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President Bush was out talking up the economy the other day, and that is no accident.

The White House is convinced that the media aren't telling America how well things are going, fiscally speaking.

Sound like Iraq?

This is a familiar lament for most administrations. I remember the Clintonites, during the first term, complaining that their man wasn't getting credit for an economic rebound whose existence was doubted by many people. Presidents and their handlers talk up the economy. It's almost in the job description.

There is usually a lag, after a recession, from the time the numbers begin to improve to the time when the average person on the street perceives an improvement. With strong growth last quarter, gas prices down from stratospheric levels and unemployment holding steady at 5 percent, there's no question that the economy is breezing along. The improvement hasn't yet jelled as a media story (Bush backers undoubtedly think it's because of hostility toward their man) or in public opinion (52 percent say the economy is getting worse in a recent Post/ABC poll).

But I think, whatever the numbers, there's still a good deal of anxiety out there. With GM cutting 30,000 jobs, Delphi bankrupt and United, US Air, Delta and Northwest flying in Chapter 11, that's hardly surprising. The housing boom has peaked, and stocks haven't done much this year. Louisiana and Mississippi are still reeling.

If the picture continues to brighten, the press should provide ample coverage (even if newspaper layoffs and buyouts are dampening reporters' spirits). But commentators on the right are in no mood to wait. Take the Wall Street Journal editorial page:

"We interrupt your daily doom-and-gloom programming with a word from the real economy: It's even better than advertised. October's estimate of 3.8% third-quarter GDP growth was revised upward yesterday to 4.3%, which means the expansion was moving fast enough in late summer to blow right past Hurricane Katrina.

"This represents the fastest expansion since the first quarter of 2004, as well as the 10th consecutive quarter of growth averaging close to 4% on an annual basis. So much for those predictions of recession we heard in the spring, and again in September. In fact, has there ever been a U.S. expansion this robust that has been accompanied by so much disbelief and predictions of imminent collapse? Not since the 1980s, we'd guess. . . .

"Last quarter's GDP numbers show that the U.S. economy can withstand natural disasters, rising interest rates, $70 oil, $4 gasoline -- and the relentless pessimism of elite forecasters who said today's prosperity could never happen."

In the Weekly Standard, Irwin Stelzer reels off positive statistics and says: "The economy continues to move ahead, thanks in part to the Bush tax cuts, but that doesn't seem to be doing much for the president's standing with the voters. Over 60 percent of Americans say they are dissatisfied with the way things are going, and 58 percent say they expect economic conditions to worsen. For Bush, there is no balm in Washington."

John Hinderaker at Power Line joins the indictment: "We've discussed the MSM-imposed blackout on good news from Iraq, but elements of the MSM are also doing their best to hide or downplay good economic news, as well. For example, on Friday the government reported the employment figures for November 2005. In that month, employers added an estimated 215,000 jobs to their payrolls. A year of such job growth would yield about 2.5 million new jobs."

That news should have been on the front page, says Hinderaker.

Paul Krugman, as you might expect, has a different take:

"I could point out that the economic numbers, especially the job numbers, aren't as good as the Bush people imagine. President Bush made an appearance in the Rose Garden to hail the latest jobs report, yet a gain of 215,000 jobs would have been considered nothing special -- in fact, a bit subpar -- during the Clinton years. And because the average workweek shrank a bit, the total number of hours worked actually fell last month.

"But the main explanation for economic discontent is that it's hard to convince people that the economy is booming when they themselves have yet to see any benefits from the supposed boom. Over the last few years G.D.P. growth has been reasonably good, and corporate profits have soared. But that growth has failed to trickle down to most Americans. . . .

"Americans don't feel good about the economy because it hasn't been good for them. Never mind the G.D.P. numbers: most people are falling behind." Krugman adds, though, that Bush policies deserve only a "small fraction" of the blame.

Budget Director Josh Bolten made the case to Wolf Blitzer, says National Review's Stephen Spruiell :

"Bolten provided a great explanation of the economic and polling data and the seeming disconnect between the two (while the economic data show a strong economy, polls indicate that people think the economy is not doing well). Bolten pointed out that if you talk to pollsters, you find that when people are asked about their individual economic situation, people usually say things are the same or better than they were before. Bolten didn't say it, but I will: This suggests that people are benefiting from the strong economy, but they believe the media when news reports tell them over and over that the economy is weaker than the numbers suggest. . . .

"This is a must-watch for those of us who have been wondering why the White House isn't doing a better job of getting the message out that the economy is booming. They need to get Bolten on TV more often."

Bloggers were among the first to pounce on a recent Howard Dean radio interview, as we see in this post from Captain Ed Morrissey :

"Monday, the leader of the major American opposition party called the war in Iraq 'unwinnable', compared the supposed scandal over intelligence -- the same intel that Congress had seen since the Clinton administration -- with Watergate, and issued a demand that Bush immediately withdraw half of the forces in Iraq -- and yet the major newspapers could not be bothered to write their own articles about the story or include it in their print versions today. Neither the NY Times nor the Washington Post gave any kind of comprehensive report to Howard Dean's shrieking for retreat and surrender."

Morrissey has a point: The two papers ran wire stories, and the L.A. Times carried nothing.

He adds: "Perhaps this comes as no surprise -- it doesn't surprise me -- but the national media has long since decided it needs to downplay Dean if the Democrats are to survive 2006."

Now the president has entered the fray, as the L.A. Times reports:

"Top Republicans and Democrats exchanged sharp new words over the Iraq war today, as President Bush dismissed as 'pessimists' those raising questions about his strategy and calling for a troop withdrawal.

"The president spoke to reporters at the White House after Democratic National Committee Chairman Howard Dean said on a San Antonio, Texas, radio station that 'the idea that we're going to win the war in Iraq is an idea which is just plain wrong.' "

Said Bush: "Oh, there's pessimists, you know, and politicians who try to score points. Our troops need to know that the American people stand with them, and we have a strategy for victory."

The administration doesn't try to "score points" on the war?

The New York Post has this fair-and-balanced news headline: "He's Howard the Coward."

Is DeLay losing his base? "Beset by a series of high-profile scandals," says the Boston Globe , "House Republicans are increasingly looking to usher in 2006 with a new majority leader to give the party a fresh start with voters that could help avert potentially devastating midterm elections next year.

"The sentiments, which are starting to bubble up from the party's back benches, make it less likely that Representative Tom DeLay, whose indictment on money-laundering charges will almost certainly last into the new year, will return as majority leader."

How seriously does the White House take press coverage on Alito? "The Bush administration," says the Philadelphia Inquirer , "is mounting an aggressive effort to counter an article that ran in Sunday's Inquirer that described Supreme Court nominee Samuel A. Alito Jr. as a committed judicial conservative.

"The administration's response, delivered separately yesterday by the White House and the Justice Department, reflects its determination to defend Alito and its sensitivity to the 'conservative' label for him."

Um, isn't that why Bush nominated him?

"The attack came after Senate Democrats circulated the assessment of Alito's judicial record by the Washington bureau of Knight Ridder, parent company of The Inquirer, for possible use against the judge at his confirmation hearings next month. The article, based on 311 opinions issued by Alito during his 15 years on the Philadelphia-based U.S. Court of Appeals for the Third Circuit, concluded that he 'has worked quietly but resolutely' to advance his conservative philosophy on a host of legal issues."

There is considerable anger in the lefty blogosphere at Joe Lieberman for supporting Bush's war in Iraq, amid chatter that he might end up at the Pentagon. Take Kos :

"Would he better than Rumsfeld at the Pentagon? Yeah right. They're two peas from the same pod. The job should go to someone who has a firm grip on reality, not someone who will keep pretending we are turning corner after corner in Iraq.

"So things would be a wash at the Pentagon. We'd lose a seat in the Senate [Republican Gov. Jody Rell would name a replacement], and add a seriously contested Senate race to the 2006 calendar. But, we could finally get rid of Lieberman and we'd stand a good chance of replacing him with a better Democrat, one who isn't typecast as the go-to Democrat for Fox News and the Wall Street Journal when they need a Democrat to bash other Democrats."

Lorie Byrd at conservative PoliPundit has thoughts:

"Joe Lieberman has to be enjoying leper-like status in the Democrat party now. It never occurred to me, though, to consider that he might be getting ready to 'flip.' . . . "You know, the more I think about it, Lieberman's Wall Street Journal piece last week saying that we are winning in Iraq may actually be some incredibly shrewd political posturing, in addition to being a statement of what he believes to be true. Think about it. I happen to believe that before the next Presidential election it is most likely that Iraq will be seen as having been won. If the majority of our troops have returned home, if there is a somewhat stable, democratic government in place, if Saddam has been tried and convicted and executed, and if the terrorist presence in the country has declined, success will be beyond question. In that case, all the naysaying gloom and doom Democrats that were ready to pull out and run home because there had actually been casualties in the war will be shown to have been not only wrong and short-sighted."

Arianna says the guilty plea of Duke Cunningham highlights "the corrupting role that money continues to play in our politics, and the overly cozy relationship between those in power and those in the media whose job it is to cover them.

"I mean, where was the Washington press corps on this story?

"Here you have a Congressman making $158,000 a year, living (and partying with lobbyists) on a yacht docked at the Capital Yacht Club and driving a Rolls-Royce -- and not a single Washington journalist thought this worth looking into? If one of them had followed the spoils, it would have quickly led to a defense contractor buying the yacht, christened the 'Duke-Stir', while at the same time receiving massive government contracts authorized by the defense appropriations subcommittee Cunningham sat on.

"But, instead, the Beltway Gang turned a blind-eye -- so jaded and accepting of how the game is played in Washington that the corruption didn't even register.

"It wasn't until some local reporters began looking into the questionable real estate transaction back in San Diego -- in which the same defense contractor who owned the yacht Cunningham was living on overpaid for the Congressman's house then turned around and resold it at a $700,000 loss -- that the wheels started to come off the Duke-ster's gravy train."

Well, at least the San Diego Union-Tribune was on the case.

In the New York Review of Books, Michael Massing relates this interesting tale:


"In late October 2004, Ken Silverstein, an investigative reporter in the Washington bureau of the Los Angeles Times, went to St. Louis to write about Democratic efforts to mobilize African-American voters. In 2000, the Justice Department later found, many of the city's black voters had been improperly turned away from the polls by Republican Party officials. Democrats were charging the Republicans with preparing to do the same in 2004, and Silverstein found evidence for their claim. Republican officials accused the Democrats of similar irregularities, but their case seemed flimsy by comparison, a point that even a local Republican official acknowledged to him.

"While doing his research, however, Silverstein learned that the Los Angeles Times had sent reporters to several other states to report on charges of voter fraud, and, further, that his findings were going to be incorporated into a larger national story about how both parties in those states were accusing each other of fraud and intimidation. The resulting story, bearing the bland headline 'Partisan Suspicions Run High in Swing States,' described

the extraordinarily rancorous and mistrustful atmosphere that pervades battleground states in the final days of the presidential campaign. In Wisconsin, Ohio, Missouri, Pennsylvania, Oregon and other key states, Democrats and Republicans seem convinced their opponents are bent on stealing the election .

"The section on Missouri gave equal time to the claims of Democrats and Republicans.

"Troubled by this outcome, Silverstein sent an editor a memo outlining his concerns. The paper's 'insistence on "balance" is totally misleading and leads to utterly spineless reporting with no edge,' he wrote. In Missouri, there was 'a real effort on the part of the GOP . . . to suppress pro-Dem constituencies.' The GOP complaints, by contrast, 'concern isolated cases that are not going to impact the outcome of the election.' He went on:

I am completely exasperated by this approach to the news. The idea seems to be that we go out to report but when it comes time to write we turn our brains off and repeat the spin from both sides. God forbid we should . . . attempt to fairly assess what we see with our own eyes. 'Balanced' is not fair, it's just an easy way of avoiding real reporting and shirking our responsibility to inform readers.
"As Silverstein suggests, this fear of bias, and of appearing unbalanced, acts as a powerful sedative on American journalists -- one whose effect has been magnified by the incessant attacks of conservative bloggers and radio talk-show hosts. One reason journalists performed so poorly in the months before the Iraq war was that there were few Democrats willing to criticize the Bush administration on the record; without such cover, journalists feared they would be branded as hostile to the President and labeled as 'liberal' by conservative commentators."

There's plenty to argue with here, but Silverstein's memo is an eye-opener.

