Media Literacy and Selling a War 
Just as literacy is the ability to read and write, media literacy is the ability to understand and make productive use of the media.  In recent years the importance of media literacy to democracy has become extremely clear.  Communication experts at the Pentagon and in the White House tend to be extremely media literate, and members of the administration of George W. Bush seemed to have been particularly effective in manipulating the media in order to sway public opinion.  


One way the Bush administration influenced both the media and the public was by effectively coordinating a variety of “talking points.”   When their communication experts decided on the most effective message, every member of the administration who was interviewed on the news would parrot those ideas.  For example, when Scott McClelland, Bush’s former press aide, published a memoir accusing the administration of carefully orchestrated deception,
 dozens of administration officials were interviewed, and each stated, in somewhat different terms, that McClellan hadn’t seemed concerned about the deception before he was fired.


Coordinating members of an administration team is one thing.  Influencing TV analysts who are supposed to be independent is quite another.  In 2008 a lengthy article in the New York Times outlined how the pentagon and Bush administration officials identified certain retired military officers who were being called upon by television news outlets to explain aspects of modern warfare.
  Once the administration identified these “influentials,” they would invite them for special briefings, give them carefully orchestrated tours, and give them access to classified intelligence.   In turn, members of this group “echoed administration talking points, sometimes even when they suspected the information was false or inflated.”  In effect, they would deliver the administration’s themes and messages in the form of their own opinions.  The penalty, if they did not, was the loss of their access to those government officials.  Many of the analysts also served as lobbyists for military contractors, so their government contacts were extremely valuable to them.


In the months leading up to the U.S. invasion, the Pentagon armed these

analysts with talking points portraying Iraq as an urgent threat. The basic case became a familiar mantra: Iraq possessed chemical and biological weapons, was developing nuclear weapons, and might one day slip some to Al Qaeda; an invasion would be a relatively quick and inexpensive "war of liberation."

Later, when Amnesty International claimed that the U.S. military prison at Guantánamo was the site of inhumane and illegal treatment of prisoners, the analysts were flown to Cuba to see the facility.  As the Times reported, “On the flight to Cuba, for much of the day at Guantánamo and on the flight home that night, Pentagon officials briefed the 10 or so analysts on their key messages - how much had been spent improving the facility, the abuse endured by guards, the extensive rights afforded detainees.  The results came quickly. The analysts went on TV and radio, decrying Amnesty International, criticizing calls to close the facility and asserting that all detainees were treated humanely.”

The Pentagon defended its relationship with military analysts, saying they had been given only factual information about the war. According to one Pentagon Spokesman, “The intent and purpose of this is nothing other than an earnest attempt to inform the American people.”


The administration’s use of these analysts, however, recalled other administration tactics that had been called into question. Federal agencies, for example, had paid columnists to write favorably about the administration. They had distributed to local TV stations hundreds of fake news segments that provided positive spin on administration goals and accomplishments. They had also made covert payments to Iraqi newspapers to publish U.S. propaganda.  And they had tracked each of these activities, to make sure they had the desired effect on the public.

For many experts in media studies, the problem is not that the Bush administration was so media literate; it was that the public was so much less media literate in terms of its ability to interpret the administration’s actions.
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