aims to undercut the basis on which Roe v. Wade has guaranteed 
those rights for 30 years.24

Whereas the language of the New York Times is clinical and features “fetal via-
bility,” the Journal raises the specter of infanticide. The assault in the New York 
Times is on the rights of women, in the Journal on the infant. In this example, 
all of the networks are making linguistic choices freighted with ideological 
assumptions. Whereas the mainstream advantages the “prochoice” side, Fox 
and the Journal’s editorial align with those who take a prolife position.

Polarizing with Disparaging Labels and Ridicule

In the example we just developed, the defi nitions and evocative language were 
tied to a procedure and a policy position. Those favoring the opposing position 
were not vilifi ed. The audience was invited by the language used in the Fox 
news story to disassociate itself from this method of abortion; the audience for 
the mainstream was encouraged instead to see its use as a medical decision.

Ridicule is an effective means of polarizing perceptions of the disparaged 
person or activity. For a moment, we will concentrate on the ways in which 
Limbaugh creates dismissive labels for prominent Democrats and their ide-
ology. We focus on Limbaugh because the sorts of labeling he employs are 
not as likely to characterize Fox segments or to appear at all on the Journal’s 
opinion pages. Importantly, Limbaugh’s strongest use of ridicule is more 
readily found in his most highly targeted medium, the subscription-based 
newsletter, and less frequently on the radio. In his mainstream television 
appearances, it all but disappears. Neither the hosts on Fox News nor the 
Journal have a ready venue that is as targeted to believers as Limbaugh’s 
 subscription-based newsletter.

We are interested in his labels because they ridicule Democrats in a way 
we believe contributes to the sorts of polarization and balkanization we 
will examine in the next chapter. The labels suggest that those of opposite 
 ideology hold illegitimate views and are themselves menacing.
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An Insider Language of Identifi cation

Limbaugh invites his callers to employ an insider language that both embeds 
defi nitional assumptions hospitable to his conservative philosophy and makes 
it diffi cult for those who embrace the language to speak about Democrats and 
the presumed Democratic ideology without attacking them. The June 2005 
issue of the Limbaugh Letter, for example, contains the statements  “Democrats 
are the enemy;”25 “When she fi rst ran for her Senate seat, Hillary Rodham 
Clinton told citizens of the Empire State that she had been endorsed by 
 environmental-wacko groups because . . . in her words: ‘I’ve stood for clean air’ ”; 
and after Harvard president Lawrence Summers’s comments on intrinsic dif-
ferences between the sexes, Limbaugh noted: “Led by foaming-at-the-mouth 
feminists, the liberal elite experienced a mass politically correct tantrum.”

Identifying terms such as “foaming–at-the-mouth feminists,” “liberal elite,” 
“enemy,” and “environmental-wacko groups” both create an insider language 
and distance those who adopt the labels from those labeled. One of the 
ways Limbaugh’s supporters telegraph their identifi cation with him is by 
adopting his language. “There’s not a femi-Nazi among us,” reported House 
freshman congresswoman Barbara Cubin (R. Wyo.).26 Listeners say “Ditto” 
or “megadittoes” to telegraph their enthusiasm for Limbaugh, his latest argu-
ment, or his show in general. “It’s an honor to speak to my hero,” a caller said 
(April 29, 2004).

On Limbaugh’s radio program, denigrating nicknames become shortcuts 
signaling a common understanding of the “liberal” adversary. In the process 
of investing language with unstated understanding, the audience participates 
in the creation of meaning. The fi rst-time listener must pay additional atten-
tion to determine the referent for Clintonistas, Sheets, the Swimmer, Puff-
ster, the Forehead, the Breck Girl, Ashley Wilkes, and Gray-Out Davis. Once 
a regular has adopted these terms for such Democrats as Edward Kennedy 
(the Swimmer), John Edwards (the Breck Girl), and Wesley Clark (Ashley 
Wilkes), he has embraced terms enwrapped in negative associations. The 
Swimmer stands for “murderer,” swimming away from the dying Mary Jo 
Kopechne at Chappaquiddick; the Breck Girl stands for vain, empty-headed, 
and feminine; Ashley Wilkes stands for feckless poseur.

Periodically Limbaugh freshens the references to aid understanding by 
those uninitiated in their intended meaning. “Mr. Sheets Goes to  Washington” 
notes a headline in the Limbaugh Letter.27

You’d think Sen. Robert Byrd (D. WV), the former Ku Klux Klan 
Kleagle who cut his Senate teeth by fi libustering the Civil Rights Act 
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of 1964, would stay away from the whole issue of fi libustering. And 
you’d think Democrats would keep “Sheets” (so nicknamed by the late 
Democratic Speaker of the House, Tip O’Neill) under wraps.

Limbaugh’s indictment of Byrd closes: “So if you wonder, ‘When will the 
Democratic Party retire this duplicitous, pompous, doddering old KKK-er?’ 
The answer is: Never. Hallelujah.” Some of Limbaugh’s labels are allitera-
tive spin-offs on people’s names. The same article tags “Sen. Patrick “Leaky” 
Leahy, aka Senator Depends.” Claiming the right to name assumes a posture 
of both familiarity and superiority. The names telegraph political meaning 
as well. On the Limbaugh website, these labels are reinforced by concocted 
visuals. Edward Kennedy is shown wearing a superimposed snorkel.

By early January 2003, Limbaugh had coined names and identities 
for many of the Democratic presidential aspirants, “Plagiarist Joe Biden” 
among them. Senator John Kerry becomes John F. Kerry-Heinz (December 
4, 2002), “ ‘Lurch’ Kerry-Heinz” or “Mr. Big Ketchup” (December 2, 2002) 
and is repeatedly identifi ed as “the richest man in the Senate” (December 
6, 2002). The identifi cation as “Lurch” emerges with Kerry’s appearance on 
Meet the Press. “He was so bad,” says Limbaugh, “that I inaugurated a new 
update theme for him: the song from the Addams Family because this guy 
looks like a clone of Lurch” (December 2, 2002). By spring 2004, Kerry is 
John F-ing Kerry, an insider reference to Kerry’s use of the “f-word” in an 
interview. This combination of labels rhetorically emasculates Kerry by sug-
gesting that he is dominated by his wife, Heinz Ketchup heir Teresa Heinz. 
At the same time it implies that Kerry became wealthy not by accomplish-
ment but by marriage and that he is ineffectual, intellectually weak, robotic 
(Lurch), and vulgar.

The phrases linked to the labels form the basis of lines of argument as well 
as ad hominem attacks. Bill Clinton becomes Der Schlick Meister ( January 
3, 2003) or Der Schlick (October 18, 2000). Al Gore becomes Algore and Dr. 
Frankengore (November 27, 2002). Having tagged them with nicknames, 
Limbaugh then builds up a store of negative opinion about each. “Algore,” 
for instance, “has the IQ of a pencil eraser” (September 24, 2002). The “pen-
cil eraser” has his moments of insight, however. In the same show, Limbaugh 
noted that it was Gore who, in his debate over NAFTA with Perot in 1993, 
called Limbaugh a distinguished American. Limbaugh uses that observation 
by Gore to imply a second indictment. Gore is an opportunist, praising 
 Limbaugh only when it suits his purposes.

Underlying the demeaning names applied to Democrats past and present 
is the assumption that they are panderers, appeasers, and liberal. Jimmy Carter 
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becomes “Jimmuh” (November 14, 2002) or “the Nobel Appeases Prize–win-
ning Jimmy Carter.” Carter is also tagged a “Numbskull screwball” ( January 
3, 2003). The NAACP becomes the National Association for the Advance-
ment of Liberal Colored People (NAALCP)” (November 27, 2002).

The nicknames also affi x responsibility for bad policy to prominent Dem-
ocrats. “Gray-Out Davis” indicts of Davis’s manner, gray hair, and name and 
tags him with blame for the 2002 California energy crisis (September 23, 
2002). As Limbaugh’s language becomes their own, his listeners pass it on 
to nonlisteners in conversation. In California in the fall of 2003, for instance, 
Jamieson was at dinner with an acquaintance who referred to “Gray-Out 
Davis.” The person was not a Limbaugh listener. Where did he pick up the 
term? “It’s what my father calls him,” said the acquaintance. And the father’s 
favorite talk radio show? “Limbaugh.”

Republican candidates would verbalize labels like Limbaugh’s only at very 
high risk. To suggest that Frank Lautenberg is too old to run to fi ll a Senate 
seat, Limbaugh identifi es the New Jersey Democratic contender as “Frank 
Lautencadaver,” for example (October 3, 2002), and as “1881-vintage Laut-
enberg” (November 5, 2002), as well as “War of 1812 veteran  Lautenberg—
who has spent the last several years in the grave anyway” (November 4, 
2002). If listeners recall these associations, they can read them into the more 
subtle references the Republican candidate makes to the age of the Democrat 
aspirant. When this occurs, the Republican benefi ts from the associations 
without risking a backlash from those who fi nd them offensive.

Many of Limbaugh’s labels play on the name of the labeled person to attack 
his or her manner. North Carolina Democratic senatorial aspirant Erskine 
Bowles becomes “Irksome Bowels” (November 7, 2002). When former vice 
president Walter Mondale, for example, ran for Democrat Paul Wellstone’s 
seat in Minnesota, Limbaugh called him “Mondull” (October 30, 2002).

Those who differ with Limbaugh are not portrayed as offering reasoned 
alternatives. They are instead operating from a playbook with not many pages. 
At worst they are deranged, suffering from mental illness (e.g., Gore), nuts, 
or wacko. “We are witnessing a collision between our civilization and the 
Earth,” Limbaugh quotes Al Gore saying. “Actually,” responds Limbaugh, 
“it’s a collision between you and lunacy” (Limbaugh Letter, June 2005).

The labels push perceptions of ideological opponents to the extreme. 
Environmental activists are “dunderhead alarmists and prophets of doom”; 
individual environmentalists are “long-haired maggot-infested FM-type 
environmental wackos”; “if humans worked at it, they could not destroy the 
Earth”; “There’s no reason the communists shouldn’t have a couple days every 
year, and this is one of them, Earth Day” (April 22, 2005).
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Prochoice feminists are “pro-aborts,” “femi-Nazis” (a term Limbaugh uses 
less often since its use was critiqued in the mainstream); they burn bras, dom-
inate television shows, charge into men’s locker rooms, and despise  Ronald 
Reagan; Democrats are elected by “beggar-based constituencies.”

Limbaugh’s gender-based attacks are as polarizing as any of those that 
are tied to specifi c issues. Put simply, Democratic women are either sexual-
ized manipulators or unattractive man haters. He implied that accomplished 
Democratic women were unattractive when he recast the Clintons’ tribute to 
women as “Biddies Night Out” (Limbaugh’s TV show, February 11, 1994). 
By contrast, “babes” is used to sexualize women (e.g., “Congressbabe Jane 
Harman,” October 18, 2002). House Democratic leader Nancy Pelosi is a 
“babe” whose head is affi xed to Miss America’s body on the website. Neither 
label invites the audience to take these leaders seriously.

In the battle between Limbaugh and women who do not share his ideol-
ogy, Limbaugh claims that those on the other side remind him of the wives 
he supposedly cast off. He describes Arianna Huffi ngton’s performance in a 
California gubernatorial debate as “screeching,” for example, and reports that 
his staff considers her “wifey.” After playing a tape of Senator Hillary Clinton 
loudly delivering her message to a prochoice rally, Limbaugh notes that lis-
tening to her “hurts,” and reminds him of his fi rst wife (April 15, 2004).

Women whose political views Limbaugh abhors are cast as “broads,” “les-
bians,” or occasionally “femi-Nazis.” During the Clinton presidency, Hillary 
Clinton and Janet Reno are tagged as closeted lesbians. When the National 
Organization for Women endorsed the presidential candidacy of Carol Mose-
ley Braun in September 2003, Limbaugh responded:

When they assert that the NAGS have 500,000 members, don’t you 
believe it. They have nowhere near that many members. Have you 
ever seen the number of people that show up at a NAG convention? 
There are more German shepherd guard dogs being escorted around 
by some of the lesbians than there are actual members in there. Don’t 
ask me for any delineation on this. I’m just telling you. (September 
18, 2003)

At the same time, the innuendo in Limbaugh’s labeling impugns the 
masculinity of “liberal” men. Those he disapproves of are “two inchers.” 
Richard Gephardt is “Little Dick Gephardt” (December 10, 2002). (In the 
subscription-based section of the Limbaugh website, the punctuation occa-
sionally changes to “Little Dick” Gephardt.) Comparing Daschle and Bush, 
Limbaugh noted: “Bush: stands six feet tall. Daschle: Five foot six inches 
in heels. Bush: Big feet, big hands. Daschle: Small feet, small hands” (“You 
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do the math,” January 7, 2002). (Limbaugh did not compare the heights of 
President George W. Bush, 5'11'', and Senator John Kerry, 6'4''.) “Leader-
ship to Tom Daschle is apparently making those little limp-wristed linguini-
spined Europeans happy with us,” Limbaugh noted (October 21, 2002). He 
called Democratic contender General Wesley Clark “Ashley Wilkes,” after 
“that wimpy, pathetic Gone with the Wind character,” he said, and com-
pared “Bill Clinton to Rhett Butler. Clark is just sitting around waiting 
for some Scarlett to tell him what he believes” (October 10, 2003). In the 
early primaries of 2004, Limbaugh shifted to identifying Clark as “Jack D. 
Ripper,” a reference to the mad general in Dr. Strangelove. Descriptors tra-
ditionally tied to women rather than men are affi xed to male Democrats. 
Instead of  “complaining,” “objecting,” or “attacking,” Democrats “whine.” 
Joe  Lieberman was “Moaner” Lieberman. The Democrats’ leader in the Sen-
ate was tagged “Whiner Tom Daschle” ( January 3, 2003).

Whereas most Democratic objects of his attention are tagged as defi cient 
males, Gary Hart and Bill Clinton are exceptions. Of Clinton, Limbaugh 
noted, “I’ve said literally hundreds of times that Mr. Clinton looks like a 
fun guy to catch a ballgame or chase women with” (December 18, 2002). 
Gary Hart was described as “oversexed.” Potential Democratic 2004 con-
tender Christopher Dodd was identifi ed as “the other half of the infamous 
Ted Kennedy waitress sandwich who has followed the Swimmer’s lead and 
got hitched” ( January 3, 2003). Democrats’ sexual escapades are of interest 
and worthy of repeated recall but not those of Republicans such as former 
Republican Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich, who divorced his second 
wife so he could marry a member of his staff, or Gingrich’s heir apparent, Bob 
Livingston, who stepped aside during the Clinton impeachment trial after 
evidence of marital infi delity surfaced.

Limbaugh, who disapproved of President George W. Bush’s reliance on 
UN inspections to ascertain whether Saddam Hussein was building weap-
ons of mass destruction, sexualized his disapproval and indicted Clinton in 
the process by saying “The United Nations is sending intern inspectors to 
the Clinton compound in Chappaqua, New York, where they’re searching for 
weapons of mass penetration. The lead inspector is a man by the name of Hans 
Dix” (December 3, 2003). The UN inspector was, of course, Hans Blix.

Limbaugh’s attempts at gender-based “humor” are of the locker room vari-
ety. As the California gubernatorial recall was heating up, Limbaugh informed 
his followers that Lieutenant Governor Cruz Bustamante—“whose name 
loosely translates into Spanish for ‘large breasts’—leads the Terminator by a few 
points” (August 18, 2003). A photomontage on the Limbaugh website shows 
a photograph of Schwarzenegger’s head and shoulders from his Pumping Iron 
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days as a body builder. A naked woman has been transposed onto his shoulders. 
Over her breasts is a sign reading BUSTAMANTE. When Madonna endorsed 
General Wesley Clark, Limbaugh reported that she had “opened herself ” to 
him. Why the vulgarity in this message does not alienate the churchgoing 
conservatives in his audience is a question for which we have no ready answer.

Limbaugh advises conservatives to beware the sexual but not the intel-
lectual wiles of “liberal” female reporters. Even though that congressional 
class included women, notably newly elected Florida representative Kathryn 
Harris, he seemed to assume that all the fi rst-year members in Congress to 
whom he gave his advice were either lesbians or men. Limbaugh reported 
that when he addressed the Republican freshman class in November 2002, 
he warned them that “they shouldn’t fall for the tricks of any reporterette 
who claims to want to befriend them” (November 13, 2002). One might 
surmise that conservative women are not advised to beware the sexual wiles 
of “liberal” male reporters because they are invulnerable to the advances of 
emasculated “liberal” men. Alternatively, any implication that conservative 
women might be able to be seduced might risk offending the audience with 
the possible assumption that women with the good sense to be conservatives 
have values that are suspect or virtue able to be compromised. In Limbaugh’s 
radio world, it is “liberal” women who control weak-willed Democratic men. 
As noted, John Kerry is tagged “John Kerry-Heinz” and “Mr. Ketchup”; 
Limbaugh quoted a caller saying “Kerry does his fundraising every night 
when he goes to bed” (December 4, 2002).

Reading these labels on the printed page here could lead one to conclude 
that Limbaugh’s tone is routinely angry or vitriolic. Were that the case, it is 
unlikely that he would hold the attention of his listeners. Rather, his com-
mentary ranges from the acerbic to the wry. As befi ts “the MahaRushie,” with 
“talent on loan from God,” he treats much of this as hyperbole that invites a 
chuckle and knowing nod from parts of his audience and eye-rolling tolerance 
from others. Those who fi nd it offensive are unlikely to remain in the listen-
ing audience. Importantly, regardless of the tone in which they are delivered, 
these labels attach a dismissive, demeaning vocabulary to “liberals” and at the 
same time reinforce polarized perceptions of them and the “liberal media.”

Conclusion

In this chapter we have explored the ways Limbaugh and the conservative 
opinion media wrap their audiences in a conversation built on words and 
phrases that embody conservatism’s ideological assumptions. Our analysis 
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is built on a series of examples. News accounts about so-called partial birth 
abortion suggest that the messages of the conservative opinion media create 
an insulating language backed by a repertoire of supportive descriptions to 
protect audiences from assault by those with opposing views. This is in-
group language enwrapped in arguments that inoculate the audience against 
opponents’ positions.

Limbaugh, in particular, deploys naming and ridicule to marginalize 
those named as part of an out-group. Specifi cally, he indicts presumed liber-
als in coherent, emotion-evoking, dismissive language and marshals lines of 
arguments consistent with those labels. Because language does our thinking 
for us, this process constructs not only a vocabulary but also a knowledge 
base for the audience. That language and the view of the world carried by it 
are presumed by loyal conservatives and alien to the nonconservative audi-
ences. These interpretations of people and events also reinforce Limbaugh’s 
defense of conservatism and its proponents. The evidence we offer in this 
chapter for these conclusions is qualitative and text based. In the following 
chapter, we add audience-based data suggesting that the rhetorical strategies 
we have described are linked to two effects: they balkanize and polarize the 
knowledge and attitudes of the audience of the conservative opinion media.



12
Balkanization of Knowledge and Interpretation

In his book Republic.com, Cass Sunstein argues that the highly segmented 
and partisan content of internet sites can lead to polarization of public 

opinion and the balkanization of knowledge and understanding.1 This argu-
ment resonates with Elihu Katz’s concern that fragmentation in media con-
sumption will undercut social integration and our sense of shared national 
identity,2 and with Joseph Turow’s notion that the “creation of customized 
media materials . . . will allow, even encourage, individuals to live in their 
own personally constructed worlds, separated from people and issues that 
they don’t care about or don’t want to be bothered with.”3

Sunstein believes that polarization and balkanization undermine public 
deliberation, social consensus, and united action within societies. Although 
his argument is directed at the internet with its proliferation of partisan sites, 
the notions are relevant as well to other partisan sources of information such 
as those provided by Limbaugh, the Fox News programs on which we focus, 
and the online and print editorial pages of the Wall Street Journal.

In this chapter, we argue that Limbaugh’s listeners and, by implication, 
the audiences to other partisan sites, whether liberal or conservative, can 
come to hold specifi c knowledge largely unshared by those unexposed to 
these or similar outlets. The audience can at the same time come to hold 
common frames of interpretation different from those deployed by audiences 
reliant on other media outlets. And if the cues from the host of the program 
persuasively invite hostility to other sources, such as, in Limbaugh’s case, 
the mainstream media, exposure can over time reduce the attention given to 
those alternative sources and in the process minimize susceptibility to points 
of view persuasively argued from alternative ideological vantage points.

One byproduct created by these insulating, knowledge-building phe-
nomena is what we call balkanization—a metaphor drawn from the way the 
Balkan countries degenerated into separate, individual, self-contained polit-
ical units after World War I. Specifi cally, we will show that Limbaugh’s audi-
ence differs in the kind of knowledge it holds and in its interpretation and 
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distortion of political information. In the following chapter, we add to this 
argument the notion that distortion of political information in a way that is 
both systematic and consistent with a source’s rhetoric can create a polarized 
view of political phenomena. Whereas in this chapter we focus on the pos-
sibility that Limbaugh helps turn his audience into a balkanized cohort in a 
sometimes distorted knowledge enclave,4 in the next we argue that exposure 
to his message and to that on Fox News polarizes these audiences’ attitudes 
toward Democrats and the mainstream media.

To advance our argument, we fi rst look at the nature of the content. At 
the core of our analysis is the phenomenon of selective exposure.5 We show 
as well that Limbaugh’s content—isolated in analyses of transcripts of his 
show and compared to that of other PTR and mainstream news sources—is 
distinctive.

After considering content, we will present evidence that exposure to Lim-
baugh creates balkanization in three arenas: knowledge, interpretations of 
current events, and rationalizations about election outcomes. We extend these 
claims to include the effects of exposure to Fox News. In sum, we show here 
that Limbaugh’s audience differs systematically from those not in his audi-
ence in its views of politics and social affairs and its interpretations of events. 
To make this argument, we compare those who are exposed to Limbaugh to 
other citizens exposed to more general forms of mainstream mass media who 
are just as motivated and just as able as Limbaugh’s audience when it comes 
to politics. Our analysis begins with Limbaugh’s rhetoric.

What Limbaugh’s Audience Hears

Throughout this book, Limbaugh’s rhetoric has been examined in a variety of 
specifi c cases. Here we report more systematic investigations of the content 
of his program over an extended period, during the presidential campaign in 
1996. We asked whether Limbaugh’s discussion each day differed from that 
of the mainstream news and from ideologically similar and dissimilar PTR.

To assess such differences, as noted, we conducted a content analysis of 
Limbaugh and the mainstream mass media during the primary election 
period in 1996. The topics treated on the Limbaugh show for the weeks from 
February 3 through March 29, 1996, were evaluated. Limbaugh had guest 
hosts during one of these weeks. Even though the results were virtually iden-
tical, topics from the guests’ shows were excluded from the Limbaugh sum-
mary. During the same period, the front-page news stories from three major 
newspapers—the New York Times, the Washington Post, and the Wall Street 
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Journal—were coded. Similarly, the number of minutes of coverage from the 
nightly television news programs (ABC, NBC, and CBS) was obtained from 
a news analysis service.

content different from mainstream news 
and some other ptr sources

As we noted in earlier chapters, the Rush Limbaugh Show gave scant attention 
to foreign affairs and military matters, in contrast to the mainstream media, 
which devoted fully one-fourth of its coverage to these topics. Limbaugh 
redistributed this agenda6 by giving greater attention to the Clinton admin-
istration and its scandals, to the Congress, to third parties and the religious 
right, and to the general topic of personal effi cacy, responsibility, and pub-
lic cynicism and optimism. These differences suggest that at that time, his 
program was more focused on domestic politics than were the mainstream 
media. His talk show also promoted a fundamental value of personal respon-
sibility and effi cacy in support of political involvement and as a basis for 
rejecting big government and affi rmative action. The priority given topics by 
Limbaugh’s show is also at odds with the mainstream news.7

The Rush Limbaugh Show was different from news coverage not only in the 
mainstream media but also in other PTR outlets.8 Conservative PTR shows 
are too diverse to permit extensive content analysis of them. However, we did 
compare Limbaugh’s topics to those of other PTR shows in a limited time 
frame during the 1996 primary. In the two-week period from March 4 to 18, 
we calculated the proportion of coverage on 13 topics by Limbaugh, conser-
vative, liberal, and moderate PTRs, and the mainstream print and broadcast 
media.

Large differences emerged in the category of foreign affairs and military, 
with conservative shows (other than Limbaugh’s) devoting a great deal of 
time to this topic area, while Limbaugh all but ignores it. In fact, Lim-
baugh gives less time to this topic than any other outlet, including liberal 
shows. Instead Limbaugh allocates this time to discussion of Congress and 
the president, third parties and the religious right, and especially business 
and technology and personal responsibility and political effi cacy. In contrast 
to Limbaugh’s show, conservative talk radio in that 1996 period gave its 
attention to crime, punishment, and the justice system, as well as family, 
education, and ethics.

In 1996, Limbaugh’s content differed from that in liberal and moderate 
talk radio as well. Business and commerce, Congress, and personal effi cacy were 
more prominent in Limbaugh’s show and lower in the other three  ideological 
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groups; foreign affairs, crime, and family and education were elevated in the 
other three talk radio groupings. The pattern, put broadly, is that Limbaugh’s 
show focused on domestic politics, personal (and political) effi cacy, and busi-
ness. Conservative, moderate, and liberal PTR tended to concentrate more 
centrally on family and education (especially the liberal shows), foreign affairs 
(especially conservative and moderate shows), and crime and justice.

Limbaugh’s agenda did not agree with that of the mainstream media 
during this two-week period, nor did it coincide with that of other typical 
PTR sources regardless of their ideological stance. Other PTR and network 
television news and print news gave fairly similar priorities to topics, while 
Limbaugh’s show assigned different priorities. We would expect these dif-
ferences in focus to show up in differences in knowledge, interpretation, and 
opinion.

We cannot be sure that these weeks are representative of Limbaugh or of 
conservative PTR, but if they are, signifi cant differences do emerge. These 
differences distinguish Limbaugh’s agenda from that of other PTR, even dif-
ferentiating it from its closest ideological ally, conservative PTR. In fact, 
Limbaugh’s priorities of coverage are just as different from those of other 
PTR shows (conservative, moderate, or liberal) as they are from the main-
stream media’s priorities. It is important to note that this content analysis 
was conducted in 1996, before the advent of Fox News, and did not include 
a comparison to the editorial page of the Journal.

In 1996, Limbaugh’s agenda concentrated on domestic politics, per-
sonal and political effi cacy, and business and free enterprise. We will explore 
whether these themes are linked to differences in the audiences’ knowledge 
about interpretations of political events and actors.

Differences in Knowledge and Interpretation

creating appropriate comparison groups

In order to compare regular Limbaugh listeners to other audiences, we seg-
mented our 1996 survey respondents by media consumption. Three of the 
groups were the usual regular listeners to PTR: Limbaugh only, conserva-
tive PTR, moderate/liberal PTR. Two other groups were created from those 
reporting that they were not regular listeners of PTR (i.e., listening fewer 
than two times per week). This nonlistening group was divided into those 
consuming mainstream mass media (MSMM; television or print) news heav-
ily and those not. This yielded fi ve groups, three of which listened to PTR 
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regularly and two which did not. (For details about these groups and how 
they were  created, see the appendix to this chapter at our website.)

Those consuming MSMM news less were quite different from the heavy 
users and from the PTR groups, particularly in terms of exposure and 
 attention to and interest in politics.

Those in the heavy media consumption groups were similar to the three 
PTR groups in education and political involvement. Party affi liation and 
ideology were as expected. This means that the most liberal and democratic 
groups were those listening to liberal and moderate PTR. The audience 
becomes increasingly Republican and conservative in the conservative PTR 
group. Limbaugh’s group is the most conservative and Republican.

The isolation of these groups makes it possible for us to make some simple 
comparisons among them. The minimal news consumption group is lower 
in education and political involvement than the other four. As a result, any 
differences in knowledge or in interpretation we fi nd between the low-news 
group and the others will not be particularly informative, while differences 
between Limbaugh and other more heavily exposed groups will be. Differ-
ences among groups in knowledge or opinion will be informative when the 
groups being compared are similar in education and news exposure. In short, 
the interesting comparisons are among the three PTR groups and the heavy 
MSMM group, with the light MSMM group serving as a baseline group 
likely to be different from all the other groups.

knowledge

If the balkanization hypothesis is correct, those who attend to partisan PTR 
will have different levels of knowledge about campaign topics, with these 
differences refl ecting discussion of those issues by the host, and not simply 
mirroring educational and involvement difference across audiences. Simi-
larly, when there are differences in coverage of campaign issues by PTR and 
the MSMM, we can expect differences in knowledge between PTR listeners 
and those exposed only to MSMM. Because the groups have similar levels of 
education and similar levels of political interest, differences in knowledge 
should refl ect different levels of discussion and reinforcement across sources. 
When differences in knowledge emerge across our exposure groups, this can 
imply the creation of more well-informed and less well-informed subgroups 
in the larger society on specifi c issues. These differences are not across-the-
board but are issue specifi c and refl ect the biases in coverage across sources.

Our surveys in 1996 focused on a wide variety of topics and events. Here 
we present ones raised in the campaign by the candidates and receiving some 
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coverage in one or more media outlets, whether mainstream sources or PTR. 
(For summary of the questions employed, which are detailed in our survey 
instruments, see the appendix to this chapter at our website.)

During the primary, participants responded to nine questions assessing 
their knowledge of issues discussed in the campaign. (For a list of these ques-
tions, see the appendix to this chapter at our website). Of the answers, four 
exhibited patterns relevant to and supportive of the balkanization hypoth-
esis (see fi gs. 12.1a–12.1d).9 These queries focused on U.S. troops in Bosnia, 
Republican contender Bob Dole’s involvement in the Trilateral Commission, 
whether exports were increasing or decreasing, and an issue surrounding the 
Unabomber, Ted Kaczynski.

In cases B and C in fi gure 12.1 (Bob Dole’s association with various inter-
national groups and knowledge about exports), the PTR groups are signifi -
cantly different from both the light and heavy MSMM users. Since light news 
users are less interested and involved in politics, their limited knowledge is 
unsurprising. Since heavy users consume a great deal of political informa-
tion from MSMM, we would expect them to be as well-informed as PTR 
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fi gure 12.1. Knowledge as a percentage correct on four issues covered during the 
primary campaign: Differences among PTR and mainstream news groups.
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 consumers; in many cases, they are. However, in these two cases, PTR groups 
have signifi cantly greater knowledge than either MSMM group. In cases A 
(U.S. troops in Bosnia) and D (issue involving Kaczynski), Limbaugh listen-
ers not only were more accurate than heavy MSMM users, they were also 
more knowledgeable than other PTR groups, conservative and liberal.

These four cases show enhanced knowledge both for those who consume 
Limbaugh and for the broader group of PTR listeners including Limbaugh 
listeners. When our focus shifts from the primary period—where the vast 
majority of the content on PTR (and in the MSMM) is about the primary 
candidates and hence Republican issues—to the fall election campaign, some 
instructive differences emerge.

During October 1996, we asked respondents about eight different knowl-
edge items that were discussed heavily by the campaigns and, therefore, cov-
ered by PTR hosts and the MSMM. Three were about issues central to the 
Clinton campaign—funding for job training, permitting late-term abortions 
under some circumstances, and banning cigarette ads targeted to children. Two 
were addressed by both candidates—a reduction of spending on Medicare and 
not legalizing same-sex marriages. Overall on these issues, Limbaugh listen-
ers were less accurate than those listening to liberal/moderate PTR and than 
heavy consumers of MSMM while being more accurate than light consumers 
of MSMM. They were no different from listeners to conservative PTR.

So just as there was a kind of balkanization of knowledge favoring Lim-
baugh listeners with regard to Republican issues during the primary, there 
was a comparable differentiation favoring listeners to liberal/moderate PTR 
(and heavy MSMM), indicating balkanization as well, but of a qualitatively 
different kind. (For details of these fi ndings, see the appendix to this chapter 
at our website.)

The basic message here is that knowledge of campaign-related issues is 
balkanized across media consumption and ideological divides. While Lim-
baugh may see an advantage to being certain that his conservative listen-
ers are well-informed about Bob Dole’s, Pat Buchanan’s, and Steve Forbes’s 
views, there is less value to Limbaugh’s listeners knowing that Clinton favors 
a ban on cigarette advertising that targets children or, even more, does not 
favor legalizing same-sex marriages. These differences in the accuracy of 
political knowledge can impair informed political decision making, leading 
audiences to make false inferences about candidates and about their support-
ers. If citizens wish to choose their candidates on the basis of self-interest 
(or not for that matter), then it is crucial that they be informed about how 
candidates will serve that self-interest. To the extent that they are minimally 
or incorrectly informed, then sources that provide such information—while 
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serving their own political vested interests—are not serving the needs of the 
common good.

What about views of the presidential candidates’ positions during the fall 
election period when attention to these issues is intense in a variety of outlets?

certain limbaugh listeners had distorted 
perceptions of bill clinton’s views

In the 1996 presidential election, we explored people’s judgments about the 
positions of candidates. To do so, we asked eight questions about “proposals 
that have been discussed during this year’s election.” Respondents indicated 
whether Bob Dole, Bill Clinton, both, or neither favored the proposal. Three 
were Dole proposals, three Clinton, one was both, and one neither. The ques-
tions focused on which candidate(s) favored the following:

“Reducing spending on Medicare” (both)
“Developing an anti-missile system” (Dole)
“Increased federal funding for job training” (Clinton)
“A 15% across-the-board tax cut” (Dole)
“A ban on cigarette advertising that might reach children” (Clinton)
“Eliminating the U.S. Department of Education” (Dole)
“Permitting late term abortions” (Clinton)
“Legalizing same-sex marriages” (neither)

Later in the interview, the same set of questions was asked of the interviewee 
using the format “Now I’d like your own views.”

Four measures of distortion were created, two for Dole and two for Clinton. 
Total distortion is distortion due to what is called assimilation10 (thinking a 
politician’s position is more like your own than it is) and to contrast (thinking 
a position is more different from your own than it is); our scale ranged from 
0 to 8. Directional distortion indicates how much contrast and how much 
assimilation there is; our scale ranged from −8 to +8. When the value is nega-
tive, people think their positions are more different from the candidate’s than 
they actually are—a distortion toward contrast. (For a more detailed descrip-
tion of these measures, see the appendix to this chapter at our website.)

What the directional and total distortion measures provide is a way of 
assessing the extent to which campaign information is getting through to 
various groups. We were interested in ideological groups and specifi c PTR 
audiences and sought to determine whether there was an association between 
the PTR environment and direction and the amount of accuracy audiences 
had about candidates’ positions.
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respondents’ media news consumption and 
distortion of candidates’ positions

To investigate the possible role of media consumption in people’s judgments 
of candidates’ positions, we fi rst divided those who were not regular listeners 
to PTR into two subgroups: those who were not attentive or regular consum-
ers of news through mainstream news sources (print and/or broadcast) and 
those who were. (For the details about how this was done, see the appendix 
to this chapter at our website.) The regular PTR listeners were grouped into 
those listening to Limbaugh and those consuming other forms of PTR (lib-
eral, moderate, or conservative, but not Limbaugh).11 Thus, we compared 
four groups, two PTR and two non-PTR, with one of the latter groups being 
attentive consumers of mainstream news.

We compare the distortion of candidates’ stands in fi gure 12.2 for the four 
groups of news consumers. The graphs invite the following four conclusions (for 
the statistical details, see the appendix to this chapter at our website).12 (1) There 
is more distortion of Clinton’s positions than Dole’s. (2) No group shows evi-
dence of thinking that a candidate’s views overall are more similar to their own 
positions than is actually the case; the opposite is true. (3) The low- consumption 
nonlisteners exhibit more distortion than the other groups, which is not sur-
prising, since they tend to be less interested and to consume less information 
about the campaigns and candidates. (4) Limbaugh regulars tend to have more 
distorted views of candidates’ positions, especially thinking that Bill Clinton’s 
views are more different from their own views than they actually are.

We then explored the distortion of Clinton’s positions among Limbaugh 
listeners to see what group among his listeners were most susceptible to this 
effect. Here we built on the work of researchers who have carefully studied 
differences in the public’s ability to absorb information from the media about 
politics. John Zaller and Vincent Price have shown that people with high 
levels of “civics knowledge” are likely to be more disposed toward successful 
and habitual reception of information from news.13 By “civics knowledge” we 
mean correctly answering simple questions about which party currently has 
the majority in the House of Representatives, the number of successive terms 
of offi ce a president can serve, and so on.

Consistent with past research, we used civics knowledge as an indicator of 
“habitual news reception.” We wanted to separate, even within our high expo-
sure, high-attention news groups, those more likely to store the  information 
they received from those less likely to do so. So, as other researchers have, we 
assumed that those with elevated civics knowledge would be more capable 
of obtaining and storing accurate information about political candidates and 
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their campaigns and, therefore, less likely to make erroneous inferences. For 
simplicity, we focus here only on distortions about Bill Clinton.

The comparisons between those with better capacity to digest news (high 
civics knowledge) and those with lower ability are presented in fi gure 12.3a 
and b. They show that people who are knowledgeable about politics distort less 
in every media group: they show less overall distortion and less contrast.

Most important, though, is the comparison between four media groups 
for high and low in civics knowledge. The fi gures show that distortion by 
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 Limbaugh listeners is greater for those with low civics knowledge. In fact, 
Limbaugh listeners who are more adept at learning from the media do not 
distort much at all in comparison to other groups.

Limbaugh’s rhetoric about Clinton could have affected his low ability lis-
teners’ perceptions of Clinton’s policies, leading them to think that Clinton’s 
positions were more different from their own than they actually were. This 
distorted view occurs with those least capable of making sense of information 
from sources such as the mainstream media—that is, those who have low 
levels of civics knowledge.

One likely explanation of the distortion differences among Limbaugh lis-
teners is the balancing effect of other news media. Regular consumers of 
Limbaugh’s attacks on President Clinton carry away distorted views if they 
ignore other coverage of news. In fact, regardless of their consumption of 
PTR, those with low civics knowledge do consume less and attend less to 
mainstream media. This group is the most susceptible to infl uence by sources 
they deem credible, such as Limbaugh.

When Limbaugh presents distorted or ambiguously framed descriptions 
of Clinton’s views, for those with low civics knowledge the absence of more 
complete knowledge from other media sources is associated with acceptance 
of Limbaugh’s presentations of Clinton’s views. The Limbaugh regulars with 
high civics knowledge show less distortion, because they use other news 
media for their information. Those without such additional, balanced infor-
mation distort Clinton’s position more and think his views are less like their 
own than they actually are. This fi nding in 1996 anticipated the possibility 
that when Fox emerged as an alternative source of news for conservatives, 
and Limbaugh listeners responded by displacing some of their mainstream 
broadcast exposure to news with exposure to Fox News, their distortion of 
Democratic positions would increase.

In sum, in our 1996 study, exposure to mainstream media seemed to be 
effective in reducing distortions. The Limbaugh listeners who were consum-
ing these sources were more accurate than those who were not. Regular Lim-
baugh listeners who were less able to integrate alternative news sources into 
their thinking exhibited more distortion of Clinton’s positions than other 
groups.

Limbaugh’s representation of Clinton’s campaign and presidency paid off 
with this segment of his audience. These listeners thought Clinton’s  positions 
were more different from their own than they actually were; at the same time, 
Limbaugh’s audience did not show the same distortion in judging Dole’s 
positions. In fact, the high and low civics knowledge groups were equally 
accurate about Dole. Those who were hearing conservative and  liberal/
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moderate PTR and were low in civics knowledge exhibited more distortion 
of Dole’s positions than did the comparable Limbaugh group.

The least informed groups were those avoiding other news sources and 
with little readiness to receive other available information. At the same time, 
exposure to Limbaugh’s show misdirected the judgments of his least politi-
cally aware listeners regarding Clinton but correspondingly informed their 
judgments of Dole.

We next ask whether these differences in the informational base refl ect 
distortions in interpretation of political events.

interpretation of events

We would expect those exposed to partisan PTR to have different kinds of 
interpretations of the same political events occurring during the campaign. 
We separate “events” from knowledge and policy proposals because events 
have a physical reality to them. They are anchored in action. Although events 
are often fi ltered through broadcast news or other news sources, they have 
a presence that is less ephemeral than knowledge gained only vicariously 
or through policy proposals that are hypothetical. This would certainly be 
true of presidential debates, which provide viewers with direct experience of 
the event, even though postdebate commentary is all too often a mad dash 
toward spin control. Nevertheless, perceptions of real-world “events” may be 
less susceptible than abstract considerations to exhortation and ideological 
framings by media personalities.

In most contexts, we would expect liberals to embrace a liberal interpre-
tation and conservatives a conservative one. However, after controlling for 
these factors, differences across PTR groups and between PTR and MSMM 
should refl ect the effects of information on the creation of homogeneous 
interpretive communities consistent with partisan, one-sided discussion. 
These interpretive differences, when they materialize, refl ect differences 
in how the groups understand social and political events. In effect, highly 
interested, informed, and motivated groups seek to produce interpretations 
of specifi c events in ways that support their a priori ideologies, and these 
interpretive biases may be exacerbated—or at least reinforced—by the rhet-
oric of partisan media sources.

Respondents were asked for their interpretations of several specifi c events 
occurring during the primary period. The interpretive options often refl ected 
more and less cynical, more and less self-interested perceptions. For example, 
during the primary campaign, Los Angeles police were videotaped beating 
illegal immigrants in a fashion reminiscent of the Rodney King incident. 
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Respondents were asked both if they thought these tapes showed only one side 
of the event and if they thought they represented police brutality. Interpretive 
questions are not to be confused with opinions about general issues not tied 
to specifi c events. A survey choice such as “Government regulation of business 
(1) is necessary to protect the public interest, or (2) usually does more harm 
than good,” for instance, is an opinion about regulation of business in general, 
not an interpretation of an event occurring in the public’s ken.

Late in the primary period, we asked about respondents’ interpretations 
of six specifi c events: the Los Angeles police beating captured on video; the 
death of Clinton cabinet member Ron Brown; Republicans in Congress 
favoring an increase in the minimum wage (then pending before Congress); 
President Clinton’s veto of the late-term abortion ban; the Republicans’ 
movement for a constitutional amendment on government spending; and 
the media’s coverage of Ted Kaczynski and Timothy McVeigh. For example, 
regarding changed Republican views on the minimum wage, we asked the 
respondent which of these reasons he or she thought was closer to the Repub-
licans’ motives: compromise on an important political issue or abandoning 
their principles for political gain. (For the wording of each question listed, 
see the appendix to this chapter at our website.)

Although answers to these questions certainly have an attitudinal base, 
they are concerned with interpretations of specifi c events in the news and not 
abiding issues. They can be understood as interpretations by the audiences 
derived from a complex of a priori dispositions, as well as frames for these 
issues provided by media sources.

Of the six interpretive questions, four exhibit results that are consistent 
with our hypothesis, and the other two (on minimum wage and police beat-
ings) exhibit the same pattern but not signifi cantly so.14 Two of the issues are 
represented in fi gures 12.4a and 12.4b. In panel A, Limbaugh listeners were 
more likely to say that President Clinton’s words of admiration about Ron 
Brown after his death in a plane accident were uttered for political advantage 
rather than because Clinton really admired Brown. No other group leaned 
toward that reaction. In panel B, a similar result is apparent on the opposite 
end of the ideological continuum. Limbaugh listeners were more likely to 
infer that Republicans’ purpose in discussing a constitutional amendment to 
require a two-thirds majority in Congress for tax increases was to hold down 
defi cits (less cynical) rather than to contrast themselves to Democrats (more 
cynical). These results show that it is not just being conservative or liberal 
that determines the interpretation of the event but how different sources cast 
the event. Limbaugh’s advocacy could be part of the reason his listeners share 
his views.
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The Second 1996 Presidential Debate

We next consider the effect on Limbaugh listeners of exposure to the 
second presidential debate. Of interest to us was the question whether 
Limbaugh’s listeners’ views of Clinton’s and Dole’s performances differed 
from those of other PTR listeners and nonlisteners. People’s assessments 
of a candidate’s debate performance are based on a more direct experience 
of the debate (for watchers anyway) than is the case for a candidate’s pol-
icy positions. The details of candidates’ policies are found in lengthy and 
often complex position papers. The details of performance in a debate are 
directly experienced using the tools people feel comfortable with—their 
own eyes and ears and lifelong experience judging the competence and 
trustworthiness of others.

Distortion of Clinton’s policy positions by Limbaugh listeners is perhaps 
more likely than distortions that arise from a directly experienced event such 
as a presidential debate. The stands that the Clinton and Dole campaigns 
took on various issues were generally available through the media outlets 
covering the campaigns. In 1996, before widespread use of the internet to 
communicate candidates’ positions, misrepresentations of Clinton’s positions 
by Limbaugh were not as easily corrected by locating statements and briefs 
from the campaigns themselves. By contrast, the presidential debates were 
directly experienced events, which may be more diffi cult to distort through 
media interpretation and framing from ideological spokespeople such as 
Limbaugh.

The fourth wave of our 1996 PTR survey was timed to be in the fi eld 
during the week following the second presidential debate. Some of the ques-
tions asked about whether interviewees watched the debate or not, which 
candidate they thought did a better job, their reasons for this judgment, and 
other aspects of their perceptions and knowledge.

The PTR listeners were more likely to report watching the debate than 
were the nonlisteners. Limbaugh listeners watched at a higher rate (70%) 
than nonlisteners (53%) and at somewhat higher rates than listeners to con-
servative (62%) and to liberal/moderate PTR. That PTR listeners would be 
more likely to watch the debate is consistent with previous research on their 
higher levels of political involvement and following of politics.15

To evaluate the audience’s judgments about who did a better job, we 
asked: “Regardless of which candidate you personally support, who do you 
think did a better job in the debate—Bill Clinton or Bob Dole?” The audi-
ences were scaled from +1 for Dole to −1 for Clinton, with those who either 
volunteered “both” or were unsure scored at 0.
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No one would be surprised to fi nd partisans saying that they thought 
that their candidate did a better job. Indeed, Republicans and Democrats 
said precisely this about who they thought won the debate. However, in 
comparing how strong the differences are between Republicans and Demo-
crats across PTR audiences, the disparity is sharpest for those listening to 
Limbaugh. For this group, the Republicans were more likely to say that Dole 
won than Republicans in any other media group.

Perceptions of Debate Styles

In addition to perceptions of which candidate did a better job in the debate, 
we were also interested in people’s perceptions of the debaters’ performances. 
Accordingly, those who watched the debate were offered a series of terms 
to choose from. We asked: “Thinking about what you saw while watching 
the debate, please tell me if each one [word] does or does not apply to Bob 
Dole.” The words were: “mean,” “weak,” “warm,” “dishonest,” “leader-like,” and 
“angry.” The list was repeated for Clinton. How people perceive the debaters’ 
styles is certainly not the only criterion they use to judge who does a better 
job, but it is an important one. 16

In fi gures 12.5a and b, we compare perceptions of how much Clinton 
showed leadership and weakness during the presidential debates for each of 
three groups—Limbaugh listeners, listeners to other PTR, and those who are 
not regular listeners. The key comparison is between Limbaugh’s moderates 
and Republicans and the same types of persons in the other groups. To fi nd 
that Democrats saw Clinton’s performance as leader-like and not exhibit-
ing weakness is to defi ne what it means to be a Democrat. But Limbaugh’s 
 moderates and Republicans see Clinton as considerably weaker and less 
leader-like than do other moderates and Republicans.17

Bill Clinton was also evaluated differently by some Limbaugh listeners 
on meanness and anger—two characteristics that could have been applied to 
either Dole or Clinton. Republicans who were Limbaugh listeners were more 
likely to say Clinton was mean and angry than Republicans who did not 
listen to PTR. Combined with the perceptions of leadership and weakness 
portrayed in fi gure 12.5, we have more negative judgments of Clinton’s style 
among Republicans listening to Limbaugh than those not listening to PTR 
at all. In short, Limbaugh’s attacks on Clinton may have paid off even among 
his most partisan listeners.

Perceptions of candidates’ performance in the second debate were asso-
ciated with the styles viewers attributed to the candidates, specifi cally the 
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fi gures 12.5a and 12.5b. Perceptions of Bill Clinton’s leadership and weakness 
during the second presidential debate: Media groups by party identifi cation.

qualities of meanness, weakness, warmth, and leadership. Perceptions of 
Clinton’s weakness and leadership during the debate were more negative for 
Republicans who were regular listeners of Limbaugh than for other Repub-
licans. In effect, Limbaugh activated Republicans’ negative evaluations more 
than did being in other listening and nonlistening groups.

Limbaugh’s listeners tended to use political party heuristics to judge the 
candidate who did the best job in the debate more than any other listening 
or nonlistening group. While party is an important factor in accounting for 
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judgments of debate performance for any partisan, Limbaugh listeners relied 
on this more than others. These data suggest that he is successful in activat-
ing party as a criterion for judgment.

No one was surprised to fi nd Republicans who watched the debate saying 
that Dole did a better job. However, Republicans who were Limbaugh regu-
lars did so more often than Republicans who were regular listeners of other 
talk shows and than Republicans who did not listen to PTR regularly at all. 
In effect, Limbaugh listeners used their party identifi cation as Republicans as 
a judgmental criterion for debate performance more than other groups did. 
They were primed to think in terms of their party affi liation, and so party 
became a more salient basis for judgment among Limbaugh regulars.18

Attributions about 1996 Presidential Election Outcomes

At the conclusion of the 1996 presidential campaign, we tested a specifi c 
class of perceptions, namely, the reasons that election turned out in favor of 
Clinton rather than Dole. Through both open- and closed-ended questions, 
we elicited specifi c explanations—sometimes called attributions—from 
respondents as to why they thought the election turned out as it did. Our 
interest in postelection attributions was motivated by two factors. First, all 
available evidence anticipated a Clinton win. We wondered how Limbaugh 
would maintain the spirit and commitment of the party faithful in light of 
the win by his arch-nemesis. Second, events discomforting to Limbaugh’s 
listeners provided an opportunity to investigate their attributions, or reasons, 
explaining these outcomes.19

To ensure that we wouldn’t infl uence the kind of attributions offered, 
open-ended questions were posed fi rst. Participants were asked what they 
thought was “the main reason Bill Clinton was elected over Bob Dole and 
the other candidates.” Later in the interview, respondents were presented 
with a series of 15 one-sentence explanations for the election results and were 
asked to indicate whether they thought each was a “major reason,” a “minor 
reason,” or “not a reason.”

Included were both substantive explanations (e.g., “Clinton has a good 
record as President during his fi rst term”) and justifi cations dealing with 
the strategies of the campaigns or characteristics of the voting public. For 
example, one of the strategy-based explanations posited that “Dole did not 
stress family values as strongly as he should have”; another suggested: “Dole 
doesn’t come across as well on television as Clinton.” Responses ranged from 
high to low. The most accepted explanation had to do with Dole’s lack of 



210 | echo chamber

presence on television; the least accepted was public rebellion against the 
treatment Clinton was receiving from some talk radio hosts. (For a complete 
list of these items and their weighted means, see the appendix to this chapter 
at our website.)20

The topics volunteered in the open-ended responses were compared to the 
closed-ended ones. By and large, the explanations that were highly ranked in 
the closed-ended questions were common in the open-ended ones; similarly, 
the election explanations that were ranked as unimportant tended to be rela-
tively rare in the open-ended responses.

As in the earlier comparisons among those who did and did not listen to 
PTR, we divided those not listening to PTR during the fall election cam-
paign into heavy and light consumers of mainstream media.21 As before, fi ve 
groups were compared on a summary index that included the following expla-
nations: (a) “Bill Clinton stole good ideas from the Republicans”; (b) “The 
public wasn’t interested enough in getting the truth about the candidates”; 
(c) “Bill Clinton lied about his record”; (d) “Newspapers were biased in favor 
of liberals”; (e) “Bob Dole didn’t make an issue of Bill Clinton’s character as 
strongly as he should have”; (f ) “Bill Clinton has a good record as President 
during his fi rst term”; (g) “The public was easily fooled by Clinton’s slick 
ads and campaign.” These were grouped together because people tended to 
respond to them in similar ways.

Those accepting statements such as these as explanations for the elec-
tion’s outcome were subscribing to accounts that blamed President Clinton, 
the media’s “liberal” attitudes, and the public. Or they were attributing the 
election’s result to strategic factors, such as Dole failing to attack Clinton on 
the issue of character. The only substantive account in the list was the one 
stipulating that Clinton had a good record during his fi rst term—a kind of 
begrudging admiration.

Limbaugh listeners differed signifi cantly from all other media groups in 
the degree to which they attributed the election’s outcome to these types of 
reasons. Although they differed least from those listening to conservative 
talk radio, there were differences between the two groups; the non-Limbaugh 
groups were about the same as one another in their attributions.

Limbaugh’s pre- and postelection rhetoric helps to account for these dif-
ferences in attribution. Limbaugh criticized President Clinton in every coded 
broadcast from May until Election Day in 1996. The scandals associated with 
Clinton’s administration were often revisited by Limbaugh. They ranked 
third, behind the Democratic president himself and the mainstream media, 
in analyses of Limbaugh’s subject matter. His ongoing emphasis on character 
fl aws and on the pro-Clinton, anti-Dole bias of the media may have served 
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to prepare listeners for attributions that sidestepped substantive differences 
between Clinton and Dole and activated other explanations.

For example, both during the campaign and in the voting booth, in the 
1996 election women voters preferred Clinton over Dole. The media were 
aware of and extensively reported this preference. Limbaugh responded by 
making a signifi cant issue of female voting dispositions in 1996. He char-
acterized these women’s judgments as silly and emotion-driven, implying 
an association between women and untrustworthiness or irrationality. His 
disdain for mainstream media coverage may have helped his audience to 
conclude or reinforced its disposition to believe that the mainstream media 
were manipulative and underhanded. These implications, in turn, could have 
contributed to his audience’s account of the election results as the product of 
misguided or misled voters or the triumph of style and guile.

The attributions Limbaugh listeners made about the election reinforced 
their belief in the legitimacy and effectiveness of their conservative beliefs. 
In their minds, their candidate did not lose because of his proposed programs 
or because of Clinton’s defense of the Democratic agenda. Rather, Dole lost 
because of an easily duped public, a slick and media-savvy opponent, and 
biased news media. Such sense-making enables this audience to retain its 
ideological worldview.

Much of the research into the effects of strongly partisan media such as 
PTR has focused on the direct effects of exposure on audiences’ attitudes and 
beliefs about the candidates or the issues.22 Alternatively, we suggest that one 
way that media frame and thereby affect audience perceptions is by shaping 
their interpretations of the causes of political events. These interpretations, 
in turn, can have implications for audience members’ feelings and attitudes 
not only about the issues confronting the nation but also about those seeking 
and holding elective offi ce.

The “Swift Boat Veterans for Truth” SBVT 

and Mainstream News (2004)

We had another opportunity to study balkanization in August 2004, when the 
SBVT aired ads challenging Kerry’s patriotism on the basis of statements 
the SBVT alleged he had made when he testifi ed against the war to a Senate 
committee. The group also challenged the legitimacy of the medals he had 
been awarded during that war. The Kerry campaign denied these charges, 
claiming that the group was misconstruing his statements and impugning 
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his integrity without evidence. Kerry representatives clashed with the SBVT 
spokesman largely on Fox, MSNBC, and CNN throughout August 2004 
as the mainstream media held back. When mainstream print and broad-
cast news media, including Ted Koppel’s Nightline, fi nally weighed in, it 
was with evidence that largely corroborated Kerry’s accounts. Here, in other 
words, was a classic test case in which facts were contested and the main-
stream media largely vindicated one side.

In an Annenberg postelection survey in 2004, we asked whether our 
respondents had seen or heard about ads by a group called Swift Boat Veter-
ans for Truth (for details about the survey, see our website). Those who indi-
cated that they had were asked, “In general how accurate do you think those 
ads were?” Listening to Limbaugh and watching Fox each independently 
predicted an increased likelihood that those surveyed had seen or heard about 
the SBVT ads and believed the group’s claims were accurate, despite exten-
sive controls to account for other explanations. (For details, see the appendix 
to this chapter at our website.) This fi nding would suggest that these two 
outlets magnifi ed their audience’s exposure to the attack on Kerry and at the 
same time insulated that audience from corrective information advanced in 
the mainstream media.23

Conclusion

Balkanization is the byproduct of a process of creating differences among 
segments of the public in knowledge, interpretation, and opinion. Here we 
attribute this phenomenon to exposure to specifi c sources. Balkanization 
differentiates one group of citizens from another in what they know about, 
and in how they interpret social and political events. Although differences 
among members of the public in ideology, knowledge, and opinion are the 
hallmark of human interest and variability, new media—and specifi cally par-
tisan PTR—use rhetoric that capitalizes on human needs and motivations to 
create, in some cases, and reinforce, in others, special knowledge enclaves. In 
this chapter, we have suggested some ways balkanization might be expressed 
among the listeners to PTR, especially Limbaugh’s programs. His rhetorical 
style and content distinguish him and, therefore, his listeners not only from 
those unexposed to his program but also from those attentive to other PTR 
hosts. In 1996, mainstream audiences were largely unexposed to his daily 
doses of intense anti-Clinton rhetoric, his lessons about the “liberal biases” 
of the mainstream media, and his calls for ideological integrity and political 
and social involvement.
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Limbaugh’s audience comes away from its daily encounters with the con-
servator of Reaganism knowing what is necessary to be a good conserva-
tive and a good conservative Republican. Listeners experience the minor and 
major events of political and social life through the lenses Limbaugh offers. 
When Ron Brown was killed in a plane crash and President Clinton eulo-
gized his close friend and cabinet member, Limbaugh seized the opportunity 
to criticize Clinton as an opportunist ready to take political advantage of even 
the death of his friend. When Republican nominee Bob Dole lost the 1996 
presidential election to the man Limbaugh had criticized every day for the 
past year, his listeners emerged from exposure to his program seeing this out-
come as evidence that the media were biased in favor of “liberals”; the public, 
too easily fooled; and Clinton, slicker than their party’s nominee.

The concept of balkanization describes in a summary way the kind of 
infl uences Limbaugh can have on his audience. The phenomenon may always 
have existed. But we see it as a harbinger, in 1996, of the effects of newer 
forms of partisan media as well, including Fox News and partisan blogs.



13
Distortion and Polarization

Distortion and polarization are processes that emerge on our radar 
screen because they reinforce and on occasion exacerbate the insular, 

balkanizing tendencies we focused on in the last chapter. Our defi nitions 
are those one would expect. Distortion has to do with one’s perception of 
another person’s or group’s view compared to their actual view. If I believe 
that a political candidate supports gay civil unions when in fact the candi-
date does not, my perception is incorrect, certainly, but also is distorted in 
a certain direction. I see the candidate as holding more liberal views on this 
issue than is the case. If you and I hold opposed views of gay civil unions, 
with me vocally supportive and you fundamentally opposed, our views are 
polar opposites. Distortion is about inaccuracy, polarization about difference 
(whether accurate or not).

Polarization refers to sharp differences in the views of groups or persons 
about some other person or group. If my views about gay civil unions become 
more extreme and yours don’t change, then our views are more different than 
before; they have become more polarized.

One of the core ideas helping to explain distortion and perceived polar-
ization is the human tendency to process information in a biased way, 
altering perceived positions to become more extreme than they otherwise 
would be. Driving polarization is the inclination to seek out or selectively 
expose oneself to one-sided information compatible with one’s existing 
beliefs. Although distortion and polarization are separable in principle, 
they often coexist in the real world. An audience prompted by its ideo-
logical dispositions to seek out one-sided, like-minded information may 
become more extreme in its views (i.e., polar) as a result of biased expo-
sure. The result is greater polarization and greater distortion (and per-
ceived difference with the other group). The increasingly partisan nature 
of news media coupled with the human tendency to seek out ideologically 
comfortable information could have the effect of increasing polarization 
and distortion.
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Distortion: Assimilation and Contrast Effects in Judgment

The views we consider here are grounded in the social psychologi-
cal notions of contrast and assimilation1—two aspects of what social 
 psychologists call biased processing. This term refers to the ways people 
recast information that is either congenial or uncongenial to their views.2 
When people care about an issue, they are more likely to scrutinize infor-
mation that seems to challenge their views. Their reactions are not likely 
to be dispassionate. Instead, their own predispositions for or against 
the issue can bias how they perceive what information is strong and 
what weak.3

Two kinds of biases operate. Contrast effects distort perception to 
increase the difference between the audience member’s view of a candidate’s 
stand and the candidate’s actual position. Assimilation does the opposite, 
reducing the perceived difference. These two effects can be byproducts of 
the audience’s psychological dispositions—often the extremity of their 
prior opinions—or the effect of rhetorical manipulation or both. Regardless 
of how the  perceptual distortions are created, the results are the same—a 
greater distance between one’s position and what one thinks an opposing 
candidate’s  position is, in the case of contrast, and a greater sense of similar-
ity between one’s own and the candidate’s position, in the case of a similar-
ity. If Limbaugh’s discourse, or simple exposure to Limbaugh’s rhetorical 
style, creates identifi cation with conservatives and alienation from Demo-
crats, then Limbaugh will have served an important political function for 
the Republican Party.

Polarization of Opinion

Polarization intensifi es opinions and attitudes so that they are held more 
strongly (for or against a given issue) in one group than in another. For exam-
ple, in the early years of the Vietnam War, public opinion was more sup-
portive of the war than opposed to it, but some Republicans and Democrats 
held sharply divergent—polarized—views. Over the course of the war, as 
news coverage began to feature both pro- and antiwar voices and prominent 
individuals spoke out against the war, public opinion became less polarized.4 
In effect, strong prowar positions weakened in intensity and shifted toward a 
more neutral or in some cases antiwar position. Public opinion became more 
homogeneous, that is, less polarized.
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polarization through exposure 
to different sources

Polarization can occur through selective exposure to, attention to, and reten-
tion of different types of information, and is particularly likely to occur when 
a like-minded chorus promotes opinion in a given direction. In circumstances 
in which an audience is exposed regularly to a single, coherent, and consistent 
point of view and the voices championing that in-group view identify alterna-
tive points of view as suspect, the audience’s dispositions would be expected 
to be reinforced or made more extreme (polarization) and its perception of 
out-groups rendered more extreme (distortion), as well. We are all, of course, 
disposed to embrace information and opinion consistent with our existing 
beliefs, a disposition that inclines us toward ideologically consistent sources.5

In a moment, we will present results from a fi eld experiment in which 
ideologically diverse audiences were exposed to one-sided information, in 
some cases supportive of and other cases opposed to their a priori viewpoints. 
By exposing these subjects to uncongenial sources, we created a scenario that 
is increasingly uncommon in our media-rich news environment. The prolif-
eration of media outlets and rise of alternative partisan voices in media means 
that it is much easier than it once was to select media consistent with one’s 
ideology and to avoid a source whose message is opposed.

polarization through biased processing

Biased processing refers to the appeal certain arguments have for those whose 
attitudes, values, or even ideologies dispose them to accept them. For exam-
ple, an argument that the fl at tax will reduce the overall size of a government 
bureaucracy such as the Internal Revenue Service should appeal to conservatives, 
increasing the likelihood they will favor the fl at tax. When arguments appeal to 
the conservative ideology, they will be evaluated favorably by those of that ideo-
logical bent. Liberals are less likely to be moved by these arguments. Faced with 
a strong argument for the fl at tax, liberals are more likely than conservatives to 
counterargue. Indeed, one would expect quite a bit of counterargument by liber-
als, depending on their own previous knowledge about the plausibility and nov-
elty of the original argument. The result would be increased support, or at least 
reinforcement, of the attitudes of conservatives who attend to and accept this 
argument, and no change or a possible boomerang effect among liberals. In short, 
biased processing refers to differences in mental responses to the same message by 
groups differing in their a priori support of (or opposition to) the message. The 
result can be polarization of opinion between the liberal and conservative groups.
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Polarization among social groups can be produced either when differ-
ent groups choose to limit their exposure to sources that are one-sided or 
through biased processing of a single source. Polarization is a process that 
increases social separation from those of opposed ideology while increasing 
cohesion and solidarity within one’s own group. Consequently, polarization is 
a vehicle driving both between-group confl ict and within-group cooperation. 
As partisan sources proliferate and like-minded audiences limit exposure to 
multiple points of view, it becomes important to understand more fully the 
circumstances in which attitude change, polarization, and distortion occur.

In the remainder of this chapter, we will craft a circumstantial case for the 
polarizing effects of exposure both to Limbaugh’s rhetoric and to other sources 
in the conservative media establishment. The evidence will be largely consis-
tent across studies, a precondition for building confi dence in a claim. However, 
given the a priori dispositions of the audiences drawn to Fox and Limbaugh, 
the causal arrow could run from the viewers and listeners’ prior political biases 
to exposure to the conservative media rather than the other way around. To 
help untangle the effects, we report results from our week-long experiment 
with PTR in 1996, PTR Experiment 1996. This move makes it possible for 
us to examine the persuasive power of various talk radio hosts and formats and 
also the conditions conducive to the production of polarized opinion.

We explored polarization in 1996 by comparing Limbaugh’s audience to 
other groups in the context of Bill Clinton’s policy proposals during the 1996 
presidential campaign. These studies were extended in the 2000 and 2004 
elections. The observational studies of the 1996, 2000, and 2004 elections 
were ones in which polarization could come about through the combined 
effects of selective exposure and biased processing. Our PTR Experiment 
1996 controlled selective exposure—since everyone in the same exposure 
condition receives the same content—while also observing the effects of per-
suasion and biased processing.

First, we consider some fi eld experimental evidence of polarization from 
PTR Experiment 1996. This study exposed subjects to the rhetoric of differ-
ent PTR voices, including Limbaugh.

Polarization from Exposure to PTR

Details of the fi eld experiment were presented in chapter 5 and its appendi-
ces. Nonetheless, some basic information follows. Participants were randomly 
assigned to listen to one of the following six types of PTR: (1) Talk of the 
Nation (NPR); (2) conservative and liberal mix (taken from the content of PTR 
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groups 3, 4, and 5); (3) liberal PTR; (4) conservative PTR (not including Lim-
baugh); (5) Limbaugh; and (6) talk radio that was not political (the control group). 
In order to ensure comparability across programs, each focused on the same 
topic for each of the fi ve one-hour tapes that participants consumed. Thus there 
were fi ve topics for each type of talk radio, one for each of fi ve days of the study.

The liberal and conservative points of view were represented by the pro-
graming of several different hosts, including conservatives G. Gordon Liddy 
and Ken Hamblin and liberals Mario Cuomo and Tom Leykis. The stimulus 
tapes were not altered in any way that would misrepresent the host’s position. 
They faithfully represented the hosts’ and callers’ comments.

To assess polarization, people were asked about their opinions on issues dis-
cussed by the radio hosts to whom they had listened during the fi ve-day experi-
ment. Responses were obtained both before and after exposure (a separation of 
six to eight days). The topics included racial matters, assisted suicide, education, 
the fl at tax, and the Muslim religion and the nation of Islam—topics drawing 
attention in the media and social environment at the time of the study.

Listeners assigned to each type of talk radio included both liberals and con-
servatives. Our analyses show that four topics exhibited clear-cut polarization 
effects, with liberal and conservative groups moving in opposite directions in 
response to one-sided conservative or liberal rhetoric. These topics were black 
leaders and institutions, President Clinton’s Goals 2000 education initia-
tive, Dr. Kevorkian’s assisted suicides of terminally ill patients, and fl atten-
ing the taxes on capital gains. Since each of these had received considerable 
attention in the media prior to our study, politically involved audiences 
already had some prior knowledge of them. Despite the attitudinal inertia 
that prior exposure can create, we observed different responses—polarized 
ones—between liberals and conservatives listening to Limbaugh, in contrast 
to similar liberal and conservative groups not listening to Limbaugh but to 
those in the control group listening to nonpolitical talk.

In the interests of space, we will only present the results for the racial and 
fl at tax issues.

racial attitudes

Four measures of racial attitudes were employed to assess any direct effects of 
the hosts’ messages about affi rmative action and any indirect effects of those 
messages on related issues. Only the measures assessing attitudes toward black 
leaders and related groups will be discussed here. None of the other mea-
sures on racial matters refl ected polarization. The measures evaluating Black 
 leaders and African-American-related groups included attitudes toward Jesse 



distortion and polarization | 219

Jackson; Abdul Mahmoud Rauf; Louis Farrakhan; the NAACP; the Muslim 
religion (in the context of Black Muslims); and the Nation of Islam.6

In response to Limbaugh’s show, liberals and conservatives become more 
separated in their views in comparison to the control group. This can be seen 
in fi gure 13.1 in the spread between the attitudes of liberals and conserva-
tives in comparison to the control. By contrast, the liberals and conservatives 
who heard Talk of the Nation showed a narrowing of difference in racial atti-
tudes. Limbaugh made prior differences among groups larger, while Talk of 
the Nation made them smaller. This may refl ect a polarization phenomenon 
for the Limbaugh show and an accommodation effect for Talk of the Nation.7

Note that the liberal group that listened to Limbaugh actually exhibited 
more positive attitudes toward Black leaders than might be expected if no 
message had been received (control), while the conservative group had more 
negative attitudes. This polarization can be seen as a boomerang effect for 
the liberal listeners and a persuasion or intensifi cation effect for the conserva-
tive ones. These results show that Limbaugh not only exhibited no power to 
convert liberal listeners on this issue but actually may have had the opposite 
effect on those who opposed his views, at least in this case. Shows such as 
Talk of the Nation, however, may reduce polarization under some conditions, 
ameliorating the a priori differences in racial attitudes.

Attitudes: Black Leaders & Institutions (adjusted)
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attitudes toward the fl at tax

The issue of a fl atter income tax was a hot topic in the presidential primaries 
of January through April 1996—the time of our experiment. Steve Forbes 
made it the central—indeed the only—major issue in his bid for the nom-
ination. Those listening to Limbaugh tended to have stronger ideological 
responses to the capital gains question than did the control group and the 
liberal group.8 Figure 13.2 shows how these groups responded. The spread 
within the Limbaugh listening group was the polarization effect, with liberals 
taking the least favorable stance on this issue of any of the liberal groups and 
the conservatives taking the most favorable one. Although the PTR groups 
did not differ on average on the question of capital gains, they did differ 
within ideological subgroups. The liberals boomeranged away from the Lim-
baugh message, while the conservatives most strongly embraced it. However, 
contrary to the trends exhibited by conservatives in other groups, conserva-
tives listening to liberal PTR group did not reject the arguments of liberal 
hosts but instead moved toward them. This acceptance by conservatives may 
refl ect the comparatively greater credibility they attributed to liberal PTR 
in 1996, in contrast to the more negative credibility liberals assigned to 
Limbaugh’s program in general. Indeed, almost all our participants in the 
experiment had heard of Limbaugh in advance of their participation.
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An Experimental Test of Interpretive Differences

In our experiment, participants came together after a week’s exposure to the 
assigned talk radio content. At that time, they fi lled out questionnaires about 
their perceptions and attitudes, some of which we have just reported. In the 
PTR programs we selected for use—as in much of PTR—the interpretation 
of events invited by the host is not subtle. Instead, it is stark and distinctly 
partisan and ideological. This fact permitted us to investigate whether hosts’ 
interpretations would invite listeners to similar interpretive dispositions.

After a week’s exposure to conservatively oriented messages, for exam-
ple, one might very well be primed to think in conservative terms, perhaps 
employing arguments from the conservatives’ repertoire, even if one’s natural 
inclination was liberal in orientation. We investigated this question at the 
end of our experiment, when participants attended a fi nal session to complete 
a questionnaire and see a videotaped political debate.

Increasing the minimum wage was a signifi cant issue in congressional 
debates at the time. The Republicans in Congress were considering an alter-
native: giving taxpayers an earned income tax credit (EITC) instead of upping 
the minimum wage.9 Begun under a Republican administration in 1975 to aid 
low-income workers, the earned income tax credit is a refundable tax credit. 
(A refundable tax credit reduces the dollar amount paid in taxes. As a result, a 
$1 tax credit has the same dollar value to a person in a lower tax bracket as it 
has to a person in a higher bracket. The Republican proposal in 1996 would 
have extended the EITC’s reach.) Participants were shown a debate between a 
Democrat advocating an increased minimum wage and Republican member 
of Congress arguing the advantages of the EITC. After viewing the videotaped 
debate, participants were asked: “Is the EITC (a) more unnecessary interfer-
ence by the government in solving our country’s economic problems or (b) the 
kind of government assistance for the less fortunate that our country needs?”

Of interest to us was not whether people with different political party 
identifi cation would choose in a way consistent with their party. We expected 
that they would. However, after a week’s exposure to partisan PTR—ideolog-
ically congenial for some but not for others—we wondered whether choices 
within ideological groups would be primed by the ideological slants of the 
media hosts to which they were exposed.

What was unique about the debate our participants watched was that the 
Democrats were arguing “unnecessary interference by the government”—typi-
cally a conservative frame—and the Republicans were championing “govern-
ment assistance for the less fortunate,” typically a liberal frame. The alternatives 
were phrased so that if one were opposed to government interference, one had to 
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choose the fi rst alternative—typically the conservative choice. But if a conser-
vative made this selection maintaining ideological purity, he or she was going 
against legislation proposed by the Republicans. To stay with one’s political 
party requires being ideologically inconsistent in the basis for the choice.

The EITC question produced a differential reaction from liberals, depend-
ing on what kind of PTR they had heard in the prior week.10 Figure 13.3 
illustrates the nature of the interaction between the PTR group and political 
ideology. There are signifi cant differences between the group assigned to lis-
ten to Limbaugh and the control group, and between the group assigned to 
the conservative non-Limbaugh condition and the control group.11 But the 
differences are due primarily to the presence of liberals in these two groups.

The liberals who heard conservative programing interpreted the EITC 
more as “unnecessary interference” than liberals hearing control (non-PTR) 
or other PTR programs. In effect, they rejected the EITC program advo-
cated by Republicans, even though it would help the less fortunate and even 
though such an interpretation would be consistent with a liberal ideologi-
cal disposition. Importantly, only the liberals who listened to the Limbaugh 
and conservative PTR behaved in this way. Liberals were not simply reject-
ing a Republican program, but rather, liberals exposed to counterideologi-
cal programs were boomeranging away from the host’s partisan position and 
becoming more entrenched in their own positions—more entrenched in fact 
than other liberals. In this case, PTR polarized the interpretations of liberals 
when, during their week of exposure to Limbaugh and to conservative hosts, 
these hosts invited them to hold the point of view that “big government” was 
too interfering. Liberals exposed to balanced programing (conservative and 
liberal hosts) did not show the same effect.

The apparent differences between conservatives listening to liberal PTR 
and those listening to conservative and control PTR are not reliable ones. 
Liberals ended up rejecting the ideological and partisan tones of Limbaugh 
and of the other conservative hosts even if it meant taking an ideologically 
inconsistent position on government intervention.

After a week’s exposure to PTR from the left, center, or right, liberals 
who heard conservative talk (Limbaugh or others) judged a Republican pro-
posal, the EITC, to be “unnecessary government interference,” while other 
liberals tended to interpret the EITC as “help for those less fortunate.” This 
was the case even though there was no specifi c discussion of the EITC during 
the week’s programming and even though it was ideologically inconsistent 
for the liberals to adopt this interpretation. In short, they rebelled against 
the Republican and conservative rhetoric of the prior week, becoming more 
entrenched in an interpretation they would otherwise be reluctant to offer.
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Political party operated as an interpretive fi lter, but in this case one 
that directed oppositional judgments, polarizing liberals and conservatives. 
Equally important, this polarization took place in the context of a political 
dispute between Democrats and Republicans. It’s possible that PTR primed 
listeners to think and evaluate using political party schemas rather than sub-
stantive criteria consistent with their values. After all, the EITC involves 
no greater governmental interference than does setting the minimum wage. 
And liberals hearing nonconservative programs felt that the EITC would 
benefi t disadvantaged taxpayers. It was only those liberals who heard a week 
of conservative programing who rebelled.

Polarization Created by Differential Exposure

A second type of polarization can occur as a result of exposure to differ-
ent messages on the same topic. Some participants in our experiment heard 
only Limbaugh for a week, others heard liberal sources only, and still others 
received two-sided messages such as those from NPR’s Talk of the Nation or 
from a mix of sources on the left and on the right.
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Consider two of the issues that produced postexposure polarization: 
attitudes toward adopting a fl at tax policy for income taxes in the United 
States and attitudes concerning voting for or against a law allowing doc-
tor-assisted suicide. Figure 13.4 (and the tables in the appendix to this 
chapter at our website) presents the results for these cases. Those who lis-
tened to Limbaugh’s program for the week of our experiment had the most 
favorable attitudes toward the fl at tax, while those listening to Talk of the 
Nation and liberal shows had the least favorable attitudes. By contrast, 
those listening to Limbaugh were least likely to vote for a law permitting 
assisted suicide while those listening to liberal PTR and Talk of the Nation 
were most likely to do so. Remember that these patterns are not signifi -
cantly different for liberals and conservatives in our sample. Instead, the 
effects are attributable to the rhetoric of the week’s hosts and the assigned 
exposure to their arguments.

The PTR experiment suggests that polarization can occur under condi-
tions in which certain issues—for example, “hot button” ones such as those 
concerning racial groups and taxing policies that favor richer Americans—
lead one group to move against and one to move toward the rhetorical stances 
of a host such as Limbaugh.12 Polarization can also occur across ideological 
groups when issues that are relatively new to listeners—for example, assisted 
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suicide and fl at tax policies—come into the ken of opinionated sources such 
as Limbaugh. The latter effects would only lead to polarization under con-
ditions in which the audiences selectively chose to attend to sources that 
framed presentations from one side’s perspective. The sources in our experi-
ment were one-sided in some conditions, and selective exposure was created 
through random assignment to condition. The polarization that resulted was 
not because of liberals and conservatives listening to a one-sided presentation 
but rather because of selective exposure to two different one-sided sources.

We now consider some differences in opinion across groups that arise 
naturally from the combination of selective exposure and persuasive effects in 
our observational studies of 1996, 2000, and 2004.

Polarization of Attitudes about Issues

attitudes about proposed policies

During the primary and election of 1996, numerous issues and proposals 
were raised by the candidates and discussed in the media. At each wave of 
our 1996 PTR survey, respondents evaluated policies that were under pub-
lic scrutiny. Because they were both specifi c and in active contention, the 
proposed policies we studied were different from general attitudes toward 
groups (e.g. the Christian Coalition) and from broad, ongoing social issues 
(e.g. affi rmative action for minorities and women). For example, while his 
candidacy was active, Steve Forbes’s fl at tax proposal elicited a great deal of 
commentary, especially on Limbaugh’s radio show.

Over the three waves of the 1996 PTR surveys, we studied reactions to 11 
proposed policies. Because some were measured two or more times, we could 
test for changes in polarization. The issues assessed at multiple points were 
Forbes’s fl at tax (waves 1, 2, and 3); legalizing same-sex marriages (waves 
2 and 3); reducing welfare payments to mothers (waves 1 and 2); vouchers 
(waves 1 and 2); NAFTA (waves 1 and 2); and eliminating affi rmative action 
(waves 2 and 3).

It is important to distinguish polarization at a point in time from polar-
ization over time for the various exposure groups. Many of the listeners’ 
attitudes toward the 11 issues refl ected polarization across media exposure 
groups. Consider Forbes’s proposal for a fl at tax. Figure 13.5 presents how 
favorable the fi ve media groups were toward the fl at tax proposal early in the 
primary. (For similar results later in the primary and after Dole had essen-
tially won the nomination, see the appendix to this chapter at our website.)
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In the early period, the Limbaugh group was more favorably disposed to 
the fl at tax than any of the four other groups, and the other listening groups 
were similar to one another. However, with time and exposure, approval for 
the proposal increased among those in the conservative PTR group; in other 
words, they caught up in their favor for the fl at tax proposal. By contrast, 
those in the liberal exposure group and the audiences of the mainstream 
programs remained opposed.13 These data suggest that Limbaugh listeners 
initially held or were infl uenced to hold favorable attitudes toward the fl at 
tax, while other media groups were less favorable (even negative, since 3.0 
was the midpoint of the favorability measure). Listeners to conservative PTR 
moved in the direction already held by Limbaugh listeners.

The pattern in fi gure 13.5 was replicated for several issues, including 
reduced welfare payments, school vouchers, same-sex marriages, and elimi-
nation of affi rmative action.14 However, causal order is problematic. We did 
not fi nd support for increasing polarization on policy issues over the course 
of the election period. Certainly, Limbaugh listeners a priori have attitudes 
and political affi liations that dispose them to favor Republican positions. 
Consequently, they may have favored the fl at tax proposal before any discus-
sion by Limbaugh. Alternatively, a new proposal such as the fl at tax receiving 
the approval and extensive rhetorical support of a trusted host (as Limbaugh’s 
listeners view him) could yield quick favorable reaction by the audience 
through a process we were unable to detect.
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attitudes about the ideological orientations 
of political candidates

In the previous chapter, we saw that certain groups of Limbaugh listeners 
attributed more ideologically liberal positions to Clinton in 1996 than were 
justifi ed by his actual stands. This outcome should minimize defections to 
Clinton. In the 2000 and 2004 campaigns, we found that similar kinds of dis-
tortion of the ideological stances of candidates occurred among Limbaugh lis-
teners (2000, 2004) and Fox News viewers (2004) during those years as well.

polarizing perceptions of candidates

During the primary campaign in 2000 and in 2004, Limbaugh made a con-
certed effort to ensure that his listeners would see sharp differences between 
the ideologies of the Republican and Democratic candidates for president. If 
listeners saw the Republican candidate as a true conservative and the Demo-
cratic candidate as an unregenerate “liberal” (indeed, more liberal than other 
groups see the candidate to be), the stark perceived differences between the 
candidates would reinforce listeners’ commitments to Limbaugh’s chosen 
candidate. In both the general elections of 2000 and 2004, that candidate 
was George W. Bush.

To evaluate the impact of listening to Limbaugh on respondents’ percep-
tions of the liberal and conservative nature of the candidates, we examined 
data from NAES 2000 and NAES 2004. The procedures for these surveys 
were described briefl y in chapter 5. In both surveys, respondents were queried 
about their radio listening habits. In NAES 2000, those who said they lis-
tened to PTR were asked to identify the host they listened to. Those identify-
ing Limbaugh by name were treated as Limbaugh listeners, while those who 
identifi ed another host or who said they listened but could not identify the 
host were treated as separate types of listeners. Nonlisteners were identifi ed 
as well. These distinctions produced four groups: Limbaugh listeners, listen-
ers who identifi ed another host, listeners who did not, and  nonlisteners.15

In both surveys, we tapped the perceived ideological positions of various 
candidates by asking: “Which of the following do you think best describes 
the views of George W. Bush? Very conservative (1), conservative (2), mod-
erate (3), liberal (4), or very liberal (5)?” In NAES 2000, our focus was on 
the perceived ideologies of George W. Bush and Albert Gore. In the early 
primary period in NAES 2004, we obtained respondents’ views of various 
candidates, including the incumbent, George W. Bush, John Kerry, John 
Edwards, Howard Dean, and Joseph Lieberman.
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We expect perceptions of candidates’ ideologies to be fi ltered through the 
lens of personal ideology and partisanship. In order to control for the distort-
ing effects of these dispositions on respondents’ judgments of candidates’ 
ideologies, we will focus only on the perceptions expressed by strong Repub-
licans. Since Limbaugh listeners are overwhelmingly Republican, they can be 
compared to other PTR listeners and to nonlisteners.

In fi gures 13.6a and 13.6b, Limbaugh listeners’ judgments of how can-
didates’ liberalness are compared to those of others in the sample. The charts 
indicate that in 2000, Limbaugh listeners perceived Gore as more liberal 
than did those not listening to Limbaugh (which included both PTR listen-
ers and nonlisteners). They same was true in 2004 for perceptions of Kerry 
and other Democrats during the 2004 primaries. These differences are highly 
signifi cant,16 in part because the sample sizes are so large.

We do not present the data here, but we have found that if four groups 
of listeners are compared (no PTR, PTR Limbaugh, PTR no Limbaugh, and 
PTR host unnamed), the signifi cance of the effect remains, as does the dif-
ference between Limbaugh listeners and those listening to PTR other than 
Limbaugh. It is important to keep in mind that the comparisons presented 
in these charts are for strong Republicans only who already think Gore, 
Kerry, and the other Democrats are very liberal. That judgment is even more 
extreme for those strong Republicans who are consumers of Limbaugh.17

The data from the presidential campaigns of 2000 and 2004 suggest a clear 
effect. Strong Republicans listening to Limbaugh have more extreme percep-
tions of how liberal Democratic candidates are than do other groups of strong 
Republicans. This effect mirrors Limbaugh’s message. He employs intense lan-
guage, disparaging information, and negative framing to distance perceptions of 
the Democratic candidate from those of the anointed Republican candidate.
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A second fi nding from the entire NAES 2004 data set supports our thesis 
that regular Fox viewing produces effects similar to those produced by regu-
lar listening to Limbaugh.18 Both Fox viewing and Limbaugh listening sig-
nifi cantly increased the perception that Kerry was liberal, while exposure to 
network news (ABC, CBS, NBC, PBS) and to local broadcast news  predicted, 
though less strongly, that Kerry would be seen as less liberal. (For a descrip-
tion of the method used to reach these conclusions, see the appendix to this 
chapter at our website.)

Creating an Informational Enclave: The 2004 Campaign

The political world the public encounters presents itself in large, complex 
bundles of competing information and contested data. To begin to under-
stand the forces that shape individuals’ grasp of these information complexes 
and to test the idea that the conservative opinion media create an informa-
tional and attitudinal enclave around their like-minded listeners and viewers, 
we created a map of the competing claims in the 2004 presidential general 
election offered by the camps of the two major candidates.19

Our goal was to see what effect, if any, being part of the audience for 
Fox or Limbaugh has on receptivity to both the Republican and Democratic 
campaign claims in the context of the presidential election of 2004. A bat-
tery of questions that refl ected the claims offered by and on behalf of the 
Democratic and Republican presidential campaigns of 2004 was crafted. The 
battery included a total of 38 questions; 27 were contested facts and opinions 
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generated by the Republican and Democratic campaigns, and 11 were facts 
uncontested by either side. In the weeks immediately following the election 
of 2004, we quizzed a national random sample of 3,400 U.S. citizens about 
their knowledge and beliefs about Kerry and Bush. That group was large 
enough to study the responses of Limbaugh listeners and Fox viewers.

Twenty-seven questions (which we will present shortly) gave us the oppor-
tunity to determine whether (controlling for gender, party identifi cation, edu-
cation, and ideology) these audiences were more likely than those not exposed 
to our conservative opinion channels to reject Democratic attacks on Bush and 
embrace Republican promotion of his cause while accepting Republican attacks 
about Kerry and rejecting Democratic attempts to make him and his positions 
palatable. The questions were written to refl ect central claims and counterclaims 
made by the Democrats and Republicans in the 2004 presidential campaign. 
One political side contested the premise embedded in each question.

In all of our analyses, we were trying to determine whether the Fox or Lim-
baugh audience differed from those of similar education and ideology. Of course, 
we expected Republicans to be more likely to reject the Kerry claims and adopt 
the Bush ones. We wanted to know whether the audiences for Limbaugh and Fox 
were signifi cantly more likely than comparable nonlisteners and nonviewers to 
make those moves. We also wanted to know whether an embrace of the partisan 
view of the contested facts and opinions would extend to distortion of uncon-
tested fact. We examine the evidence for polarization on the contested facts and 
opinions and differences in knowledge of uncontested fact for Limbaugh and 
Fox’s audience compared to those who are nonlisteners and nonviewers.

contested facts and opinions

The list of contested facts and opinions is long; it is presented here. A  summary 
of these items was created to refl ect pro-Republican and anti-Democratic 
positions. Respondents answered each statement in terms of its truthful-
ness—“very,” “somewhat,” “not too,” or “not at all.” Whether the issue was 
objectively true or false is not of concern to us here; differences in subjective 
perception across audiences are our focus. These items represent beliefs about 
the candidates’ positions and character that some theories link to attitudes, 
intentions, and behaviors.20 Those with a high score were more likely to accept 
the Republican view of the offered claims. They believe, for example, that 
Kerry never told the truth about Bush’s record but Bush always told the truth 
about Kerry’s. They also accepted as fact Republican assertions that Kerry 
would increase taxes on all small business owners, and specifi cally that he 
would raise taxes on 900,000 small business owners. Those with a high score 
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were also more inclined to regard as true the claim that Kerry’s health care plan 
would take medical decisions out of the hands of doctors and patients and put 
them under the control of government bureaucrats. Their world of  presumed 
fact also increased the chances that they would reject as untrue Democratic 
attacks on the Republican incumbent, including the following claims:

President Bush’s Social Security plan would cut benefi ts 30–45%
Bush wants to privatize Social Security
Bush favors outsourcing American jobs
Vice President Cheney profi ted from Halliburton’s contracts in Iraq

Accordingly, in the debate over job loss during the fi rst Bush term, they 
accepted the conclusion that under the Bush Administration, the United 
States had gained more jobs than it lost. At the same time, they were more 
likely to embrace the following claims of the SBVT:

John Kerry did not deserve his Vietnam medals
Because of John Kerry’s statements against the Vietnam War in 1971, 

U.S. prisoners of war were tortured
John Kerry said that every American soldier who served in Vietnam was 

a war criminal

And they adopted the anti-Kerry beliefs that he had said the following:

He would not use military force until after he had been able to justify it 
to the world

He would only use military force after the U.S. was attacked
He wanted to repeal the use of wiretaps in the Patriot Act

At the same time, they accepted claims about Kerry’s past actions that 
included the assertion that he had voted in the Senate against body armor for 
the troops in Iraq and had done the following:

Repeatedly supported an increase in the gasoline tax
Voted for cuts in intelligence after 9/11
Voted against major weapons systems after 9/11

In these respondents’ world of “facts,” Democratic claims were likely to 
be rejected out of hand and Republican ones accepted. So, for example, they 
were more likely to reject the following Democratic claims:

Bush failed to fully fund the No Child Left Behind education program
Bush said he was not concerned about Osama Bin Laden
Bush sent some soldiers to Iraq without the latest body armor
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Other presumed facts favorable to the Bush administration that rounded 
out their view of the claims of the campaign included a disposition to believe 
the following:

World opinion favored U.S. intervention in Iraq
Bush’s plan to limit damages in medical malpractice cases would reduce 

the cost of medical care a great deal
Bush proposed creating the new Homeland Security Department right 

after 9/11
The Bush tax cuts favored the middle class and not the wealthy

And fi nally, their belief structure ascribed benign motives to Republicans 
and malignant motives to Democrats. Among other things this meant that 
they accepted the belief that when President Bush said the United States would 
fi nd weapons of mass destruction in Iraq, he believed what he was saying.

Fox viewing and Limbaugh listening each predicted a greater likelihood 
that respondents in our survey would answer this total group of questions in the 
way our theory forecast. We found independent effects for Fox and Limbaugh, 
even after extensive controls for the effects of party and ideology and other 
factors. Unsurprisingly, both party identifi cation and ideology were strongly 
linked to responses on this summary index. But the effects of Limbaugh listen-
ing and Fox news viewing were substantial. Even though self-identifi ed con-
servatives or self-identifi ed Republicans drew inferences consistent with their 
partisan views, Fox viewers and Limbaugh listeners were even more likely to 
do so. These analyses indicate an opposite pattern for Democrats and those 
who listen to NPR and watch CNN; no signifi cant associations were observed 
for those watching network broadcast television news sources, including spe-
cifi cally PBS or MSNBC. The relative strength of association between media 
sources and inferences about the claims and counterclaims of the Bush and 
Kerry campaigns suggests that audiences for Fox and Limbaugh are more likely 
to accept Republican claims and reject Democratic ones than the audiences of 
other media news sources. This result occurs in part because these audiences 
consume political information in an interpretive community that we would 
characterize as an echo chamber or one-sided enclave, an in-group clear about 
its views about the out-group. On the other side of the ideological divide, audi-
ences for CNN and NPR seem to behave in the same way. (For the analytical 
details supporting this effect, see the appendix to this chapter at our website.)

The opinion enclave in which Limbaugh listeners and Fox viewers reside 
protects their attitudes about Bush from assault by Kerry and increases the 
likelihood that Republican attacks on Kerry will be accepted.



distortion and polarization | 233

There is factual content underlying the questions in the 27-question bat-
tery, but the facts are contested ones. In the campaign, in other words, the 
Democratic and Republican views of the facts at issue differed. For exam-
ple, the Bush campaign argued that his tax cuts favored the middle class 
because the proportionate reduction in their taxes was higher than that for 
the wealthy. The Democrats contended that the dollar amount of benefi t 
for the wealthy was higher than that for the middle class. The two parties 
also calculated the tax cuts differently, with the Democrats focusing on the 
cuts in the estate tax and the income tax and the Republicans excluding the 
effects of the estate tax cut.

Did world opinion support U.S. intervention in Iraq? The Republicans 
cited the number of nations that provided support. The Democrats cited 
public opinion against the war in some of the same countries.

Did Kerry support an increase in the gasoline tax? Republicans pointed to 
a statement he made in support; Democrats pointed out he had not actually 
cast any votes on an increase.

Did the Bush administration gain more jobs than it lost? The Democrats 
cited the payroll survey to say no; the Republicans cited the household survey 
to say yes.

We would, of course, argue that outside the contest over a fact, there is 
often a basis for saying that one side is making a problematic statement or 
that one interpretation is more accurate than the other. But for our purposes 
here, that is not the relevant distinction. Regardless of whether they are true 
or false, accurate or inaccurate, in or out of context, we are separating those 
claims that are disputed from those that are not.

uncontested facts

To this point, we have examined the perceptions of the Fox and Limbaugh 
audiences about contested facts. By moving to a second category, uncontested 
fact, we were able to assess the audience’s grasp of the background data that 
neither side disputed. On 11 additional questions (not included in the 27) 
for which an uncontested factual answer existed, listening to Limbaugh and 
watching Fox functioned in the same way as reading newspapers, watching 
national broadcast news (viewing the nightly network newscasts of ABC, 
NBC, CBS, or PBS’s Newshour with Jim Lehrer), watching only Newshour with 
Jim Lehrer, watching CNN or MSNBC, and listening to NPR.21 Each form 
of media exposure predicted accurate responses to the questions assessing 
knowledge of uncontested fact.
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The fact questions included: How many troops, including the National 
Guard, does the United States have in Iraq (140,000)? How many nations 
are providing troops in Iraq (30)? What percent of the coalition casualties 
are American (90%)? Other items were claims that respondents evaluated as 
either true or false. Among these were some that had been advanced by the 
Bush camp to hurt Kerry, some advanced by the Bush camp to help Bush, 
some advanced by the Kerry camp to hurt Bush, and some advanced by the 
Kerry camp to help Kerry. Other items were ones whose salience neither side 
visibly advanced, taken simply from background information at play in the 
campaign or from news accounts of the campaign.

Claims Advanced by the Kerry Camp to Hurt Bush or Help Kerry

Kerry was onc.e a prosecutor (True)
John Kerry wanted to pay for the $87 billion allocated to the Iraq war 

by eliminating part of the Bush tax cut for those paying the highest 
income tax rate (True)

When in Congress, current CIA head Porter Goss supported cuts in 
spending for intelligence (True)

Claims Advanced by the Bush Camp to Hurt Kerry or Help Bush

The Bush administration discovered that fl u vaccines were contaminated 
and decided to stop their distribution (False)

The United States has found weapons of mass destruction in Iraq (False)
AARP (formerly the American Association of Retired Persons) sup-

ported the Bush prescription drug plan (True)
The unemployment rate is now about where it was in 1996 when Bill 

Clinton ran for a second term (True)
George Bush was honorably discharged from the National Guard (True)

On both the pro-Bush and pro-Kerry uncontested facts, Limbaugh listeners 
and Fox viewers are as accurate as those reliant on other forms of media (control-
ling for ideology and education). This effect is consistent with a similar one on 
knowledge of uncontested facts that we reported in an early report on PTR.22

There has been an ongoing controversy about the accuracy of Limbaugh’s 
program, a controversy fueled fi rst by an analysis of presumed factual errors 
offered by the liberal media monitoring group FAIR (Fairness & Accuracy in 
Reporting) and then fanned by Al Franken’s book Rush Limbaugh Is a Big Fat 
Idiot. What Limbaugh, Fox, and the Journal’s opinion pages do is increase the 
likelihood that their audiences will consider a “fact” that benefi ts the Demo-
crats to be contested and as a result dismiss it.
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By increasing or reinforcing the audience’s adherence to the Republican 
view of contested facts and, in Fox’s and Limbaugh’s case, increasing the 
accuracy of background knowledge of uncontested facts, the conservative 
media contribute to a knowledge or opinion enclave. In the process, they 
either move their audience to a more extreme view of Democratic positions 
and policies than they otherwise would hold or attract an audience disposed 
to perceive Democrats as extreme and reinforce that view.

As with all of the survey data we offer in this book, these responses raise 
the question, Which came fi rst, the exposure or the knowledge, attitudes, 
and beliefs? Our confi dence in the causal direction is supported by the fact 
that the claims concerning the 2004 campaign were quite specifi c. If more 
general claims had been the object of study (e.g., reducing the size of govern-
ment or positions on affi rmative action) then inferences from party heuristics 
could easily guide the choices. Because this survey included questions that 
could not be answered by relying on party cues alone, we surmise that the 
audiences exposed to Limbaugh and Fox are more likely to be drawing their 
answers from the information on these programs than from other confound-
ing factors.

Moreover, the experimental evidence of effects that we offered earlier in 
this chapter shows that exposure to one-sided partisan voices can affect the 
polarization of opinion within audiences (liberals and conservatives hear-
ing the same message) and across channels (Limbaugh versus other sources). 
Findings such as these shore up the inference that the causal direction is, in 
part at least, from Fox and Limbaugh to the audience.

Summary

In chapter 7, we suggested that Limbaugh’s audience believed that Demo-
cratic candidates (including Clinton in 1996, Gore in 2000, and Kerry in 
2004) and potential Republican nominees that he opposes (such as Buchanan 
in 1996 and McCain in 2000) held positions far from its own. In this chap-
ter and previous ones, we have drawn on survey data to show instances in 
which Limbaugh successfully framed an issue (e.g., interpretation of the 
Unabomber), induced emotion and attached it to a person or issue (e.g., 
 Clinton and Dole), created distance between his audience’s own positions 
and its perceptions of Democrats’ positions (e.g., the positions of Clinton 
and Dole), and balkanized audience knowledge (e.g., on Bosnia, the Trilat-
eral Commission, and balance of trade). To add to our case, we presented 
data from a fi eld experiment to suggest that polarization effects result from 
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exposure to  Limbaugh’s rhetoric (e.g., regarding racial groups and current 
social and political issues). After mapping the competing claims of the 2004 
 presidential general election and securing survey data on Limbaugh and Fox 
audience members’ response to them, we also suggested that these programs 
increase audience adoption of the contested claims of the Republicans and 
decrease adoption of those of the Democrats. At the same time, we demon-
strated that Limbaugh and Fox’s audiences command uncontested fact as well 
as do consumers of traditional news sources, a phenomenon that should arm 
them effectively for political argument with those less knowledgeable. Taken 
together, these fi ndings suggest that Limbaugh and Fox protect their like-
minded audience members in an informational and attitudinal enclave.
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Conclusion:

Echo Chamber: Cause for Concern or Celebration?

Throughout this book, we have argued that the impulse to absorb 
 ideologically agreeable information draws conservative partisans to 

the protective shelter of the conservative media, where reassuring frames of 
argument decrease their susceptibility to other ideological points of view. 
When these partisans attend to nonconservative media or confront partisans 
of opposed political beliefs, this buffer insulates them from counterpersua-
sion. By reframing the mainstream outlets and journalists as “liberal” and 
untrustworthy, the conservative media massage their audiences’ distrust in 
mainstream sources even as they continue to consume them. For example, the 
Pew Center for the People and the Press found in 2006 that 34% of Repub-
licans regularly watch Fox while 20% of Democrats do so.1 In 2004, another 
poll found that Republicans considered Fox the most credible news source, 
while Democrats considered it the least.2 The same study found Republicans 
less likely than Democrats to rate a list of mainstream print and broadcast 
media as credible. The differences extended to print, with Republicans more 
likely than Democrats to report that they trusted the Wall Street Journal.

Within the conservative media, its audience fi nds a safe haven from the 
messages of those the hosts vilify as liberals, including the mainstream 
media. Listeners, viewers, and readers absorb a cogent, coherent view of the 
political world as well. This cognitive structure has the capacity to anchor 
the attitudes of these audience members at the same time that it prepares 
them to vigorously defend their point of view with sometimes legitimate and 
sometimes problematic means.

To the undoubted disappointment of those on the left, we have not argued 
that the conservative media menace the country’s well-being; to the likely 
dismay of those on the right, neither have we championed the conservative 
media establishment. Our focus instead has been on understanding this clus-
ter of media and the ways it functions. Before turning to the larger ques-
tion—Is all of this a cause for celebration, concern, or some of each?—here 
we summarize the arguments we have advanced so far.
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We opened this book by featuring the conservative opinion media adopt-
ing shared evidence, similar or compatible lines of argument, and common 
tactics, both in their defense of conservatism from the maladroit comments 
of a Republican leader and in their attack on the presumptive 2004 Demo-
cratic Party nominee. Our Lott and Kerry case studies featured a recur-
rent argument that constitutes a universally applicable rebuttal strategy the 
conservative media deploy against opponents: the argument that the main-
stream media cover politics by employing a double standard that overlooks 
or forgives Democratic trespasses while magnifying those of Republicans. 
Hence any information in the mainstream that disadvantages conservatives 
can be discounted as the inevitable byproduct of the “bias” of the “liberal 
media.”

By contrast, the conservative media portray themselves as trustworthy 
and reliable instructors who will guide audiences through the biases of the 
mainstream and arm them to critique “liberal” deception. This line of argu-
ment means that the conservative media will feature examples in which “lib-
erals” have gotten away with a statement or action similar to one for which 
a conservative was chastised or punished. When conservative hosts fi nd such 
an incident, they “turn the tables” on the “liberal” media and their “liberal” 
opponents.

Embedded in these two instances is the second recurrent move of the 
conservative media: attacking “liberals” and “liberalism” and advancing the 
cause of conservatives and conservatism. Taken together these two moves—
the claim of media bias and double standard, and the combined vilifi cation of 
“liberalism” and veneration of conservatism—contribute to the three effects 
we have examined in the fi nal chapters of this book: the reframing of main-
stream media to engender distrust of its content, the balkanization of conser-
vative media audiences’ knowledge and interpretation, and the polarization 
of their attitudes toward Democratic candidates.

The regularly repeated refrain “liberal media” and the menu of past sins 
of mainstream omission and commission are a central means of ensuring 
that what conservatives take away from exposure to nonconservative sources 
shores up their ideology. For audience members who embrace this “liberal 
media with a double standard” frame, counterattitudinal evidence from any 
source can more readily be dismissed. Rather than calling conservative beliefs 
into question, such material instead cushions conservative assumptions and 
confi rms that “liberals” and the “liberal” media aggressively subvert and dis-
tort Reagan’s ideology.

The message reinforced within the echo chamber by Limbaugh’s radio 
show, the two programs on Fox, and the editorial page of the Journal  establishes 
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a second powerful frame that creates a Manichean dichotomy between “liber-
alism” and conservatism, “liberals” and conservatives. This structure and its 
embedded assumptions castigate “liberalism” and celebrate the philosophy 
and legacy of Ronald Reagan: a strong military combined with fi scal and 
social conservatism. Adding urgency to the conservative media’s defense of 
the Gipper’s brand of conservatism is the hosts’ conviction that “liberals” and 
the “liberal media” are bent on undermining the Reagan years’ vindication of 
his philosophy. As we have argued, the Reaganism espoused in these media is 
portrayed as largely blemish-free.

At the core of our analysis of these two frames is a troubling chicken-and-
egg problem raised by the tendency of individuals to seek out content with 
which they are already disposed to agree. The phenomenon of selective expo-
sure invites the question, Which came fi rst, the attitudes of the host or those 
of the audience? In an effort to disentangle this concern, we displaced that 
dichotomous frame with one built on the notion of reciprocal infl uence. We 
also developed forms of experimentally derived evidence that permit causal 
inference. We blended our experimental data with insight obtained from 
surveys and content analysis.

The media on which we focus are important not only because they attract 
sizable audiences but also because these audiences’ demographics match 
those of the core Republican base: middle-and upper-class white men who 
are more likely to be churchgoers and southerners than not. Without the 
loyalty of these groups, the prospects for the party of Lincoln and Reagan 
dim. One might expect that these outlets would as a result serve simply as a 
mouthpiece for the Republican Party. At times they do, but that function is 
not the one that interests us.

Instead, we are concerned about the ways the conservative media per-
form actual party functions. Accordingly, we have focused on the notion that 
Limbaugh and the Journal help vet candidates in Republican primaries for 
their loyalty to Reagan conservatism. Our surveys offer plausible evidence 
that Limbaugh’s views about Pat Buchanan in the primaries of 1996, about 
John McCain in those of 2000, and about McCain and Governors Huckabee 
and Romney in 2008 affected his audience’s dispositions toward these three 
contenders. Consistent with our notion of reciprocal infl uence, we also found 
suggestive evidence that when Limbaugh diverged from the dispositions of 
some, they recalibrated their affection for him. Importantly, consistent with 
our evidence from 1996 that Limbaugh listening primed the importance of 
party, our 2004 survey suggests that viewing Fox or listening to Limbaugh 
decreased the likelihood that one would defect from identifi cation with the 
Republican Party during the 2004 election.
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Consonant with the notion that the conservative media play roles expected 
of political parties, we found that Limbaugh in particular attaches negative 
emotions to Democratic candidates. He also attacks the problem-solving 
capacity of big government, without dampening his audience’s disposition 
to participate in politics.

Where early in the book we introduced the notion that for the conserva-
tive media, the notion “liberal media” combined with “double standard” is 
a universal rebuttal frame; later we offered survey-based confi rmation that 
the frame works. Specifi cally, in 1996 we isolated evidence that Limbaugh 
reframed his audience’s perception of media treatment of the Unabomber. 
As just noted, evidence of successful framing is important, because if the 
audience sees the world through conservative frames, exposure to confl icting 
points of view—for example, by watching mainstream news—will reinforce 
rather than dislodge its conservative foothold.

Consistent with the “liberal media bias” frame, we also found in 1996 
that Limbaugh was successful in engendering mistrust of the mainstream 
media. Importantly, in that election year his audience maintained a high 
level of consumption of mainstream broadcast media. However, by 2004 that 
broadcast exposure had shifted toward Fox News. We also note that interest 
in conservative programming can now be sated by content not simply on Fox 
but on CNN and MSNBC as well, an option available only recently and one 
testifying to the commercial success of the Fox model.

We are not arguing, however, that conservatives have barricaded them-
selves within the conservative media establishment. They demonstrably have 
not. Consumption of mainstream print remains high, for example, among 
Limbaugh listeners. Moreover, even ardent Fox viewers maintain contact 
with the broadcast mainstream. Our argument for an echo chamber is that 
there is suffi cient exposure to these three sources and their kin, individu-
ally or in combination, to reinforce powerful conservative frames that then 
buffer the audience from counterattitudinal infl uence from other venues. If 
the two frames of media bias and double standard, and the combined vili-
fi cation of “liberalism” and veneration of conservatism are well established 
in the audience, these ways of seeing politics will encourage the audience 
to reinterpret mainstream media in ways that reinforce the messages of the 
echo chamber.

Lurking in the assumptions of this book is an argument that we make 
explicit in its fi nal chapters when we explore the discourse of in-group versus 
out-group that the conservative media use to create their interpretive com-
munity. Working from this model of in-group and out-group, we show that 
these media balkanize the knowledge and interpretations of the  conservative 
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audience and polarize their opinions about the Democrats and the main-
stream media. For example, our post-2004 election data suggest that Fox 
viewers and Limbaugh listeners, more than other Republicans, regard facts 
that advantage the Democratic candidate as suspect, while embracing those 
advanced by the Republican incumbent’s campaign. Despite their exposure 
to the mainstream, in a real sense these listeners, viewers, and readers exist in 
their own echo chamber.

If readers grant that we have made that case, they might well ask, should 
the existence of such a conservative echo chamber elicit concern or celebra-
tion or a bit of both? How healthy is this phenomenon for democracy?

Before we explore these important questions, we want to offer a reminder. 
The disposition to listen to Limbaugh, watch Fox, and read the Journal does 
not suggest that these audiences are locked exclusively in the fortress of any 
of these media, that those who consume one necessarily turn to the others, or 
that the conservative audience for politics has been seduced into a hermeti-
cally sealed conservative cocoon. Indeed, the notion that the audiences are 
umbilically tied to the programming is called into question by recent data 
suggesting drops in the audiences for Fox and Limbaugh. In 2006, as the 
popularity of the war in Iraq plummeted, taking with it the approval ratings 
of President Bush, for the fi rst time since its inception, the audience for Fox 
News actually declined.3

Limbaugh’s listenership may be down as well. In June 2007, Talkers mag-
azine put Limbaugh’s audience at 13.5 million. In 2004, the same industry 
outlet had estimated his audience at 14.75 million. These drops raise the 
circumstantial possibility that some who were drawn to these media channels 
because they reinforced their beliefs turned from them when Limbaugh and 
Fox’s positive frames on the news clashed with public disenchantment with 
the Iraq war and confl icted with credible information telegraphed in other 
venues about Republicans’ performance in offi ce. Nonetheless, the outlets 
on which we have focused retain sizable audiences, particularly in a world of 
proliferating media channels.

Fox and Limbaugh are part of a world in which available channels have 
multiplied. We share a concern about this transformed world raised by media 
scholar James Hamilton, who notes that

the added variety arising from the expansion of cable programing 
means that viewers uninterested in politics can more readily avoid 
it. In 1996 viewers with cable who had low levels of political interest 
(i.e., had low levels of political information) were much less likely to 
watch presidential debates than viewers who had broadcast channels. 



242 | echo chamber

Those who were not interested in politics but had only broadcast tele-
vision did end up watching these debates, since their options were 
limited.4

This is worrisome, because we predictably see increases in actual knowledge 
across all educational levels of the viewing audience for debates.5 Until recently, 
they also increased the respect audiences had for the candidates who participated 
in them. However, importantly, both Fox and Limbaugh’s audience members 
are more, not less, likely than others of similar education and ideology to view 
presidential debates. In other words, gravitating toward conservative media does 
not produce a disposition to shun this rich source of political information.

Some scholars have suggested that as options within the media increase, 
so, too, will the drive toward selective exposure to congenial points of view.6 
That the balkanizing and polarizing effects we have described will become 
increasingly common and more widespread is likely, and probably inevitable. 
Although some have been quick to condemn the conservative media and the 
tendency for the like-minded to gravitate toward it, we are not convinced 
that this phenomenon is unrelievedly problematic for democracy, governance, 
social trust and tolerance, and civic engagement in the long run. Instead, we 
see pluses and minuses.

On the Positive Side

History sides with the notion that one-sided partisan communication pro-
duces engagement. Fervid partisans whose views were reinforced by one-sided 
broadsides and newspapers as well as parades and mass rallies were the “good 
citizens” of the late twentieth and early twenty-fi rst centuries.7 If voting is 
the measure, the republic fl ourished before the turn of the twentieth century 
when the press was partisan, not balanced. Consistent with that notion, in 
many other countries where presses are partisan, participation, measured by 
voting, is higher than in the United States.

For decades, scholars have lamented drops in political participation; the 
increased voting rates of the 2004 election did little to quiet the concerns. 
For almost as long, pundits have bemoaned declining newspaper reader-
ship, as well as diminished viewing of nominating conventions and general 
election presidential debates. For more than a quarter century, scholars have 
worried about the implications of the decline of the party as a source of coher-
ent information about candidates. Yet the rise of a radio program that now 
attracts upward of 13.5 million likely voters to the discussion of ideologically 
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coherent politics and coincides with high levels of basic factual knowledge 
about that which is uncontested in politics has elicited concern in some quar-
ters. By making politics engaging and entertaining (and in so doing dem-
onstrating the compatibility of the two), Limbaugh has shown that the link 
forged effectively in the nineteenth century remains possible today.

In a similar vein, during much of the mass media age, scholars have critiqued 
broadcast news for the lack of variety across major networks. Yet when Fox 
News, an outlet with a discernibly different focus, emerged and began attracting 
larger audiences than its cable competitors, it, too, was met with concerns that 
conservatives were more likely to gravitate toward it than to the mainstream.

The assumption that these venues give only one side of the argument is 
overstated. Although Fox, Limbaugh, and the opinion pages of the Journal 
privilege one political viewpoint over others, they do so in a context that, to 
varying degrees, presents alternatives. The fact that the opposing view tends 
to be framed to the advantage of conservatives and inconvenient facts aggres-
sively contested, as is the case with Fox and Limbaugh, or offered in order to 
be rebutted (as is the case with the opinion pages of the Journal ) does not obvi-
ate the fact that at least some representation of opponents’ views is presented. 
Although the dominant assumptions are conservative and the frames more 
likely to be hospitable to conservatism than not, Fox does present multiple 
sides and even the occasional liberal host. And the Journal carries the occasional 
opinion piece taking issue with its editorial positions. From the beginnings of 
politics, one side has presented the alternative point of view selectively in order 
to rebut it. (As we will note shortly, concern rises, however, when that disposi-
tion to rebut veers instead into a tendency to disparage and ridicule.)

The conservatives’ answer to the notion that the frame for Fox is conserva-
tive is that the frame of the mainstream is “liberal.” Framing, of course, is an 
inevitable part of communication in general and news in particular. Whether 
we would call the frame of the mainstream news “liberal” or not aside, our 
comparative case studies suggest that the framing of the mainstream is dif-
ferent from that of Fox and, in sometimes subtle and sometimes obvious 
ways, more hospitable to Democratic than Republican points of view. The 
disadvantage of consistent framing from any ideological side is its capacity to 
block effective exposure to other frames or views.

However, there are advantages to consistently framed, ideologically coherent 
argument. Clear partisan structures should make it easier for those holding them 
to make sense of new information. Partisan communication also has the advan-
tages that come from high levels of redundancy and a consistent point of view.

Importantly, behind Limbaugh’s bluster and bombast, there is a substan-
tive defense of a coherent political philosophy. The perspective offered by a 
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conservative framing of issues does provide an alternative to that in the main-
stream. At the same time, by monitoring each other for bias, the mainstream 
and the conservative media add an element of accountability to the system 
that was missing in the days when the three major network evening shows 
took their cues from the New York Times without disposition to examine the 
presuppositions in their own or others’ coverage.

Among the positive effects we see is the likelihood that the conservative 
opinion media help their audience make sense of complex social issues on 
which elite opinion is divided. They accomplish this when they:

1. Consistently frame arguments from conservative assumptions
2. Build a base of supportive evidence for conservative beliefs and in the 

process distinguish them from “liberal” ones
3. Semantically and affectively prime key advocacy and attack points
4. Arm their audience to argue effectively
5. Minimize the likelihood of defection from conservatism by creating a 

sense of community among listeners who share a worldview, if not every 
political policy preference

The conservative opinion media produce three advantages for leaders 
and the party that share their ideology. First, they protect their audience 
from counterpersuasion by inoculating it against opposing messages; at 
the same time, they increase the likelihood that the audience will try to 
persuade others. Conservative viewers, readers, and listeners are told by 
these media outlets that they are part of a much larger community, a con-
viction that should prevent them from falling victim to the phenomenon 
Elizabeth Noelle- Neumann calls the spiral of silence.8 The belief that they 
are part of an army of others of like mind should increase their disposition 
to talk politics with those with whom they disagree. Finally, they stabilize 
or anchor the conservative base. This effect is produced at a cost: Those 
in the fold see “liberals” and politicians as further from them—hence less 
worthy of support—than they actually are.

The Downside

We fi nd other moves more problematic, including those that:

1. Insulate the audience from alternative media sources by casting them 
as untrustworthy, “liberal,” and rooted in a double standard hostile to 
conservatives and conservatism
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2. Protect their audience from the infl uence of those opposed to the conser-
vative message by balkanizing and polarizing their perception of oppo-
nents and their arguments

3. Contest only the facts hospitable to opposing views
4. Invite moral outrage by engaging emotion. This produces one advan-

tage and one disadvantage; emotional involvement invites action and 
engagement rather than distancing and lethargy. On the downside, a 
steady diet of moral outrage feeds the assumption that the opponent is 
an enemy.

5. Replace argument with ridicule and ad hominem.
6. Often invite their audiences to see the political world as one unburdened 

by either ambiguity or common ground across the ideological divide

Democrats are, of course, more likely to accept the contested facts offered 
by their party, and so are Republicans. We fi nd it worrisome that the audi-
ences for both Fox and Limbaugh were more likely than comparable con-
servatives to accept the Republican view of the contested facts in the 2004 
election and more likely in the process to distort the positions of the Dem-
ocratic nominee. But those who, with us, fi nd the pro-Republican distor-
tion among Limbaugh and Fox audiences problematic should, with us, fi nd 
the pro-Democratic distortion equally troubling among NPR listeners and 
CNN viewers. Our reason for concern is straightforward: in a world without 
a shared account of what is, it is diffi cult to determine where and when a 
problem exists, its nature and scope, the elements within it worthy of reme-
diation, and possible courses of action.

What the conservative opinion media do for the Right and CNN and 
NPR do for the Left is increase a tendency to embrace the arguments and 
evidence offered by those with whom their audiences already agree. Fox and 
Limbaugh have also created a commercially viable model of partisan media 
that has elicited the sincerest form of fl attery. On the Left, Air America on 
radio and Countdown with Keith Olbermann on MSNBC are both experiment-
ing with ways to translate their blend of entertainment and political advo-
cacy into profi ts. Consistent with the model developed by the conservatives, 
Olbermann regularly features Air America hosts.

A problem with a proliferation of partisan media echo chambers is that demo-
cratic engagement at its best is characterized by fair presentation of the other side 
and fair rebuttal. Often that process does characterize the editorial page of the 
Journal. Our concern arises only when the other side is selectively or deceptively 
presented in order to ridicule it, disparage its proponents, and occasionally write 
its proponents out of American discourse by impugning their patriotism.



246 | echo chamber

In the best moments in the echo chamber, the ideological suppositions 
of liberals and conservatives are accurately clarifi ed; in the more problem-
atic moments, the opposing party becomes the enemy party, morally defec-
tive, disloyal to the country’s principles, menacing basic values. In the best 
moments, the other side is vigorously engaged, with evidence fairly presented 
and without ridicule or disdain.

A model deliberative democracy presupposes a world composed of people 
of good will and integrity who want the best for the country but differ in 
philosophy. When partisan difference becomes hyperpartisan disdain, audi-
ences are invited to condemn those with whom they disagree. When this 
attitude is writ large into the legislative arena, it ensures election of those 
unwilling to compromise who will stalemate a legislative debate rather than 
incorporate the best from the alternatives being offered. Governance in the 
absence of commonality and cooperation may devolve to the tyranny of those 
in power.

There are consequences at the individual level as well. When one system-
atically misperceives the positions of those of a supposedly different ideology, 
one may decide to vote against a candidate with whom, on some issues of 
importance to both, one actually agrees. A polarized political world is one in 
which everyone is entitled to his or her own facts, the evidentiary grounds for 
political discussion are lost, and there is as a result no point in attempting to 
deliberate across ideological lines. In such a world, each side simply asserts 
its ideology. Neither is open to any good that may reside in the opposition’s 
point of view. Compromise may become a lost art. And the forms of com-
munity that are created when those of divergent views fi nd ways to meet on 
higher ground become the stuff of utopian novels.

It was for good reason that Thomas Jefferson’s rules for the House of Rep-
resentatives created sanctions for language that impugned the good will and 
integrity of others on the fl oor of that body. A person tagged as a liar or a 
traitor or both is no longer a person with whom one can productively talk, in 
part because the attacks undercut any assumption of mutual trust and in part 
because no one so characterized is likely to want to continue the discussion.

When they use ridicule and assaults on patriotism or character as vehicles 
to marginalize leaders of the other side, those we studied sow enmity and 
create enemies. These rhetorical moves undermine the assumption that it 
is possible to disagree while granting that the other is a person of good will 
and integrity. Philosophical differences become personal ones. Ad hominem 
attack is legitimized as a mode of argument. Ridicule invites ridicule, ad 
hominem, a rhetorical response in kind. When these rhetorical moves are 
harnessed to strong emotion, the result may be a sort of engagement that in 
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the short term produces votes for one side but in the long term cultivates a 
political climate in which those who are elected fi nd it diffi cult to effectively 
govern.

the positive effects of an echo chamber

So on the plus side, the echo chamber encourages engagement and increases 
the audience’s ideological coherence; on the downside, its balkanization, 
polarization, and use of ridicule and ad hominem rhetoric have the potential 
to undercut individual and national deliberation.

Is there a way to salvage what is valuable, without undercutting the for-
mula that attracts audiences to these media? If so, it would be a way to fairly 
present the opposing point of view and then fairly rebut it without use of 
ridicule or ad hominem. We see no reason one cannot meet these standards 
while also entertaining and framing from one ideological perspective rather 
than another.

In fairness, we can fi nd many instances in which Limbaugh and the Journal 
do just that. However, deliberation requires more than that. It presupposes 
facts on which both sides can agree. It does not till under common ground. 
Ordinarily, one would turn to the press for such a function. However, if the 
press becomes partisan and abjures the ideals of fairness and balance and 
attempts to be objective, then instead of providing the ground on which 
deliberation can occur, it seeds the battlefi eld.

Those who read the demise of a healthy democracy into the rise of the 
conservative opinion media assume that each hour of Fox and Limbaugh is 
dense with ridicule and vitriol. While they are a part of the repertoire, these 
are seasonings in a complex stew of information and opinion.

Moreover, those who wring their hands over the rise of conservative media 
exaggerate their impact.9 The numbers of readers, viewers, and listeners are 
not yet large enough to counterbalance the size of the mainstream outlets. 
Any one of the evening network broadcast newscasts attracts a larger audi-
ence than Fox. The NPR audience remains larger than Limbaugh’s. And 
although impressive for a newspaper, the total audience for the Journal still 
falls below that of USA Today, and one suspects that at least some of those 
who subscribe do so not to read the opinion pages but for the front section 
of the paper.

The prospect that tit-for-tat practices will characterize the new media 
world is nonetheless possible. The disposition of audiences to seek reinforcing 
information is not, after all, limited to those of conservative bent. Whereas 
Fox is more likely to attract those who consider themselves conservative, 
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MSNBC’s Hardball with Chris Matthews and Countdown with Keith Olbermann 
are more likely to attract those who consider themselves liberal.10

Indeed, as the increasing reach of programs such as Countdown with Keith 
Olbermann and the survival of Air America suggest, the emergence of a liberal 
media echo chamber with no pretense of balance is all but inevitable, if for no 
other reason than that the economics of such a move make sense for those of 
strong partisan bent. As media historians Michael Schudson and Susan Tifft 
note, “Just as the economic need to appeal to a broad audience in the nine-
teenth century encouraged the press to gradually wring political invective 
from the news, so the economic appeal of niche audiences in the twenty-fi rst 
century has prompted the press to restore it.”11

The overall impact on citizen involvement, engagement, collaboration, 
mutual understanding without serious distortion, and ultimately governance 
is as yet unclear. What we believe is apparent is that these developments do 
not have to shred the social and political fabric. Both in the not-so-distant 
past in the United States and in other contemporary democracies, partisan 
news offered by opposing sides has existed compatibly with higher levels of 
democratic engagement than that produced in the United States. We don’t 
know whether the effects we describe and anticipate will lead to widespread 
social and political balkanization. What we do know is that—given trends 
in media segmentation and partisanship and pressures on the audience to 
manage their information environments—the partisan media world is a phe-
nomenon that will continue to shape the ways at least some in the polity 
make sense of politics.
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