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PREFACLE

The Smell Test

This world is run by people who know how
to do things. They know how things work.
They are equipped. Up there, there's a layer
of people who run everything. But we—
we're just peasants. We don't understand
what's going on, and we can't do anything.

—Doris Lessing, in The Good Terrorist

This book really began while we were researching our first
book together, Toxic Sludge Is Good for You! In the course of
that research, we came across a striking passage in a public relations strat-
egy document, published by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency,
for marketing sewage sludge as farm fertilizer. The document noted that
there was a “major public acceptance barrier” to this practice—namely,
“the widely held perception of sewage sludge as malodorous, disease caus-
ing or otherwise repulsive. . . . There is an irrational component to public
attitudes about sludge which means that public education will not be en-
tirely successful.”

In other words, people are irrational because they think sewage stinks.

We found a strikingly similar passage while writing our next book,
Mad Cow U.S.A., as we researched some of the unsavory practices used
by the meat industry to dispose of its waste. One practice, called “render-
ing,” involves grinding up and cooking inedible animal parts and the
corpses of diseased animals, which often arrive at the rendering plant in ad-
vanced stages of decomposition. It's a smelly process, as bad as or worse
than what goes on in sewage treatment plants. Once again, we were struck
by the way the industry dealt with odor complaints. Renderers had gone so
far as to devise an instrument called a “scentometer’—a “small rectangu-
lar chamber that contains two sniffing tubes for insertion into the nostrils.”
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Using the tubes, a rendering plant manager could inhale filtered, theo-
retically odor-free air to get a sense of how it compared with “ambient air
odors.” Based on this pseudoscientific testing system, the industry had
managed to convince itself that its odors were nonexistent or negligible.
One industry consultant termed neighbors’ odor complaints a “form of
Parkinsonian madness.”

Once again, it seemed, the public was crazy if it detected any un-
pleasant odors. The evidence of neighbors’ noses couldn'’t be trusted. Their
complaints were “anecdotal,” as compared to the reliable, scientific data
produced by the “scentometer.”

The amazing thing about these passages was the serious, authoritative
tone in which they were written. It would be one thing if these people
were joking, but they were serious. They didn't just think that they were
pulling off a good scam. They literally believed that their “analysis” was ra-
tional, objective, and reasonable, while their critics were deluded, preju-
diced, and even emotionally unbalanced. They were the experts, and the
public merely needed to be “educated.”

In the popular image, scientists are dispassionate, objective searchers
after truth. A scientist, this model assumes, is someone whose pursuit of
the truth begins with independent discovery, proceeds to criticism by
peers, and then to publication and use for the common good. In recent
years, however, this idealized image has come under challenge from a va-
riety of critics. Most academic critics of science focus on structural and
economic factors that create unconscious bias, whereas the activist
camps—environmental activists as well as the pro-corporate activists who
campaign against “junk science’—focus on deliberately deceptive ma-
nipulations by “corporate whores” or “environmentalist fearmongers.” Un-
conscious biases do undoubtedly exist, as do deliberate deceptions. Yet
neither of these explanations is adequate. In order to understand the ma-
nipulations that are practiced today in the name of science, it is necessary
also to understand the particular habits and practices of a particular class
of experts who specialize in the management of perception itself—namely,
the public relations industry.

“Perceptions are real,” proclaims the website of Burson-Marsteller,
the world’s largest PR firm. “They color what we see . . . what we believe
... how we behave. They can be managed . . . to motivate behavior . . . to
create positive business results” (ellipses in the original).!
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This credo does not necessarily tell you much else about what
Burson-Marsteller believes. Just as attorneys are hired to advocate the
point of view of their clients, Burson-Marsteller’s job is not to hold opin-
ions of its own but to promote those of its clients. And yet companies like
Burson-Marsteller have become important arbiters in determining which
experts appear on the public stage. Burson’s clients have included the
Philip Morris tobacco company, for which it created the National Smok-
ers Alliance, and Union Carbide, whose reputation it helped repair in the
wake of the Bhopal disaster. Like the experts that Burson-Marsteller helps
cultivate and train to perform in the public arena, B-M’s own experts in
perception management believe that the public needs to be manipulated
for its own good. James Lindheim, B-M’s worldwide director of public af-
fairs, offered an example of his reasoning in a speech to the British Soci-
ety of Chemical Industry. The key, he said, lay in “some very interesting
psychological and sociological research on risk perception,” which “sug-
gests that the obvious, rational approach is not likely to succeed. . . . In
fact, the research tells us that people’s perceptions of the sizes of various
risks and the acceptability of these risks are based on emotional, and not
rational, factors. . . . All of this research is helpful in figuring out a strat-
egy for the chemical industry and for its products. It suggests, for exam-
ple, that a strategy based on logic and information is probably not going
to succeed. We are in the realm of the illogical, the emotional, and we
must respond with the tools that we have for managing the emotional as-
pects of the human psyche. . . . The industry must be like the psychiatrist:
rationally figuring out how it can help the public put things in perspective,
but knowing that dialogue can only begin with the trust on the public’s
side that says these people are taking my concerns seriously.”

How does Lindheim propose to serve as the public’s “psychiatrist™
How does he reconcile his role as a professional perception manager with
his desire for “trust on the public’s side”? These are interesting questions,
but it is even more interesting to ask why he believes the public is emo-
tional and incapable of rational discourse. This assumption underlies the
thinking not only of the PR industry’s own experts, but also the thinking
of the experts whom it promotes for public consumption.

While this assumption is somewhat amazing, it is not necessarily in-
sincere. It reflects a set of elitist values that have become all too common
in modern society. Functioning at a philosophical and psychological level,
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it amounts to a kind of anti—popular prejudice that is dangerously corro-
sive of democratic values. We have written this book both to expose the
PR strategies used to create many of the so-called experts whose faces ap-
pear on TV news shows and scientific panels, and to examine the under-
lying assumptions that make these manipulations possible.









The Third Man

A third party endorsement can position a
new brand so that it's poised for great
success ot, conversely, can blunt a serious
problem before it gets out of hand and
proves disastrous for a particular product or
for a company overall.

—Daniel Edelman
founder of Edelman PR Worldwide

s uppose we told you that this book holds the key to wealth
beyond your dreams—and that it can make you stronger,
healthier, more intelligent, and in every way a better person. More love in
your life. Freedom from worry and want, and knowledge that will protect
you from illness of all kinds.

As a discerning reader, you would probably greet these claims with
skepticism. “These guys are obviously snake oil salesmen,” you might
think. “They would probably dress up in chicken suits if they thought it
might get me to buy their book. There’s no way I'm falling for this.”

Yet suppose we could supply testimonials from important-sounding
people—from people whose names you've heard and respect, or who carry
impressive titles and credentials. You'll see that the publisher has placed
a few testimonials on the back cover. We hope you'll take a moment to
read them and ponder their significance.

Better yet, suppose the testimonials came from people with no ap-
parent connection to us. If that were the case, you might be less skepti-
cal. And suppose we had some way of contriving things so that these other
people were actually speaking on our behalf, while merely appearing to be
independent. If we could put words of praise in the mouths of seemingly
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disinterested, knowledgeable third parties—if we could get a buzz going
even among your friends and neighbors—and if we could do all that while
keeping you completely in the dark about our behind-the-scenes schem-
ing—then, ironically, you might start to believe us.

Of course, it’s highly unlikely that we could ever pull this off. Neither
we nor our publisher could ever afford a scheme this grandiose. We're
doing the best that we can, but we're no Microsoft.

Trust Us, We're Anti-antitrust

In April 1998, as the Justice Department’s antitrust investigation of the
Microsoft corporation began to evolve from a background nuisance into a
serious challenge to the company’s future, a large binder of confidential
company documents found its way into the hands of the Los Angeles
Times. Leaked by an anonymous whistle-blower, the documents detailed
a multimillion-dollar media campaign designed for Microsoft by Edelman
Public Relations Worldwide, one of the world’s largest PR firms. The plan
aimed to head off new antitrust investigations being considered by attor-
ney generals in eleven U.S. states. The Times described the Edelman plan
as “a massive media campaign designed to influence state investigators by
creating the appearance of a groundswell of public support for the com-
pany.” It proposed to hire local PR firms as subcontractors in Arizona,
California, Florida, Michigan, New York, North Carolina, Ohio, Pennsyl-
vania, Texas, Virginia, and Wisconsin. Freelance writers would be hired to
write opinion pieces, which the local PR firms would then submit to local
newspapers. “The elaborate plan . . . hinges on a number of unusual—and
some say unethical—tactics,” noted L.A. Times writers Greg Miller and
Leslie Helm, “including the planting of articles, letters to the editor and
opinion pieces to be commissioned by Microsoft’s top media handlers but
presented by local firms as spontaneous testimonials.” In the words of
the leaked documents, the goal was to generate “leveragable tools for the
company’s state-based lobbyists,” positive press clippings that “state po-
litical consultants can use to bolster the case” for Microsoft.!

With documents in hand, the reporters played a cat-and-mouse game
with Microsoft spokesman Greg Shaw, who denied knowing about the
plan until they informed him of the internal memos in their possession,
in which Shaw’s own name figured prominently. Presented with this real-
ity, he smoothly adjusted his story, admitting that the Edelman plan existed
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but describing it as merely a proposal. “The idea that we'd hire people who
wouldn't identify themselves as representing Microsoft is totally false,”
Shaw said. “Actually, the proposal we received is quite mundane.™

After a few days of embarrassing editorials in the computer trade
press, the Edelman plan was largely forgotten. A year later, it went un-
mentioned when several news stories discussed an “Open Letter to
President Clinton from 240 Economists” that appeared in the form of full-
page advertisements in the Washington Post and New York Times. The ads
were paid for by a California-based, nonprofit think tank named the In-
dependent Institute, a conservative organization that had been a leading
defender of Microsoft since it first came under fire from federal prose-
cutors. “Consumers did not ask for these antitrust actions—rival business
firms did,” the Open Letter stated. “Many of the proposed interventions
will weaken successful U.S. firms and impede their competitiveness
abroad. . . . We urge antitrust authorities to abandon antitrust protec-
tionism,” stated the economists, who came from institutions as far apart
and as prestigious as the University of California, Johns Hopkins, the
University of Miami, American University, Loyola, Ohio State, Dart-
mouth, Northwestern, Columbia University, Stanford, and Cornell.?

Underneath the letter itself, a paragraph at the bottom of the news-
paper ads advised readers that for more information they should read a
new book titled Winners, Losers and Microsoft: Competition and Antitrust
in High 'lechnology, published by the Independent Institute and authored
by two of its research fellows, economists Stan Liebowitz and Stephen
Margolis. The book was attracting favorable reviews from publications
such as The Economist of London and Wired magazine. “Henceforth, any
judges, economists, pundits or journalists who discuss Microsoft . . . with-
out first dealing with the Liebowitz-Margolis critique should have their
wrists soundly slapped,” stated the Wall Street Journal.

Newsbytes magazine, a computer industry news service, noted that the
Independent Institute’s position “sounds like a brazenly partisan argu-
ment for Microsoft,” but checked with a spokesman for the Independent
Institute who said that Microsoft did not pay for either the Open Letter
advertisements or the publication of Winners, Losers and Microsoft. The
spokesman acknowledged that Microsoft was a member of the Institute,
and “said membership dues for corporations start at approximately $1,000,
but he would not comment on how much Microsoft has contributed to the
institute over time,” Newsbytes reported.*
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In September 1999, however, a second group of leaked internal doc-
uments found its way into the hands of another reporter, this time Joel
Brinkley of the New York Times, who reported that Microsoft was the
largest single outside donor to the Independent Institute. During the 1999
fiscal year, Microsoft had provided 20 percent of the institute’s operating
budget. In addition to helping pay for publication of Winners, Losers and
Microsoft, the software company had paid for the newspaper ads in which
the Open Letter appeared. Brinkley's documents included a bill from In-
dependent Institute President David Theroux to Microsoft attorney John
Kelly, in the amount of $153,868.67—the full price of running the full-
page ads, plus $5,966 in airfares and expenses for Theroux and a col-
league to appear at a press conference timed to coincide with the ads’
release.

“Theroux has long acknowledged Microsoft is a dues-paying member
of his institute,” Brinkley reported. “But he has insisted all along that Mi-
crosoft is just one of 2,000 members’ and as such pays . . . an inconse-
quential part of the organization’s overall budget that gives the company
no special standing. All Microsoft gets for that, he said, is ‘free copies of
our publications, discounted tickets to our events.” He has also main-
tained Microsoft had nothing to do with the newspaper advertisements.
The ads, he said in the interview, ‘were paid for out of our general funds.”

The documents leaked to the New York Times put the lie to these
claims, but Theroux was unfazed, attacking Brinkley's story as a “smear
campaign” based on “purloined” documents. “It appears that some people
in the computer industry may now be stooping to any and all tactics that
might be used to discredit the Independent Institute and our powerful
new book,” he responded. “Mr. Brinkley credits as his source, ‘a Microsoft
adversary associated with the computer industry who refused to be iden-
tified.” . . . Bottom line: Do Brinkley’s charges make our book and the
Open Letter any less credible or accurate? Absolutely not.”

The Independent Institute calls itself a “non-partisan, scholarly, pub-
lic policy research and educational organization . . . that sponsors peer-
reviewed, scientific studies on a wide range of economic and social issues.”
That its defense of Microsoft was company-financed is irrelevant, Ther-
oux claimed, because “the academic process we use is independent of
sources of revenue.” There is some truth to these claims. It would be a lit-
tle too facile to portray the Independent Institute as a mere mouthpiece
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for the company. As Theroux pointed out when its funding sources were
uncovered, the institute was on record opposing antitrust laws since 1990,
long before Microsoft came under federal scrutiny. And while professors
Liebowitz and Margolis have worked on occasion as paid consultants to
Microsoft, the positions they espouse in Winners, Losers and Microsoft
were likewise developed years before the company became a target of
government investigations.

Yet it is also ridiculous to pretend that the Independent Institute is
truly independent. Microsoft had an obvious motive for helping the insti-
tute amplify its voice through major advertising, and it is precisely for this
reason that the amount of its funding remained confidential until it was
leaked to a newspaper reporter. David Callahan, a writer who has re-
searched the relationship between corporate funders and conservative
think tanks, notes that Microsoft’s relationship with the Independent In-
stitute is “perfectly legal given current tax laws,” but adds, “At the same
time, something is clearly wrong with this situation. . . . It is naive to
imagine that conservative think tanks aren’t extremely beholden to their
funders in the business world or to the corporate leaders on their boards.
This is simply the way that the power of the purse works. Just as politi-
cians can't ignore the demands of major donors if they want to survive, nei-

ther can institutions ignore their benefactors.”

Potemkin Pundits

During the reign of Catherine the Great in Russia, one of her closest ad-
visers was field marshal Grigori Potemkin, who used numerous wiles on
her behalf. When Catherine toured the countryside with foreign digni-
taries, Potemkin arranged to have fake villages built in advance of her vis-
its so as to create an illusion of prosperity. Since that time, the term
“Potemkin village” has become a metaphor for things that look elaborate
and impressive but in actual fact lack substance.

Microsoft’s financing of the Independent Institute is a modern-day
public relations strategy that amounts to Potemkin punditry—the manip-
ulation of public opinion by financing and publicizing views congenial to
the public policy goals of their sponsors. When the Edelman plan was first
exposed in the Los Angeles Times, PR industry trade publications inter-
viewed public relations practitioners around the country who saw nothing
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remarkable or particularly disturbing about the campaign. “Based on what
I've seen it’s a fairly typical PR plan. It's what we do,” the manager of a
major PR firm said to Inside PR.

One leading PR practitione—Robert Dilenschneider of the Dilen-
schneider Group—did criticize the Microsoft plan, calling it “a synthetic
campaign.” The strategy was ethically wrong, he said, and dangerous to
Microsoft’s own interests besides. “The media got wind of it, and they
made the story the sleaze alley of the computer industry,” Dilenschneider
said. “It has made Bill Gates, the richest, mightiest person in the world,
look a little bit like the Wizard of Oz; a little bit of smoke and mirrors, no
substance.” But Dilenschneider’s critique was in the minority.

“Media plans are routine in PR although they don’t sound too good
when they hit print,” said Jack O'Dwyer’s Newsletter, another leading PR
trade publication, which went on to offer some advice that Microsoft
might want to use to avoid getting caught in the future: “PR pros we asked
about this said: ‘Don’t put anything in writing you don't want to be on page
one of your newspaper.’. . . ‘Talking points’ on the subject matter should
have been distributed but no media relations methodology. Then, if the
points became public, the press could only report on the length and
breadth of Microsoft’s arguments.”

As Microsoft and its defenders pointed out, in fact, its corporate ri-
vals were also aggressively spinning the public debate, using a similar
“media relations methodology.” Netscape, Oracle, and Sun Microsystems
pushed their side of the antitrust case by launching the “Project to Pro-
mote Competition and Innovation in the Digital Age” (ProComp).
Netscape hired former U.S. Supreme Court nominee Robert Bork as a
spokesman, a casting decision that Hollywood might term “playing against
type.” Bork is the author of The Antitrust Paradox, a 1978 book sharply crit-
ical of government antitrust rules. “Bork cannot easily be dismissed as a
knee-jerk critic of big, successful companies,” noted the National Journal.
“His reputation as Mr. Anti-antitrust goes back a long time; when he was
a Yale law professor, his students nicknamed his course on the topic ‘Pro-
trust.” "% Once in the employ of Netscape, however, Bork issued a 7,000-
word position paper and opinion pieces for major newspapers, explaining
that federal prosecutors were “simply stopping Microsoft from using its op-
erating system as a club to bludgeon competition into the dust.”! The
anti-Microsolft coalition also hired former presidential candidate Bob Dole,
now with the high-powered Washington lobbying firm of Verner, Liip-
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fert, Bernhard, McPherson & Hand. Senator Orrin G. Hatch (R-Utah), a
recipient of $17,500 in campaign contributions from Netscape, Sun, and
America Online, added further conservative firepower to the anti-
Microsoft armada, as did the Progress and Freedom Foundation (PFF), a
think tank with links to former House Speaker Newt Gingrich. PFF’s
major financial donors included Netscape, Oracle, and Sun, along with
other Microsoft adversaries, including Gateway 2000, IBM, Hewlett
Packard, America Online, and CompuServe.

Even the exposé of the Independent Institute that appeared in the
New York Times turns out to have been orchestrated by the Oracle com-
pany. In order to get the goods on Microsoft’s funding of the institute, Or-
acle had hired a detective firm to go “dumpster diving” through Microsoft's
garbage, and had used the Washington PR firm of Chlopak, Leonard,
Schechter & Associates to circulate the incriminating documents.?

None of these tactics are in any way unique to the computer indus-
try. “This kind of plan is . . . part of the standard arsenal of companies in
the cable and TV industry, and in other industries where there’s govern-
ment regulation,” one source told PC Week magazine after reviewing the
Edelman PR proposal.!* Computer industry columnist David Coursey
went further. “If you think Microsoft is political bad news, compare com-
puting/software generally to the telecommunications, broadcast and cable
industries,” he wrote. “Their political efforts make Microsoft look like the
proverbial 98-pound weakling.”!*

Grigori Potemkin, if he were alive today, would probably be amazed
at the number and sophistication of the political facades that have been
erected in today’s media landscape. Here are a few other examples of the
process at work:

o After Nigeria's military dictatorship executed playwright Ken Saro-
Wiwa in 1995, the dictatorship and Shell Oil Company faced in-
ternational condemnation. Nigeria's security forces had massacred
villages and terrorized the indigenous Ogoni tribespeople in order to
quell protests against the company’s natural gas drilling operations.
Saro-Wiwa, an Ogoni leader, had denounced Shell for waging an
“ecological war” against his people. Nigeria responded by ordering
multipage, glossy color advertisements in black-owned U.S. news-
papers and inviting newspaper editors on expense-paid “fact-finding
tours” of Ogoniland. Minority newspapers in the United States are
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chronically strapped for cash, and the combination of windfall rev-
enue and guided tours succeeded in blunting criticisms. In fact,
several newspapers editorialized that it was “racist” to criticize Nige-
ria’s dismal track record on human rights.

In the fall of 1997, Georgetown University’s Credit Research Cen-
ter issued a study which concluded that many debtors are using
bankruptcy as an excuse to wriggle out of their obligations to cred-
itors. Lobbyists for banks and credit card companies seized on the
study as they lobbied Congress for changes in federal law that would
make it harder for consumers to file for bankruptcy relief. Former
U.S. Treasury Secretary Lloyd Bentsen cited the study in a Wash-
ington Times opinion column, offering Georgetown’s academic im-
primatur as evidence of the need for “bankruptcy reform.” What
Bentsen failed to mention was that the Credit Research Center is
funded in its entirety by credit card companies, banks, retailers,
and others in the credit industry. The study itself was produced with
a $100,000 grant from Visa USA and MasterCard International,
Inc. Bentsen also failed to mention that he himself had been hired
to work as a credit-industry lobbyist.!?

In Oxford, England, the Social Issues Research Centre (SIRC) calls
itself an “independent, non-profit organization founded to conduct
research on social issues.” It has issued a call to establish a British
“code of practice” governing what reporters should be allowed to
write about issues of science and public safety. Designed to put a
stop to “irresponsible health scares,” the code stipulates that “sci-
entific stories should be factually accurate. Breaches of the Code of
Practice should be referred to the Press Complaints Commission.”
Such a code is necessary, SIRC suggests, because of the public’s
“riskfactorphobia,” a term it has coined to describe a condition of ex-
cessive sensitivity to health concerns related to genetically engi-
neered foods and foodborne illnesses. SIRC has also published
popular reports in the British press about the pleasures of pub-
hopping. When the British Medical Journal took a close look at the
organization, however, it found that SIRC shares the same offices,
directors, and leading personnel as a PR firm called MCM Research
that claims to apply “social science” to solving the problems of its
clients, who include prominent names in the liquor and restaurant
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industries. “Do your PR initiatives sometimes look too much like PR
initiatives?” asked MCM'’s website in a straightforward boast of its
ability to deceive the public. “MCM conducts social/psychological
research on the positive aspects of your business,” the website con-
tinued. “The results do not read like PR literature, or like market re-
search data. Our reports are credible, interesting and entertaining in
their own right. This is why they capture the imagination of the

media and your customers.”!®

Corporate sponsors have formed “partnerships” with a number of
leading nonprofit organizations in which they pay for the right to use
the organizations’ names and logos in advertisements. Bristol-Myers
Squibb, for example, paid $600,000 to the American Heart Associ-
ation for the right to display the AHA's name and logo in ads for its
cholesterol-lowering drug Pravachol. The American Cancer Society
reeled in $1 million from SmithKline Beecham for the right to use
its logo in ads for Beecham's NicoDerm CQ and Nicorette anti-
smoking aids. A Johnson & Johnson subsidiary countered by shelling
out $2.5 million for similar rights from the American Lung Associa-
tion in its ads for Nicotrol, a rival nicotine patch. In 1999 manufac-
turers spent $630 million on these and similar kinds of sponsorship
deals, some unseemly, such as a deal between the Eskimo Pie Cor-
poration and the American Diabetes Association, which was de-
signed to create the impression that Eskimo’s “Sugar Freedom” line
of frozen desserts was endorsed by the American Diabetes Associa-
tion, when in fact the desserts contain high levels of both total and
saturated fat—a risky dietary choice for diabetics, who have a
propensity for obesity and heart disease. Although the nonprofit or-
ganizations involved in these deals deny that the use of their names
and logos constitutes an endorsement, the corporate sponsors have
no such illusions. “PR pros view those third-party endorsements as
invaluable ways to build goodwill among consumers for a client’s
product line,” notes O'Dwyer’s PR Services Report. For propriety’s
sake, however, a bit of discretion is necessary. “Don’t use the word
‘endorse’ when speaking to executives from non-profits about their
relationships with the private sector,” O'Dwyer’s advised. “The pre-
ferred non-profit vernacular is: recommended, sponsorship, ap-
proved, or partnership.”!’
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+ An organization called “Consumer Alert” frequently pops up in news

stories about product safety issues. What the reporters almost never
mention is that Consumer Alert is funded by corporations and that
its positions are usually diametrically opposed to the positions taken
by independent consumer groups such as Consumers Union. For
example, Consumer Alert opposes flame-resistance standards for
clothing fabrics issued by the Consumer Product Safety Commis-
sion, and defends products such as the diet drug dexfenfluramine
(Redux), which was taken off the market because of its association
with heart valve damage. In contrast with Consumers Union, which
is funded primarily by member subscriptions, Consumer Alert is
funded by the industries whose products it defends—companies
including Anheuser-Busch, Pfizer Pharmaceuticals, Philip Morris,
Allstate Insurance Fund, American Cyanamid, Elanco, Eli Lilly,

Exxon, Monsanto, Upjohn, Chemical Manufacturers Association,
Ciba-Geigy, the Beer Institute, Coors, and Chevron USA.'®

In late 1993, a group called Mothers Opposing Pollution (MOP) ap-
peared, calling itself “the largest women'’s environmental group in
Australia with thousands of supporters across the country. . . . The
group comprises mainly mothers and other women concerned with
the welfare and rights of Australian women.” MOP’s cause: a cam-
paign against plastic milk bottles, centering on the issues of waste
disposal, the carcinogenic risks of milk in contact with plastic, and
reduction in the quality of milk as a result of exposure to light. “The
message to the consumer is never buy milk in plastic containers,”
said spokesperson Alana Maloney. Membership in MOP was free,
which prompted some people to wonder how the group could afford
to carry out expensive publicity in support of its cause. Although
MOP claimed branches across Australia, Alana Maloney seemed to
be its only spokesperson. Searches of basic public records, such as
voting rolls, could find no such person. MOP’s letterhead listed
three addresses in different cities, each of which turned out to be a
post office box. Finally, in February 1995, an Australian newspaper
discovered that “Mrs. Alana Maloney” was in fact Janet Rundle,
who heads a public relations company called ]J. R. and Associates.
Rundle is also a business partner of Trevor Munnery, who owns his
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own PR firm called Unlimited Public Relations, which works for the
Association of Liquidpaperboard Carton Manufacturers (ALC)—
the makers of paper milk cartons. In the wake of these public reve-
lations, MOP sank from public view and has since disappeared.'®

Someone Else’s Mouth

These examples share a common reliance upon a public relations strategy
known within the PR industry as the “third party technique.” Merrill Rose,
executive vice president of the Porter/Novelli PR firm, explains the tech-
nique succinctly: “Put your words in someone else’s mouth.”?® How effec-
tive is this strategy? According to a survey commissioned by Porter/Novelli,
89 percent of respondents consider “independent experts” a “very or some-
what believable source of information during a corporate crisis.” Some-
times the technique is used to hype or exaggerate the benefits of a product.
Other times it is used to create doubt about a product’s hazards, or about
criticisms that have been made of a company’s business practices. The
“someone elses” become Potemkin authorities, faithfully spouting the opin-
ions of their benefactors while making it appear that their views are “in-
dependent.” You used to see this technique in its most obvious and crude
form in the television commercials that featured actors in physicians’ lab
coats announcing that “nine out of ten doctors prefer” their brand of as-
pirin. But advertisements are obvious propaganda, and the third party tech-
nique in its more subtle forms is designed to prevent audiences from even
realizing what they are experiencing. “The best PR ends up looking like
news,” brags one public relations executive. “You never know when a PR
agency is being effective; you'll just find your views slowly shifting.”!

It is hard to say exactly when or where the third party technique orig-
inated as a conscious tactic for manipulating public opinion. Since antiq-
uity, debates on important issues have frequently turned on appeals to the
reverence that most people feel for a famous name. During the medieval
period, the authority of priests and kings was considered a transcendent
standard of truth, even when their doctrines clashed with the evidence of
people’s actual experience and scientific experiments. People who ques-
tioned officially accepted religious views were labeled heretics and could
be arrested and killed on the grounds that he or she must have made a pact
with the devil.
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“It was only in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that
argument from authority commonly came to be treated as a fallacy,” notes
University of Toronto philosophy professor Douglas Walton in his book,
Appeal to Expert Opinion: Arguments from Authority. “The rise of science
brought with it a kind of positivist way of thinking, to the effect that
knowledge should be based on scientific experiment and mathematical
calculation and that all else is ‘subjective.’ "*?

The rise of science accompanied a communications revolution, be-
ginning with the printing press and continuing into the modern age of
electronic media, and as Umberto Eco has observed, every new means
of communication carries within itself a means of deception. Just as the
invention of language made lying possible, the invention of mass media
created newer, more sophisticated, subtle, and elaborate techniques of
propaganda. Just as the anonymity of the Internet would eventually enable
14-year-old boys to pretend to be 24-year-old lingerie models, the mass
media made it possible for the first time to conceal the identity of the
voices that appeared within it, to deliver messages while hiding the iden-
tity of the messenger. It became possible to accomplish this act of con-
cealment without ever committing an act of overt deception. Edward
Bernays, the legendary “father of public relations” whose career we ex-
amine in Chapter 2, demonstrated an inkling of this potential during one
of his early assignments as adviser to the Waldorf-Astoria hotel, which was
plagued by rumors that it was about to close. Bernays knew that denying
the rumors directly would only give them more credence. Instead, he ad-
vised his client to prominently announce the signing of a ten-year contract
with its world-famous chef. The mere identity of the celebrated chef be-
came a symbolic statement of the message that the hotel wanted to de-
liver.

“How can the persuader reach these groups that make up the large
public?” Bernays asked in one of the early formulations of the third party
technique. “He can do so through their leaders, for the individual looks for
guidance to the leaders of the groups to which he belongs. . . . They play
a vital part in the molding of public opinion, and they offer the propagan-
dist a means of reaching vast numbers of individuals, for with so many
confusing and conflicting ideas competing for the individual’s attention,
he is forced to look to others for authority. No man, in today’s complicated
world, can base his judgments and acts entirely on his own examination
and weighing of the evidence. . . . The group leader thus becomes a key
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figure in the molding of public opinion, and his acceptance of a given idea
carries with it the acceptance of many of his followers.”??

For Jack O'Dwyer, the third party technique is what distinguishes
public relations from advertising. “Your firm may want to deal directly
with the public or with your employees, customers, suppliers, etc.,” he
says, “but this is not the best use of a PR firm. The most leverage will be
when the firm supplies useful information to influential reporters and an-
alysts who have large audiences. You get third-party endorsement and
wide readership or viewership at comparatively low cost. . . . Look for
third-party endorsements, not booklets, sales promotion and ads."**
From a PR point of view, the third party technique offers several ad-

vantages:

o It offers camouflage, helping to hide the vested interest that lurks be-
hind a message. If Philip Morris were to come out itself and declare
that “attorneys need to be stopped from suing tobacco companies,”
the message would be laughed into oblivion. Similar skepticism is
bound to greet Bill Gates when he writes an editorial on his own
behalf, or a polluting company when it claims that pollution doesn’t
cause illness. Putting the same message in someone else’s mouth
gives it a credibility that it would not otherwise enjoy.

o It encourages conformity to a vested interest, while pretending to
encourage independence. Sometimes, in fact, the message is de-
signed to look like the very epitome of rebellion. Take, for example,
a legendary publicity stunt orchestrated by Edward Bernays, which
used suffragettes as third party proxies for the tobacco industry. In
1929, Bernays was hired by the American Tobacco Company and
charged with the task of persuading women to smoke—an activity
that was then considered “unfeminine” and socially unacceptable.
Bernays set out to turn this liability into an advantage by establish-
ing cigarettes as symbols of women'’s liberation. At his instigation,
ten New York debutantes marched in the city’s 1929 Easter Sunday
parade, defiantly smoking cigarettes as a protest against women’s in-
equality. Bernays dubbed it the “torches of liberty” brigade. “Front
page stories in newspapers reported the freedom march in words
and pictures,” Bernays would recall later. “For weeks after the event,
editorials praised or condemned the young women who had pa-
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raded against the smoking taboo.” Women began lighting up in
droves, and a few weeks later a Broadway theater let women inside
its heretofore men’s-only smoking room.?

o It replaces factual discourse with emotion-laden symbolism. Some-
times the identity of the messenger becomes symbolically more im-
portant than the content of the message itself. Timber industry
consultant Ron Arnold, who founded the “Wise Use” movement as
a pseudo-grassroots campaign against environmentalism, explains
the rationale behind his use of the third party technique: “The pub-
lic is completely convinced that when you speak as an industry, you
are speaking out of nothing but self-interest. The pro-industry citi-
zen activist group is the answer to these problems. It can be an ef-
fective and convincing advocate for your industry. It can utilize
powerful archetypes such as the sanctity of the family, the virtue of
the close-knit community, the natural wisdom of the rural dweller. . . .
And it can turn the public against your enemies. . . . I think you'll find
it one of your wisest investments over time.”%

Serving the Self-Serving

When they talk among themselves, PR professionals can be remarkably
candid about their reasons for using the third party technique. During
the Clinton/Lewinsky drama, O’Dwyer’s noted that “what the Clinton
Administration needs are credible third parties—both in quantity and
quality—rising to its defense. In a word, it needs PR.” Why? Because
“third parties can say things that participants in a debate cannot.”’

In 1994 Neal Cohen, of the Washington-based PR and lobby firm
APCO & Associates, used similar reasoning at a conference organized by
the Public Affairs Council, a trade association for some of the nation’s top
lobbyists. APCO was among the principal PR firms orchestrating the “tort
reform” movement, which campaigns against “excessive” consumer lia-
bility lawsuits and is heavily financed by the insurance and tobacco in-
dustries. On the face of it, Cohen observed, tort reform is difficult to sell
to the public. “It’s not a very sexy issue,” he said. “ “Tort’ to the average per-
son is dessert, it isn’t a legal principle.” The whole purpose of tort reform,
moreover, is to make it harder for everyday citizens to sue corporations.
This is hardly the sort of cause that brings masses into the streets. In fact,
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he said, people would reject the tort reform movement out of hand if they
knew that the insurance and tobacco companies were behind it. “We want
to pass a bill in Mississippi,” he said by way of example, “and we've got a
problem: Our industry can't pass the bill. If the legislators know we're the
only industry that wants this bill, it's an automatic killer. And just to make
it a little more difficult, we've joined up with one other industry to fund
this effort, and they are worse than us. People dislike them more intensely,
and in fact they don't even have any facilities in the state of Mississippi,
not to mention the product they manufacture. . . . In a tort reform battle,
if State Farm is the leader of the coalition, you're not going to pass the bill,
it's not credible. OK? Because it's so self-serving.”

In order to give tort reform any credibility at all, APCO had to figure
out a way to reframe the issue, which they did by tapping into the public’s
distaste for attorneys. “We built a coalition around the concept of ‘lawsuit
abuse,”” Cohen explained, “and we enlarged the scope of the concept so
that people understood how it would affect their pocket book, how it
would address their fear, how it would deal with their anger at the legal
profession. . . . Rule number one for me is stay away from substance.
Don't talk about the details of legislation,” he advised. “Talk about . . . law-
suit abuse,’ ‘trial lawyer greed,’ ‘increasing jobs."”

When building a coalition, Cohen advised, “you’d better have a com-
mitted leader, a spokesperson, and you'd better train that spokesperson,
and it should only be one person. . . . And if you can, find somebody who
has stature and is not perceived as somebody who is typical. Somebody
who . . . has the stature with the legislators.” If possible, the public should
be brought in as well, but as props, not as participants. “We made sure that
it was typical people mixed in with large employers and political contrib-
utors,” he said. “We had 1,500 Mississippians mixed in with who our
clients were. . . . We had broadened the issue so it was identified . . . with
a much broader group, and it was focused in as a constituent grassroots
issue.” But appearances are one thing, reality another. “The problem with
broad-based membership is—don't confuse that with broad-based lead-
ership,” Cohen advised. “Broad-based membership is ‘What does the pub-
lic see?” ‘What do the legislators see?’ Decision-making is, you need a core
group, three or so people, who have similar interests and are going to get
the job done and not veer off.” Other adornments, such as advertising and
research-for-hire, help decorate the coalition tree. “We used every tactic
we could think of to get a message out there,” Cohen said. “We also used
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polls to get the media’s attention. . . . We did a research study using a local
professor, we spent $5,000 on a study. . . . It was to get the media’s atten-
tion. . . . We used television [ads] in part to get the media’s attention. . . .

We also did billboards.”?®

Making News

The news media is a natural target for the third party technique, both be-
cause of its ability to reach millions of people and because the public ex-
pects journalists to serve as neutral sifters of the truth. The PR industry
has mastered the art of putting its words into journalists’ mouths, relying
on the fact that most reporters are spread too thin to engage in time-
consuming investigative journalism and therefore rely heavily on infor-
mation from corporate- and government-sourced news releases. The news
release as we know it today was invented in the 1920s by early PR prac-
titioner Ivy Lee, a former journalist himself who realized that the more in-
formation his clients provided to reporters, the less likely the reporters
would be to go out and investigate for themselves. Early news releases
were simple typed statements. Today, PR firms produce regular syndi-
cated columns and have their own wire services, such as PR Newswire,
that deliver the news releases instantly via the Internet to both print and
electronic journalists. Jennifer Sereno, the business editor for a major
daily paper in Wisconsin, says she prefers electronic news releases be-
cause “the stories come up on our screens, as other wire stories do. We see
them more quickly than we see faxes. . . . It's very convenient. We can
send it electronically right to the reporter working on the story. Oftentimes
it saves them some typing as well."*

There is nothing inherently deceptive about issuing a news release,
but this sort of practice has changed the modern information environ-
ment in subtle yet important ways. A comparison of PR Newswire re-
leases to actual newspaper stories shows that they are frequently repeated,
verbatim or nearly verbatim, usually with no disclosure to tell readers that
what appears on the page as a journalist’s independent report is actually
a PR news release. A study by Scott Cutlip found that 40 percent of the
news content in a typical U.S. newspaper originated with public relations
press releases, story memos, or suggestions. In 1980 the Columbia Jour-
nalism Review scrutinized a typical issue of the Wall Street Journal and
found that more than half of its news stories “were based solely on press
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releases.” Often the releases were reprinted “almost verbatim or in para-
phrase,” with little additional reporting, and many articles carried the slug
“By a Wall Street Journal Staff Reporter.”*® There is no reason to think that
the situation has improved since or that it is much different at other pa-
pers. “Most of what you see on TV is, in effect, a canned PR product.
Most of what you read in the paper and see on television is not news,” says
the senior vice president of a leading public relations firm.3!

This tendency is especially pronounced in the electronic media. Some
PR firms specialize in the production of prerecorded public service an-
nouncements and “video news releases” (VNRs)—entire news stories,
written, filmed, and produced by PR firms and transmitted by satellite feed
or the Internet to thousands of TV stations around the world. “In the early
1980s, as news staffs were cut and airtime for news programming was ex-
panded with cable television, we entered the golden age of VNR produc-
tion and placement,” noted Kevin Foley of KEF Media Associates in
Chicago. By 1991, ten VNRs a day were being produced—4,000 per
year.’> Today the number is much higher, although no one has an exact
count. VNRs are used heavily by the pharmaceuticals and food industries
in particular, which provide a steady stream of stories touting new medical
breakthroughs and previously unknown health benefits that researchers at-
tribute to oat bran, garlic bread, walnuts, orange juice, or whatever prod-
uct the sponsoring client happens to be selling. A subtle touch is needed
to make sure that the VNR looks exactly like real news. PR consultant
Debra Hauss advises VNR producers against seeming “too commercial.
Don't try to sneak in too many product mentions.”* Sometimes VNRs
will use narrators who have previously worked as on-air reporters. That
these scripted stories are actually cleverly disguised advertisements is well
understood by the people who work at TV stations and networks, but is
rarely mentioned within earshot or eyeshot of the news-watching public.
On the evening news every night you see—but probably don’t recognize—
VNR footage mixed in with stories that reporters have gone out and gath-
ered themselves. Sometimes VINRs are used as story segments without any
editing whatsoever, let alone a disclaimer to inform audiences that what
they are watching was produced by a PR firm on behalf of a specific client
with a specific propaganda interest.

Kenneth Feather, director of the FDA’s Division of Drug Advertising
and Labeling, noted that medical VNRs manipulate the public when they
promote drugs for unapproved uses or imply that the VNR sponsor’s prod-
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uct is superior to other products. A major problem, he said, is that virtu-
ally none of them state that they came from the drug company but rather
imply a third party. They use on-screen testimony from well-spoken doc-
tors who have been coached so that their delivery perfectly fits the format
of a news program, and the VINRs rarely mention that the doctors have
been hired by the drug suppliers to test and promote their products.
Often, in fact, pharmaceutical companies use VINRs to make claims for
their products that would not be permitted under the FDA’s rules for paid
advertising. They can be used to promote unapproved uses of a drug, for
example, or to create public pressure for the government to approve a
drug that is still undergoing regulatory scrutiny. “Until recently, the drug
companies have been largely discouraged from using TV commercials tar-
geted at the public,” said Eugene Secunda, a professor of marketing at
Baruch College in New York. “However, they have been less constrained
in their use of new media techniques like the VNR, for which the FDA

has not yet established formal guidelines.”*

Virtual Surrealities

The extent to which today’s media can manufacture false realities was
satirized in the 1998 movie Wag the Dog, in which government advisers
created a fictional war on a Hollywood sound stage to distract public at-
tention from a presidential sex scandal. When Wag the Dog first appeared,
critics praised its humor but thought its plot seemed implausible. Then
President Clinton’s affair with Monica Lewinsky became public knowl-
edge. When Clinton announced a bombing strike against “Arab terrorists”
on the eve of his own impeachment hearings, more than a few people
began to wonder if the movie was really so far-fetched. The question
lingers: How far will people in power go to manipulate and control our per-
ceptions of reality?

The notion that we live in an elaborate, technologically manufac-
tured illusion has become a recurring theme in modern cinema. In Total
Recall, Arnold Schwarzenegger discovers that his own memories are
government-manufactured implants. In The Net, Sandra Bullock’s iden-
tity is erased by a corporation that controls the world’s information data-
bases. In The Truman Show, Jim Carrey lives in a giant Potembkin village,
unaware that his entire life is a made-for-TV fabrication. Virtual reality
also figures prominently in later episodes of Star Trek, which feature a
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“holodeck” where people go to experience synthetic adventures in a room
that can be programmed to realistically simulate a Parisian café, a lush rain
forest, or any other pseudo-environment that the programmer requests. In
The X-Files, agents Scully and Mulder spend their days exploring a vast,
labyrinthine conspiracy, convinced that “the truth is out there” but never
quite able to discover it or even identify the conspirators. “This, it seems,
is a proliferating notion in today’s world of film—Dblending theology and
technology into a weird, low-level paranoia about existence,” observes
film critic Ted Anthony.*

This paranoia reflects a growing public awareness of what journalist
Wialter Lippmann described in 1921 as “the insertion between man and
his environment of a pseudo-environment. . . . What is called the adjust-
ment of man to his environment takes place through the medium of
fictions.”®

Lippmann served as a confidential assistant to the U.S. Secretary of
War during the First World War and participated in drawing up the terms
of the armistice. The experience left him disillusioned about the future
prospects for democracy, and in a book titled Public Opinion he readily ac-
knowledged that all sides in the war, his own included, had lied to their
own citizens about matters ranging from battlefield losses to the real post-
war objectives of the warring governments. “We have learned to call this
propaganda,” he wrote. “A group of men, who can prevent independent ac-
cess to the event, arrange the news of it to suit their purpose.”’

The “pseudo-environment” of fictions was inevitable and necessary,
Lippmann argued, in part because of limitations in the speed with which
information could be transmitted to the public at large. Even a skilled tele-
graph operator, he observed, could transmit no more than 1,500 words per
day. As a result, foreign correspondents were forced to compress their
firsthand accounts into a “few words,” which “must often stand for a whole
succession of acts, thoughts, feelings and consequences. . . . It is doubt-
ful whether a supreme master of style could pack all the elements of truth
that complete justice would demand into a hundred word account of what
had happened.”® Rather than informed consensus, therefore, public opin-
ion was bound to be a hodgepodge of half-baked notions and stereotypes
based on incomplete information and the personal biases of individuals.

Given the impossibility of educating the public about the full com-
plexities of the world, Lippmann argued that democracy was unworkable
“unless there is an independent, expert organization for making the unseen
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facts intelligible to those who have to make the decisions.”? The expert,
he argued, would “exercise more power in the future than ever he did be-
fore, because increasingly the relevant facts will elude the voter and the
administrator. All governing agencies will tend to organize bodies of re-
search and information, which will throw out tentacles and expand, as
have the intelligence departments of all the armies in the world.”* Lipp-
mann thought this development would be a good thing and even recom-
mended creating government-subsidized “bureaus of experts,” whose
members would enjoy lifetime tenure.*! “The purpose,” he said, “is not to
burden every citizen with expert opinions on all questions, but to push that
burden away from him towards the responsible administrator.”*

Complementing the rise of the expert, Lippmann also foresaw the rise
of a specialized type of expert whose job would be to control and discipline
the thinking of the masses. “As a result of psychological research, coupled
with the modern means of communication, the practice of democracy
has turned a corner,” he stated. “Persuasion has become a self-conscious
art and a regular organ of popular government. None of us begins to un-
derstand the consequences, but it is no daring prophecy to say that the
knowledge of how to create consent will alter every political calculation
and modify every political premise.”?

The world we live in today differs from Lippmann’s in ways that he
could never have foreseen. His argument about the difficulties involved in
transmitting information from place to place not only seems irrelevant
but absurd in today’s world of the Internet, camcorders, cell phones, fiber-
optic cables, and satellite dishes. The information bottleneck no longer ex-
ists. To the contrary, we are bombarded daily with more information than
we can possibly absorb, and yet the modern information media have not
eliminated the “pseudo-environment” of which Lippmann spoke. In fact,
media noise has contributed greatly to its growth.

The Disinfotainment Industry

The creation of a media pseudo-environment is no easy task. It takes time,
money, and advanced technology. No one knows exactly how much money
is spent each year in the United States on corporate public relations, but
$10 billion would be a conservative estimate. The PR industry has turned
to the social sciences for help in developing techniques equal to the task.
Psychologists, sociologists and opinion pollsters work in tandem with
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computer programmers to develop complex databases so refined that they
can pinpoint the prevailing “psychographics” of individual city neighbor-
hoods. Press agents used to rely on publicity stunts to attract attention for
their clients. In today’s electronic age, the PR industry uses 800 numbers
and telemarketing, interactive websites and simultaneous multilocation
fax transmission. Today's public relations industry has become so perva-
sive that part of its invisibility stems from the fact that it is, indeed, every-
where—from T-shirts bearing product brand names to movie product
placements to various behind-the-scenes efforts at “issue management,”
“perception management,” or “crisis management” (to use just a few of the
currently fashionable buzzwords).

Some companies, with names like Capital Speakers, Inc., or Celebrity
Focus, specialize in recruiting celebrity and expert spokespersons for the
PR industry. Capital Speakers boasts that it can provide “access to virtu-
ally any speaker or entertainer on earth.” Celebrity Focus says it allows
clients “to focus on public relations, while entrusting the hiring of celebri-
ties to seasoned professionals.”* Other PR consultants specialize in
coaching would-be experts and nervous corporate executives in how to
present themselves before Congress or on television: what clothes to wear,
what color tie, how to sit or stand (spread your feet so your head won't
seem to rock on camera), what words to use and how to pronounce them,
and—when asked a question you don’t want to answer—how to say noth-
ing while avoiding awkward phrases like “no comment.” The larger PR
companies offer all of these services and more under a single roof—one-
stop shopping for advertising, public relations, traditional lobbying, re-
search, polling, direct-mail canvassing, and creating “grassroots” support
for issues.

The federal government is forbidden by law from spending money on
public relations, but this has proved to be no barrier in practice, since the
same activities go on under the rubric of “public affairs” and other eu-
phemisms. In 1986, Senator William Proxmire asked the General Ac-
counting Office how much money federal agencies spend on public
affairs, and received an estimate of $2.3 billion—a figure that did not in-
clude the PR activities of Congress or the White House. This number has
surely grown since, although there are no government statistics or even
standards with which to track and measure its growth. During the Reagan
administration’s military interventions in Central America in the 1980s, its
Office of Public Diplomacy for Latin America and the Caribbean used
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the third party technique to orchestrate media coverage of the war. On
March 11, 1985, for example, Professor John Guilmarten wrote an op-ed
piece for the Wall Street Journal alleging a dangerous arms buildup by the
Nicaraguan government. “Professor Guilmarten has been a consultant to
our office and collaborated with our staff in the writing of this piece. . . .
Officially, this office had no role in its preparation,” noted an internal
White House memo that was uncovered during the Iran/Contra hearings.
The memo also mentioned op-ed pieces that its consultants had drafted
to be signed by contra leaders and submitted to the Washington Post and
New York Times, and spoke of using a “cutout” (CIA-speak for “third
party”) to set up interviews between the contras and various Washington
news media. In its first year of operations alone, the program claimed
credit for 1,500 speaking engagements and for sending material to 239 ed-
itorial writers in 150 cities—all the while concealing the fact that the
White House was the source of the propaganda.

Some PR campaigns are entertaining, some are merely frivolous, and
some are undoubtedly beneficial to the public. The cumulative human
cost of these experiments in thought control has nevertheless been pro-
found. On repeated occasions in the twentieth century, experts in ma-
nipulating public opinion have led the United States and other nations
into war. Washington, D.C., is home to prominent PR firms whose clients
include dictatorships that murder and torture their own citizens and even
spy on the United States, while simultaneously lobbying for foreign fi-
nancial aid and special trade favors. The private health care industry has
launched massive PR and lobby campaigns on repeated occasions to block
health care reform, with the result that the United States remains the only
major industrial power on earth with a large population of uninsured—
ranking near the bottom in terms of the actual health of its citizens despite
spending more per capita on health care than any other nation.*

There is nothing wrong with many of the techniques used by the PR
industry—lobbying, grassroots organizing, using the news media to put
ideas before the public. As individuals, we not only have the right to en-
gage in these activities, we have a responsibility to participate in the de-
cisions that shape our society and our lives. Ordinary citizens have the
right to organize for social change. But ordinary citizens cannot afford the
multimillion-dollar campaigns that PR firms undertake on behalf of their
special interest clients, usually large corporations, business associations,
and governments. Raw money enables the PR industry to mobilize attor-
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neys, broadcast faxes, satellite feeds, sophisticated information systems,
and other expensive, high-tech resources to outmaneuver, overpower, and
outlast true citizen reformers.

That we live in a world of media manipulations is understood almost
instinctively by the public. Whether we see through a particular propa-
ganda campaign or not, we all know that we live in an age of half-truths,
weasel words, and slick image campaigns. When someone says, “That’s a
bunch of PR,” they rarely mean it in a positive sense. “PR has become a
catchall phrase for what the public doesn't trust,” observes Betty Keepin,
the president of a trade association for women PR executives. In 1994, the
Public Relations Society of America and the Rockefeller Foundation began
a five-year survey aimed at determining which types of public figures were
most trusted by the general public. Forty-five different types of public
figures were assessed, using a “National Credibility Index” devised by the
PRSA to measure “the degree to which an individual trusts the person ad-
vocating or espousing a position on an issue.” To the PRSA’s dismay, pub-
lic relations professionals came almost at the bottom—number 43, just
below “famous athletes” and barely squeaking past “famous entertainers”
and “TV or radio talk show hosts.”*

The PRSA’s study was completed in 1999 and released with little
fanfare on Friday, June 18—"just before the Fourth of July vacation period
and a favorite ‘burying ground’ for those trying to minimize publicity,”
noted the PR trade publication O'Dwyers. The survey prompted a few ex-
pressions of concern from industry practitioners, some of whom suggested
that perhaps they should launch a “PR for PR” campaign. Others re-
signedly admitted that any such campaign would probably be doomed to
failure. But for Dave Siefert, president of the International Association of
Business Communicators, the results were neither surprising nor partic-
ularly bad news. PR pros work “in the background,” he said, and people
“see the results of our work, not our personal involvement.” The public re-
lations industry itself may lack credibility, but PRSA's survey showed that
“national experts” were the third most trusted type of public figure in
America (after Supreme Court justices and schoolteachers). And after
all, Siefert said, “the national experts are often delivering messages de-
veloped by PR pros.™’

The media stage on which much of modern public life is conducted
has created two kinds of experts—the spin doctors behind the scenes, and
the visible experts that they select, cultivate, and offer up for public con-
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sumption. The experts who work behind the scenes prefer to stay there,
because invisibility is necessary to achieve their illusions. “Guys in my
business hate becoming public figures . . . when we don't control it,” says
former Reagan aide Edward Rollins, now a vice president at Edelman.*
Today’s wizards of spin are rather like the Wizard of Oz. They have per-
fected the craft of speaking in a booming, magisterial voice that inspires
admiration and awe, but they fear being unmasked for what they really
are—showmen who have learned to use hidden wires, smoke, and mirrors
to make little men and little ideas seem grand and convincing. There is a
reason that the Wizard begged Dorothy to “pay no attention to that man
behind the curtain.” But she had to look, and understand the contrivance
behind his magic, before she could find her way back home.



The Birth of Spin

Few developments from the Civil War to the
present stand out so vividly or account for so
much of the shape of modern America as the
growth of the professions and the steady
retreat of the layman before the ever-
expanding claims of professional expertise.
—Thomas L. Haskell!

itting atop a raised platform canopied in white, philan-
@ thropist Charles T. Yerkes sat blushing as eight hundred dig-
nitaries greeted him with a standing ovation. William Rainey Harper, the

president of the University of Chicago, praised his “sincerity and sim-
plicity.” The head of the university board of trustees said that Yerkes had
helped build a monument to spiritual values in a materialistic age, con-
tributing “to the uplifting of men and upbuilding of character.”

The occasion was the dedication of Chicago’s new astronomical ob-
servatory on October 21, 1897, to which Yerkes had made a substantial fi-
nancial contribution. When Yerkes himself rose to speak, his modestly
phrased remarks hinted discreetly at the altruistic nature of his gift. “One
reason why the science of astronomy has not more helpers,” he said, “is on
account of its being entirely uncommercial. There is nothing of moneyed
value to be gained by the devotee of astronomy; there is nothing that he
can sell.”

Nothing to sell, perhaps, but Yerkes was definitely trying to buy some-
thing—specifically, perfume for a bad reputation. Current flattery aside,
he was one of the most hated men in the city, a robber baron who had
spent time in prison for misappropriation of funds before developing a
winning business strategy that he described as “buy old junk, fix it up a lit-
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tle, and unload it upon other fellows.” Yerkes had built an empire by con-
trolling the city’s lucrative new electric streetcars, whose poorly strung
power lines had killed or injured 382 people in 1895 alone. His crude at-
tempts to bribe Illinois legislators had sparked a civic reform movement
called the Citizens Independent Anti-Boodle League. The university offi-
cials and astronomers who courted his contribution understood full well,
as did the rest of the city, that his investment in the observatory was a
thinly disguised attempt to buy a new image. In retrospect, it is hard to say
who was playing whom for a fool that day. After the day’s pageantry, the
Chicago newspapers and the Anti-Boodle League returned to their at-
tack. Yerkes was eventually driven from the city in disgrace and died a few
years later in poverty and obscurity.

From the perspective of today, the most striking thing about Yerkes
and his charitable gesture was its almost quaint ineffectuality. He may
have been a scoundrel, but he was no PR man. In 1897, in fact, the term
“public relations” had not yet been invented.

Contrary to Yerkes's comment about its lack of helpers, astronomy was
actually the most popular object of scientific philanthropy in nineteenth-
century America. Civic groups went door-to-door collecting subscriptions
to finance the construction of telescopes, with different cities vying for the
honor of owning the instrument with the largest lens. As Yerkes observed
during his brief moment of public approval, astronomy was an “entirely un-
commercial” subject of study—literally, stargazing—and its noncommer-
cial nature was precisely what explained its appeal. People turned to it the
way they turned to art museums or great literature. They gazed into the
heavens, pondered the mysteries of creation, and philosophized about the
nature of the universe. Science and technology in those days were still
seen as two very different things. The electric motors that drove Yerkes'’s
streetcars were technology in action—machines of brute force, the ulti-
mate expressions of industrial power and Yankee ingenuity. “Science” was
something else, something both finer and less practical—the work of ec-
centric scholars who scribbled notes in makeshift labs, dug up dinosaur
bones and rock samples in remote lands, hatched new theories and tested
them with whatever scant resources they could scrape together. Their
quaint explorations were appreciated but not particularly revered, nor
were they particularly well-funded. “American indifference to science and
scientists was . . . the perfectly natural consequence of the fact that nei-
ther science nor science-oriented technology was a particularly conspic-
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uous feature of nineteenth-century American life,” observes historian
Howard Miller. “Not until the twentieth century would industrial, agri-
cultural, and military technology force public recognition that research
was a national resource. Until then scientists would in general remain, as
one of them termed it, ‘inoffensive but curious and useless members of the
social order.”

Thomas Alva Edison, the “wizard of Menlo Park,” was an inventor
and tinkerer—a technological innovator, not a scientific researcher. His
“invention factory” at Menlo Park, New Jersey, turned out literally hun-
dreds of world-transforming gadgets—the typewriter, the phonograph,
the lightbulb, the telegraph, storage batteries, electric meters and motors,
moving pictures—yet in his entire career Edison made only one discov-
ery that could be called “pure science”: the observation that heated met-
als in a vacuum emit electrons. Because this phenomenon had no utility
for his purposes, he simply wrote it down in a notebook and forgot about
it. His success as an inventor and businessman, however, made him a pro-
totype for scientists to come. Automaker Henry Ford, a close friend and
admirer, observed that Edison “definitely ended the distinction between
the theoretical man of science and the practical man of science, so that
today we think of scientific discoveries in connection with their possible
present or future application to the needs of man. He took the old rule-
of-thumb methods out of industry and substituted exact scientific knowl-
edge, while on the other hand, he directed scientific research into useful
channels.™

“Useful channels,” in Edison’s eyes and certainly in Ford’s, were vir-
tually synonymous with commercial viability. Their concept of science fit
perfectly within the American pragmatic tradition, and it was a concept
that certainly had its virtues. Its flaws were less immediately obvious.

Galileo vs. the Guardians

Historically, science has often allied itself with the political philosophy of
democracy. To function freely, science depends upon the democratic val-
ues of free speech, thought, and association, and in fact the ancient Greek
democracies were the first Western societies to produce a substantial sci-
entific literature. The Dark Ages brought both a return to authoritarian
governments and a suppression of scientific inquiry, which threatened
the absolute dogmas handed down from King and Church. The Italian
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mathematician and astronomer Galileo Galilei has come to symbolize
both scientific genius and the importance of intellectual freedom for his
persistent efforts to prove that the earth travels around the sun. Con-
demned in 1633 as a heretic by the Roman Inquisition, Galileo spent the
last eight years of his life under house arrest. Eventually, of course, his as-
tronomical conclusions won unanimous acceptance, and today he is fre-
quently cited as an example of steadfast scientific dissent in the face of
repressive orthodoxy.

The philosophy of democracy has as its core doctrine the belief that
“the people” are better qualified to make decisions that affect their lives
than anyone else. It follows from this assumption that governments should
be elected by the people and serve their interests. Other institutions, such
as corporations, are permitted to pursue their private goal of making
money, but their activities may be restricted if the public deems them
harmful.

Throughout history, the alternatives to this democratic worldview
have been variations on the theme of “guardianship”—the notion that
people are not really able to make wise decisions and therefore need to be
governed by someone who is smarter, better informed, more rational, or
somehow better fit to rule. Plato thought that society should be governed
by “philosopher-kings”—men who understood the “science of ruling” and
possessed the ability to see beyond appearances and grasp the essential
“forms” of true justice. Since this ability is assumed to be rare, it follows
that letting “the people” govern will lead to chaos, anarchy, and bad poli-
cies. The notion that people need a guardian to govern on their behalf has
been used as a rationale by authoritarian governments of all stripes, from
the monarchies of Europe to the Marxist-Leninist states in China and
Russia to the military regimes that have ruled by terror in places like Ar-
gentina, Brazil, Chile, Paraguay, and Nigeria.

In reality, Plato’s “royal science” of governance is a chimera. Politics
is more of an art than a science. It depends on moral propositions that can-
not be reduced to mathematical or physical “scientific laws.” Should abor-
tion be legal? Is it moral to build nuclear weapons? Should poor people
have access to free medical care? These are only a few of the important
questions that do not have scientific or technical answers.

In the struggle between democracy and guardianship, science has
acquired a unique and often contradictory role. Heretic stargazers such as
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Galileo have led scientific rebellions against society’s guardians, but oth-
ers have eagerly served the royal courts, sometimes even imagining that
their specialized knowledge entitles them to become rulers themselves.

Sir Francis Bacon, who is widely regarded as the philosopher re-
sponsible for first codifying the modern scientific method, served as Lord
Chancellor of England under King James the First. He was hardly an
enemy of guardianship, but he recognized that the doctrines of his day,
based on royal authority and religious tradition, had become stagnant.
“The many surrender themselves to the leadership of one . . . and become
incapable of adding anything new,” he wrote. “For when philosophy is
severed from its roots in experience, whence it first sprouted and grew, it
becomes a dead thing.” By contrast, he observed, the scientific method
had shown its ability to “acquire new strength and capacities” by drawing
upon “the talents of many individuals.” As an alternative to the concept
of rule by philosopher-kings, he envisioned a utopian society run by a
technical elite, which would draw upon the knowledge generated by sci-
ence in order to govern in the interests of efficiency, order, and progress.

The Royal Society for the Improvement of Natural Knowledge,
founded in 1660 as England’s official scientific society, drew much of its
inspiration from Bacon'’s belief that scientific knowledge should come
from all quarters and walks of life. At the time of the society’s charter, two-
thirds of its members were interested amateurs rather than full-time sci-
entists. Rather than narrow specialists, scientists of the period were
wide-ranging intellectuals interested in all of the ideas of the day, from
physics to theology. They combined passion for knowledge with practical
interests in commerce, agriculture, and industry. “We find noble rarities
to be every day given in,” wrote Bishop Sprat, the first historian of the So-
ciety, “not only by the hands of the learned, but from the shops of me-
chanics, voyages of merchants, ploughs of husbandmen, gardens of
gentlemen.”

Simultaneously, however, an unmistakable thread of elitism ran
through the thinking of the scientific utopians. Bacon openly disdained
the “innate depravity and malignant disposition of the common people”
and viewed science as a way to teach “the peoples [to] take upon them the
yoke of laws and submit to authority, and forget their ungovernable atti-
tudes.” Likewise, Sprat of the Royal Society saw particular value in the
participation of its noble-born, amateur members—*“gentlemen, free and
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unconfined . . . who by the freedom of their education, the plenty of their
estates and the usual generosity of noble blood, may be well supposed to
be most averse from sordid considerations.”

In France the philosophes, whose thinking helped inspire the French
Revolution, dreamed of doing to government what Sir Isaac Newton had
done to the human understanding of mathematics and physics. They be-
lieved that once men grasped the underlying “fundamental laws” of
human society, they would be able to operate the “world-machine”
smoothly and efficiently for the betterment of all.® This belief found re-
alization in the Jacobin movement, whose goal, notes historian Lewis
Coser, was “to make France over in the image of pure reason.” And yet it
was precisely the intensity of the Jacobin commitment to “pure reason”
and “obedience to the law of nature, which intends every man to be just,”
that led to the French Terror and rule by guillotine. “As long as the de-
mands of nature were violated, as long as there were corruption and ras-
cals and lukewarm concern with public virtue, the purge must continue,”
Coser observes. “In the pursuit of so exalted an aim, men invested with
high purpose and morally invulnerable need feel no pity. Their opponents
were not in error; they were in sin. They could therefore be exterminated
in good conscience.™

A great gulf obviously separated reality from revolutionary ideals, and
yet the utopian vision of a world made perfect by reason proved too cap-
tivating to abandon. As the French Revolution gave way to disillusion-
ment, philosopher Claude-Henri Saint-Simon became one of the most
popular thinkers of the nineteenth century and has had a profound influ-
ence on later generations of thinkers. E. H. Carr has aptly described him
as “the precursor of socialism, the precursor of the technocrats, and the
precursor of totalitarianism.”'® Like Sir Francis Bacon, Saint-Simon be-
lieved that science and technology would “solve major social as well as
technical problems.” In order for technical experts to run society, however,
the “unenlightened masses” had to be controlled. This in turn implied a
“need to abandon mass democracy and, in turn, politics.”! In their place,
he proposed establishing a new science that would guide all of the others,
which he called the “science of organization.”!? '

Saint-Simon’s ideas were promulgated further by his primary disciple,
August Comte, who believed that politics should eventually become a
form of “applied physics.” Their thinking was similar in many respects to
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the ideas of the Jacobins. The main difference was that the terrors and tri-
als of revolution had taught Saint-Simon and Comte a certain hostility to
politics and even to democracy itself, leading to a “deep-seated conviction
that politicians should be replaced by scientific and technical elites. These
ideas,” writes sociologist Frank Fischer, “occur again and again through-
out technocratic writings. Only the historical circumstances change; the
ideas themselves remain remarkably constant.”!?

Science, far from being merely a way to study the physical world,
had undergone a dramatic transformation. The hard science of physics,
with its precise measurements and exact mechanical laws, had become a
metaphor, a model of rationality and discipline that people attempted to
imitate as they studied softer subjects such as biology, language, human
behavior and even the behavior of entire societies. Somehow it didn't
seem to matter that none of these subjects lent themselves to precise
measurements and predictions. Science had ceased to be merely a
methodology and had become an ideology as well.

As an ideology, it lent itself to diverse and conflicting political uses.
In England, the Utilitarians adopted an air of scientific rigor as they set out
to collect data in support of abolishing the British Poor Law, the welfare
system of the day. In its place, they imposed the more “efficient” (i.e.,
cheaper) workhouse system, whose vicious exploitation of the poor would
later be depicted with heartrending detail in the novels of Charles Dick-
ens. Somewhat later, the Fabian Socialists would pave the way for the
British welfare state with similar assiduous compilations of meticulous,
statistics-laden reports, through which they aimed to establish themselves
as “unofficial expert ‘clerks’ to any decision-maker hampered by lack of ex-
pert advice.”'* The Utilitarian obsession with data collection also led to the
compilation of the famous Victorian Blue Books, the densest collection of
social statistics in human history, which in turn became the source from
which Karl Marx drew all of the information he needed for his damning
indictment of capitalism. The Marxist “science” of history and class strug-
gle inspired the Bolshevik revolution in Russia, with its own belief in com-
pletely rational state power wielded by militant intellectuals. Like the
Jacobins, the Bolsheviks believed that they were scientifically manipulat-
ing “objective laws of history” in order to create an ideal society. Once
again, these ideals degenerated in practice into a new system of bureau-
cratic tyranny and repressive terror.
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The “Science of Ruling” Comes to America

In the United States, the technocratic agenda found prominent expression
in the Progressive movement that emerged in the last quarter of the nine-
teenth century. Herbert Croly, the founder of The New Republic magazine,
was deeply influenced by the philosophy of August Comte, as was Walter
Lippmann. Meanwhile, on the conservative side of the political ledger,
Frederick Taylor was developing his theories of “scientific management.”
Using time and motion studies of workers, he sought to design factories
and the work process in ways that would maximize productivity. His ap-
proach appealed not only to capitalists but to Russian revolutionary leader
V. I. Lenin, who urged Soviet factories to “organize the study and teach-
ing of the Taylor system,” which he called one of the “greatest scientific
achievements in the field of analyzing mechanical motions during work,
the elimination of superfluous and awkward motions, the elaboration of
correct methods of work, the introduction of the best system of account-
ing and control.”"®

“The functions of scientific management were twofold,” observes Fis-
cher. “First, they were to enter the workplace to learn (through time and
motion studies) what the workers already knew: how to plan and direct the
details of the work process. Second, through managerial planning and
analysis, Taylorites were to employ this newly gained knowledge to ‘effi-
ciently redesign the production process under management control. . . . On
the shop floor, the division of labor was increased by giving workers more
specialized, less complex tasks. As a cost-saving device, it permitted the
substitution of cheaper, less skilled workers for skilled workers. Work was
less interesting and more repetitive for the worker, but it was more prof-
itable for management. To foil resistance, Taylor’s strategy also introduced
a number of technical changes. For example, work was designed to make
the production process incomprehensible to workers. . . . As Taylor put it,
‘all possible brain work should be removed from the shop and centered in
the planning or layout department.’ "'®

Not only were workers denied control over their own work processes,
they were declared psychologically unfit for rational thought. Here, the im-
petus came from the much-cited “Hawthorne Studies,” which probably re-
main the most widely analyzed and discussed experiments in the history
of the social sciences. Named after a Western Electric plant where the
studies were conducted, the Hawthorne Studies were led by Harvard Uni-
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versity professor Elton Mayo, who studied groups of women workers in an
effort to determine what factors made them more productive. The
Hawthorne Studies became influential not because of what they “proved,”
but because Mayo'’s conclusions found a ready audience in the business
community. He claimed that there was a fundamental psychological dif-
ference between workers and management. Whereas management acts on
the basis of logic and rationality, he said, workers are motivated by emo-
tions."”

The period between World Wars I and 11 came to be known as the
“Age of the Machine.” It was during this period that mechanical tech-
nologies diffused throughout society. The automobile came into fashion.
Machines became symbols of rationality, order, efficiency, power, and
progress.'® A fledgling “technocracy movement” arose in the United States
that saw “science banishing waste, unemployment, hunger, and insecurity
of income forever . . . we see science replacing an economy of scarcity with
an era of abundance . . . we see functional competence displacing
grotesque and wasteful incompetence, facts displacing disorder, industrial
planning displacing industrial chaos.”'® Sometimes calling itself “Tech-
nocracy, Inc.,” the movement exhibited protofascistic tendencies: “Orga-
nized around a rigid hierarchical structure, the members of technocracy
featured gray uniforms with special insignias, drove a fleet of gray auto-
mobiles, and greeted one another with a special salute,” Fischer notes.?

In the wake of the First World War, observed contemporary historian
Frederick Lewis Allen, science was “the one great intellectual force which
had not suffered disrepute. . . . The prestige of science was colossal. The
man in the street and the woman in the kitchen, confronted on every
hand with new machines and devices which they owed to the laboratory,
were ready to believe that science could accomplish almost anything; and
they were being deluged with scientific information and theory. The news-
papers were giving columns of space to inform (or misinform) them of the
latest discoveries; a new dictum from Albert Einstein was now front-page
stuff even though practically nobody could understand it. Outlines of
knowledge poured from the presses to tell people about the planetesimal
hypothesis and the constitution of the atom, to describe for them in un-
warranted detail the daily life of the cave-man, and to acquaint them with
the electron, endocrines, hormones, vitamins, reflexes and psychoses.”?!

The 1920s was also the period when the psychosexual theories of
Sigmund Freud found a mass audience. “Psychology was king,” Allen ob-
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serves. “Freud, Adler, Jung and Watson had their tens of thousands of
votaries; intelligence-testers invaded the schools in quest of 1.Q.’s; psy-
chiatrists were installed in business houses to hire and fire employees
and determine advertising policies.”

The Wizard of Spin

Freud exerted particular influence on Edward L. Bernays, the man who
has come to be known as the “father of public relations.” For him, Freud
was not just a towering intellect but a family member and personal men-
tor. Bernays was the son of Eli Bernays and Anna Freud Bernays, Sig-
mund’s sister. In fact, the Freuds and Bernayses got along so well that
Sigmund himself ended up marrying Martha Bernays, Eli’'s sister. What
this meant for Edward Bernays is that he was not only Sigmund Freud’s
nephew but a nephew twice over. Through Bernays, Freud’s influence on
the fledgling public relations industry was enormous, and that legacy con-
tinues today in the most direct familial sense at Freud Communications,
a high-powered British PR firm owned by Matthew Freud, Sigmund’s
great-grandson. In addition to handling celebrities such as Arnold
Schwarzenegger, Sylvester Stallone, Bruce Willis, Hugh Grant, and
Pamela Anderson, Freud Communications has worked for companies
such as Volvo and Pizza Hut, and also handled the PR for the 1995 launch
of Pepsi’s redesigned soda pop cans.

It would not be any exaggeration to say that Edward Bernays viewed
his famous uncle Sigmund as a father figure. He visited him in Europe
whenever he got the chance, showered him with gifts of cigars, and helped
arrange for and publicize the translation of Freud'’s Introductory Lectures
in Psychoanalysis in the United States. From Freud'’s perspective, these ef-
forts came as welcome assistance at a time when postwar inflation had
wiped him out financially, although the relationship was strained some-
what by young Edward’s eagerness to sacrifice intellectual rigor to the
lowbrow demands of the publicity trade. When Bernays approached him
with an offer from Cosmopolitan magazine to write an article titled “The
Wife’s Mental Place in the Home,” Freud rebelled with a stinging letter
of refusal. “The absolute submission of your editors to the rotten taste of
an uncultivated public is the cause of the low level of American literature,”
he wrote.



THE BIRTH OF SPIN 41

Occasional tensions notwithstanding, Bernays saw his association
with Freud as a way to establish his own reputation as a thinker and
theorist—a reputation that was further enhanced when Bernays authored
several landmark books of his own, most notably Crystallizing Public
Opinion, The Engineering of Consent, and Propaganda. “When a person
would first meet Bernays,” notes PR industry historian Scott Cutlip, “it
would not be long before Uncle Sigmund would be brought into the con-
versation. His relationship with Freud was always in the forefront of his
thinking and his counseling.”? In a profile written in 1958, author Irwin
Ross observed that Bernays epitomized the PR industry’s “wistful yearn-
ings for scholarly distinction” and “likes to think of himself as a kind of
psychoanalyst to troubled corporations. He talks, of course, far more than
a psychoanalyst. . . . The words tumble forth in an endless cascade, the
polysyllables lulling the auditor’s critical faculties, the clods of jargon drop-
ping like huge pillows which cushion the mind against anxiety. At times
one only has a dim view of what Bernays is saying, but it sounds great. ‘I
got so I could write the stuff myself,’ says Morris M. Lee, Jr. [a former
Bernays employee], ‘but I could never understand it.” "3

People who knew Bernays are unanimous in describing him as a man
with a huge ego and an incessant habit of self-promotion. His writings in-
clude a lengthy bibliography of his own work and public utterances, in
which Ross notes that “even editorial notes accompanying his articles are
immortalized. . . . Books which merely listed Bernays in their bibliogra-
phies are reciprocally listed in his; an author who included Bernays in her
acknowledgments in turn finds her own work acknowledged; a book which
‘indirectly’ quoted Bernays is duly rescued from obscurity, as are novels in
which Bernays is mentioned in passing.”** Bernays also authored an 850-
page book of memoirs, titled Biography of an Idea, and after reaching the
age of 100, he began work on a second memoir, titled The First Hundred
Years. Sometimes his ego interfered with his professional success. Many
of his contemporaneous peers in the PR industry disliked him intensely,
regarding him as a pushy braggart who was hurting the industry’s reputa-
tion with his frank talk about “propaganda” and “controlling and regi-
menting the masses.”

Bernays used Freudianism’s scientific claims as a sort of marketing
hook with which to sell his services to anxious corporate executives. “The
counsel on public relations,” he explained, “is what sociologists call a so-
cietal technician who is fitted by training and experience to evaluate the
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maladjustments and adjustments between his client and the publics upon
whom the client is dependent for his socially sound activity.”® In Propa-
ganda, his most important book, he argued that the scientific manipula-
tion of public opinion was necessary to overcome chaos and conflict in
society. “The conscious and intelligent manipulation of the organized
habits and opinions of the masses is an important element in democratic
society. Those who manipulate this unseen mechanism of society consti-
tute an invisible government which is the true ruling power of our coun-
try,” he wrote. “We are governed, our minds molded, our tastes formed, our
ideas suggested, largely by men we have never heard of. This is a logical
result of the way in which our democratic society is organized. Vast num-
bers of human beings must cooperate in this manner if they are to live to-
gether as a smoothly functioning society. . . . In almost every act of our
lives, whether in the sphere of politics or business, in our social conduct
or our ethical thinking, we are dominated by the relatively small number
of persons . . . who understand the mental processes and social patterns
of the masses. It is they who pull the wires which control the public
mind."

There was a striking paradox, however, in the way that Bernays went
about trying to follow in the footsteps of Uncle Sigmund. Freud’s “talking
cure” was designed to unearth his patients’ unconscious drives and hidden
motives, in the belief that bringing them into conscious discourse would
help people lead healthier lives. Bernays, by contrast, used psychological
techniques to mask the motives of his clients, as part of a deliberate strat-
egy aimed at keeping the public unconscious of the forces that were work-
ing to mold their minds.

Science and the “Intelligent Few”

It is no accident that Bernays developed his “science” of public relations
in the 1920s—a decade that also saw the beginnings of mass production,
mass communications, mass consumerism, and a belief in technological
progress as a quasireligion. All of these trends shared a faith in the notion
that society’s problems can be engineered away, that democracy is dan-
gerous, and that important decisions should be left in the hands of experts.
In addition to psychoanalytic theory, Bernays drew heavily from the ideas
of nineteenth-century French social philosopher Gustave Le Bon, a vocal
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critic of democracy who fretted that “the divine right of the masses is
about to replace the divine right of kings.” Stuart Ewen, a historian and au-
thor of PR: A Social History of Spin, notes that Le Bon feared “that the
mob at any moment could seize society and destroy all he held sacred. Le
Bon starts to examine the social psychology of the crowd. For him the
crowd is not driven by rational argument, but by its spinal cord. It re-
sponds solely to emotional appeals and is incapable of thought or reason.
Somebody interested in leading the crowd needs to appeal not to logic but
to unconscious motivation.” For Bernays in particular, Ewen notes, Le
Bon's ideas “are applied to virtually everybody. Almost no one is seen as ca-
pable of rational thought. The most efficient way to win hearts and minds
is through emotional appeals. By the 1920s, Le Bonian social psychology
is used to design organizations that constantly take the temperature of
public feelings. Survey research, polling and focus groups are all built
around the science of how to lead the public mind."?’

Ewen interviewed Bernays near the end of his life and was struck by
his “unabashedly hierarchical view of society. Repeatedly, he maintained
that, while most people respond to their world instinctively, without
thought, there exist an ‘intelligent few’ who have been charged with the re-
sponsibility of contemplating and influencing the tide of history. . . . He
expressed little respect for the average person’s ability to think out, un-
derstand, or act upon the world in which they live. . . . Throughout our
conversation, Bernays conveyed his hallucination of democracy: a highly
educated class of opinion-molding tacticians are continuously at work,
analyzing the social terrain and adjusting the mental scenery from which
the public mind, with its limited intellect, derives its opinions.”

Expanding on Freud’s theories about the unconscious motives for
human behavior, Bernays believed that people are not merely unconscious
but herdlike in their thinking, “subject to the passions of the pack in
[their] mob violence and the passions of the herd in [their] panics. . . . The
average citizen is the world’s most efficient censor. His own mind is the
greatest barrier between him and the facts. His own ‘logic-proof com-
partments,” his own absolutism, are the obstacles which prevent him from
seeing in terms of experience and thought rather than in terms of group
reaction.””

Fortunately, Bernays added, being herdlike also made people “re-
markably susceptible to leadership.”*® He saw public relations as an ap-
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plied science, like engineering, through which society’s leaders could bring
order out of chaos and muddle. “If we understand the mechanism and mo-
tives of the group mind,” he argued, it would be possible to “control and
regiment the masses according to our will without their knowing it. . . .
Theory and practice have combined with sufficient success to permit us
to know that in certain cases we can effect some change in public opin-
ion with a fair degree of accuracy by operating a certain mechanism, just
as the motorist can regulate the speed of his car by manipulating the flow
of gasoline.”!

To exercise this type of control was not just an option, it was a duty:
“It is certain that the power of public opinion is constantly increasing and
will keep on increasing. It is equally certain that it is more and more being
influenced, changed, stirred by impulses from below. . . . The duty of the
higher strata of society—the cultivated, the learned, the expert, the intel-
lectual—is therefore clear. They must inject moral and spiritual motives
into public opinion.”*? A public relations counselor could accomplish this,
Bernays said, because his special training and insight into human nature
“permits him to step out of his own group to look at a particular problem
with the eyes of an impartial observer and to utilize his knowledge of the
individual and the group mind to project his clients’ point of view.”3}

Of course, the mind of Edward Bernays had its own share of “logic-
proof compartments.” To begin with, there is the obvious contradiction in
his notion that a public relations consultant can simultaneously be both
an “impartial observer” and a special pleader for his client.

The First Front Group

Bernays stumbled into public relations almost by accident. In 1913, while
working as editor of the Medical Review of Reviews, a monthly magazine
owned by a college acquaintance, he discovered that the then-famous
actor Richard Bennett was interested in producing a play titled “Damaged
Goods,” which Bernays described as “a propaganda play that fought for sex
education.” It discussed sexual topics, such as prostitution, that were con-
sidered unusually frank for their day. Bennett was afraid that the play
would be raided by police, and he hired Bernays to prevent this from hap-
pening. Rather than arguing for the play on its merits, Bernays cleverly or-
ganized a group that he called the “Medical Review of Reviews Sociological
Fund,” inviting prominent doctors and members of the social elite to join.
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The organization’s avowed mission was to fight venereal disease through
education. Its real purpose was to endorse “Damaged Goods,” and appar-
ently the plan worked. The show went on as scheduled, with no interfer-
ence from police.

“This was a pioneering move that is common today in the promotion
of public causes—a prestigious sponsoring committee,” notes PR indus-
try historian Scott Cutlip. “In retrospect, given the history of public rela-
tions, it might be termed the first effort to use the front or third party
technique.” It was a technique that Bernays would return to time and
again, calling it “the most useful method in a multiple society like ours to
indicate the support of an idea of the many varied elements that make up
our society. Opinion leaders and group leaders have an effect in a democ-
racy and stand as symbols to their constituency.”** He helped jump-start
sales of bacon, a breakfast rarity until the 1920s, by enlisting a prominent
doctor to solicit fellow doctors’ opinions on the salutary benefits of a hearty
breakfast and by arranging to have famous figures photographed eating
breakfasts of bacon and eggs. To sell bananas on behalf of the United
Fruit Company, he launched the “celiac project,” republishing and dis-
seminating a 20-year-old medical paper which found that eating bananas
cured children with celiac disease, a disorder of the digestive system.?

“Mr. Bernays has . . . created more institutes, funds, institutions, and
foundations than Rockefeller, Carnegie, and Filene together,” observed the
Institute for Propaganda Analysis, a nonprofit educational organization
that flourished in the years following World War 1. “Typical of them was
the Temperature Research Foundation. Its stated purpose was ‘to dis-
seminate impartial, scientific information concerning the latest develop-
ments in temperature control as they affect the health, leisure, happiness,
and economy of the American people.” A minor purpose—so minor that
rarely did Mr. Bernays remember even to mention it—was to boost the
sales of Kelvinator refrigerators, air-condition units, and electric stoves.”*

The tobacco industry, another early Bernays client, also relied heav-
ily on expert testimonials to tout its products, recruiting opera singers and
doctors to claim that cigarettes soothed the throat and aided digestion. Ad-
vertisements of this type became so ubiquitous that Bernays spoofed one
of his industry rivals by creating a front group called the “Tobacco Society
for Voice Culture” which mockingly claimed that its mission was to “es-
tablish a home for singers and actors whose voices have cracked under the
strain of their cigarette testimonials.™’
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Light’s Golden Jubilee

Bernays sectioned his autobiography into five parts and gave the title “Ful-
fillment” to the third section, which covered the years from 1923 to 1929.
Those were the years that marked the emergence of the fledgling public
relations industry, as Bernays rose from obscurity to wealth and influence.
By January of 1929, his clients included the New Jersey Bell Telephone
Company, Procter & Gamble, Knox Gelatin, and the American Tobacco
Company. “In a typical month, January, our clients paid us gross fees of
$16,524.43, with profits of $11,868.78,” he said. “That was not considered
bad for a 38-year-old, adventuring into an untried, unknown field.” In
fact, it would not be considered a bad monthly income today, even with-
out adjusting for inflation. “I was doing well,” he recalled, “but the pro-
fession of counsel on public relations lacked the respect that 1 felt it
deserved. Our clients knew what we could do for them and respected our
methods, but to many we were still sensation mongers and ballyhoo
artists—a menace to the integrity of press and business alike.”®

The 1928 publication of his book Propaganda helped drum up new
corporate clients but also prompted a flurry of criticism. Editor & Publisher
magazine described Bernays as “the young Machiavelli of our times.” An-
other writer commented that “publicity agents for special and selfish
causes inimical to the general interest and disturbing to the Common-
wealth use just as much ingenuity and invention plus at least a fair mea-
sure of corruption.”* Chafing at these criticisms, Bernays longed for the
opportunity to stage “a dramatic event that would make others see us as
we saw ourselves.”

The opportunity he was looking for arrived in February 1929 with a
visit from Napoleon Boynton, an executive with the General Electric com-
pany. Like Bernays, General Electric was having a few image problems and
wanted his help. Long under congressional attack for monopolistic prac-
tices in lamp manufacture, GE wanted to stage a massive publicity stunt
that would showcase the benefits that lightbulbs had brought to human-
ity. As it happened, the fiftieth anniversary of Thomas Edison’s invention
of the lightbulb was fast approaching. What better way to polish the in-
dustry’s image than to honor Edison with an event that they would call
“Light’s Golden Jubilee”? The Westinghouse Corporation, GE's main com-
petition in the electric light market, was also eager to jump on the pro-
motional bandwagon.
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“I recognized the potential professional significance of the assign-
ment and plunged into the given task eagerly,” Bernays said. “The United
States—and, for that matter, the world—was ripe for a new hero, and
here was the 50th anniversary of one of the most significant and benefi-
cial inventions of the age, and the inventor was still living.”*!

Aged 82, enfeebled and recovering from a bout of pneumonia, Edi-
son had retreated from his business activities and was devoting his final
years to a quixotic and ultimately unsuccessful effort to develop a process
that would derive rubber from milkweeds. Moreover, Edison’s feelings
toward GE and Westinghouse were decidedly negative. In his own heyday
as a businessman, he had viewed George Westinghouse as his archrival,
calling him a “shyster” and “the enemy.” As for GE, it had once been Edi-
son’s. Christened “the Edison General Electric Company,” it slipped from
his control in an 1891 power grab by J. Pierpont Morgan, who drove home
the insult by stripping Edison’s name from the company as soon as he took
possession. There was more than a little irony in the idea that these rob-
ber barons should now want to honor him in his old age.

The glue that held the plan together was Henry Ford, whose admira-
tion and affection for Edison knew no bounds. Ford, moreover, had pro-
paganda aspirations of his own. A few years earlier, his offhand remark that
“history is more or less bunk” had won him a reputation as a scholarly
cretin, a rich but crude mechanic with no understanding of tradition or
culture. Ford’s response to his critics was to create some history of his
own—not a written book of history, but history as inscribed in things—the
gadgets and artifacts that he saw as the fundamental expressions of hu-
manity’s progress. At his birthplace in Dearborn, Michigan, Ford was
building an eight-acre industrial museum and stuffing it with plows, fur-
niture, milk pails, butter churns, china sets, flintlock rifles, grandfather
clocks, music boxes, steam engines, threshers, fire engines, a Model T—
anything and everything that might preserve the memory of America’s me-
chanics, blacksmiths, and craftsmen. Once Ford learned of the plans to
honor Edison, he realized that it would make a perfect capstone to his own
monumental plans. Renaming his museum the Edison Institute of Tech-
nology, he created as its centerpiece a reverently reconstructed replica of
the Menlo Park complex where Edison had done most of his inventing. He
bought up every drill press, lathe, rusted machine, and empty chemical
bottle that he could acquire from the now-decaying original Edison labo-
ratory, disassembling whole buildings board by board and brick by brick
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and shipping them to Dearborn by rail for reassembly. He even trans-
planted some of the original trees and shrubbery. No expense was spared
as he rebuilt Menlo Park right down to Edison’s old outhouse. To celebrate
Light’s Golden Jubilee, he invited Edison to participate in a reenactment
of the moment of creation of the electric light. The ceremony would be
held in the rebuilt laboratory on October 21, 1929, exactly fifty years to
the day from the date of Edison’s successful experiment.

Bernays was now in a PR man’s hog heaven. His clients were com-
peting with Henry Ford to see who could do the most to honor the old in-
ventor's legacy. Money was not an issue as he set out to put on a show
unlike anything that Charles T. Yerkes could have imagined for his pathetic
little telescope. It was a frenzy of activity that a Yale social psychologist
would later call “one of the most astonishing pieces of propaganda ever en-
gineered in this country during peacetime.” In the months leading up to
the reenactment, plans went out to public utility companies, giving in-
structions for local tie-in activities. Luncheons were held for newspaper
editors and movie newsreel executives. Scientific American, the Saturday
Evening Post, and other magazines planned special issues celebrating Edi-
son and his achievements. Talks were given to Lions, Kiwanis, and Rotary
Clubs, to Boy and Girl Scouts, chambers of commerce, women'’s clubs.
Written tributes to Edison were collected from Albert Einstein, General
John J. Pershing, Jane Addams, and Admiral Byrd. Bernays persuaded the
postmaster general of the United States to issue a commemorative two-
cent stamp in honor of the lightbulb. Songwriter George M. Cohan wrote
a musical tribute. Costume competitions, fireworks, and pageants were
held. “Light’s Golden ]Jubilee no longer depended on a press bureau,”
Bernays recalled with jubilation of his own. “Everybody was joining the
procession. From the grass roots to Broadway the spirit of ballyhoo took
over. Mayors and Governors issued proclamations to celebrate Light'’s
Golden Jubilee. Universities offered lectures on Edison and the implica-
tions of his discovery. Education groups conducted essay contests. Li-
brarians displayed books about Edison. Museum heads arranged exhibits
that would illustrate the history of light.”*

Even Bernays was astonished at the scale of the campaign and its suc-
cess at captivating the country’s imagination. Of all the episodes in his
career, he recounted this one most frequently in his later years. “I tried to
look at it objectively,” he said. “Someone has an idea—Light's Golden
Jubilee—honoring a fine old man who has made significant contributions
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to American life. You realize that he can be made a myth, so you start
myth-building. Perhaps it would be more accurate to say you help the
myth to grow. The public, expressing its own unfulfilled aspirations, builds
the myth until it becomes an overwhelming, meaningful reality. . . .
Whether you accept the Freudian thesis or not, people want a father sub-
stitute. That is myth-building. Edison was an ideal subject—a great in-
ventor symbolizing the scientific era of electronics to come.”?

The timing helped as well to feed a spirit of enthusiasm. America was
riding on an economic high as the stock market soared and everyone from
elevator operators to the wealthiest families joined in the speculative
mania. Everyone seemed to be rich and getting richer, with no end in
sight. As the months ticked down toward October, the gains were espe-
cially phenomenal. The stock ticker (one of Edison’s first successful in-
ventions) showed steady gains with no downturns at all, not even a lull or
temporary setback. The Dow Jones Industrials went from 299.13 on April
9 to 381.17 on September 3. The price for a share of Westinghouse went
from 151 to 286. General Electric went from 268 to 391.

The challenge as October 21 approached was deciding which digni-
taries had to be excluded from the day’s events. Hundreds of notables at-
tended, including President Herbert Hoover, Orville Wright, John D.
Rockefeller, Jr., Will Rogers, and Madame Curie. The honored guests ar-
rived in Dearborn and were taken to the festivities aboard a replica of the
Grand Trunk Railway train, on which Edison had worked in his boyhood
as a “news butch,” selling sandwiches, newspapers, and other amenities
to passengers. As part of the ceremony, a boy handed Edison a basket of
similar merchandise that he was supposed to offer to President Hoover.
But for Bernays, at least, the actual ritual was less satisfactory than its
planners had imagined. “Edison, 82, enfeebled with age and sickness,
took the basket, and offered his merchandise to President Hoover, crying,
‘Candy, apples, sandwiches and newspapers! in a valiant effort to reenact
his boyhood sales pitch. It was embarrassing to all of us—a pathetic evo-
cation of the past,” Bernays recalled.

There was in fact something a little sad and contradictory about the
day’s festivities. “It became just a publicity thing, and we didn'’t care for it,”
Edison’s daughter Madeleine said later. His wife Mina also had “mixed
feelings,” according to biographer Neil Baldwin. She “saw keenly the irony
that corporate cosponsor General Electric was now making such a tremen-
dous fuss over Edison, co-opting his presence as a symbol, especially con-
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sidering the inauspicious circumstances under which her husband had
long since parted with the company.”*

Although Bernays doesn't speak of it in his memoirs, he himself be-
came the object of Ford’s animosity that day. An unabashed anti-Semite,
Ford had disliked Bernays from the beginning and had only reluctantly
allowed him to participate in arranging the Dearborn event. Ford took
further offense at Bernays's ceaseless efforts at self-promotion. According
to another chronicler of Light’s Golden Jubilee, Bernays “as a matter of
fact incurred Ford’s wrath after the dedicatory party arrived in Dearborn
because he tried repeatedly to inject himself into the group picture with
Hoover, Edison and the host. Ford took Fred Black aside and told him to
‘get Bernays the hell out of here or I'll have Harry Bennett’s men throw
him over the fence.’ Black told Bernays of the threat and he moved out of
camera range.”*’

The capstone of the day was scheduled for 6:15 that evening. Fol-
lowing a candlelight dinner, “Edison, looking like a benevolent old wreck,
walked with Ford and President Hoover to the transplanted Menlo Park
laboratory and re-enacted the invention of the electric lamp,” Bernays re-
called. The aging inventor demonstrated how he had made a carbonized
thread and a vacuum globe, as radio announcer Graham McNamee dra-
matized each gesture for his listeners: “The lamp is now ready, as it was a
half century ago! Will it light? Will it burn? Edison touches the wire . . .
Ladies and gentlemen—it lights! Light's Golden Jubilee has come to a tri-
umphant climax!” The entire laboratory building was bathed in search-
lights. A Ford-commissioned replica of the Liberty Bell pealed, sirens and
whistles blew through the city of Detroit, and planes flew overhead.

Overcome by emotion, Edison faltered, sat down, and wept. His wife
calmed him and gave him warm milk, which seemed to revive him. He was
assisted to his seat of honor and listened as President Hoover gave yet an-
other tributory speech. Edison managed to say a few words himself before
turning white and slumping in his chair in an exhausted faint. His wife and
Hoover's physician helped him out of the room, laid him on a sofa, and ad-
ministered drugs. It would take several days of recuperation at Ford’s
home before he was well enough to travel home. It was the old man’s last
public hurrah, and everyone knew it.*

What they didn't know was that the day’s festivities were in many
ways Hoover’s last hurrah as well. Light’s Golden Jubilee was held on
Monday, October 21, but three days later, darkness rather than light would
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prevail. The celebration of Edison and his creations has left a mark on the
American imagination, but October 24, 1929, is by far the better-
remembered date: Black Thursday—the day the stock market crashed.

The Experts Speak

One of the striking historical facts about the Great Depression is the com-
plete failure of society’s economic and political experts to see it coming,
or to deal with it sensibly once it arrived. Fourteen days before the crash,
Irving Fisher had predicted, “In a few months I expect to see the stock
market much higher than today.” Fisher, America’s most distinguished and
famous professor of economics at Yale University, was so overconfident
that he personally lost a fortune equivalent to $140 million in today’s dol-
lars when the market collapsed. John Maynard Keynes, the most famous
British economist, lost the equivalent of £1 million. The headline in the
New York Journal on the day after Black Thursday was “Experts Predict Ris-
ing Market.” The Harvard Economic Society responded to the news by
telling its subscribers, “A severe depression such as 1920-21 is outside the
range of probability. We are not facing a protracted liquidation.”

As it became apparent that the Depression was more than a tempo-
rary downturn, President Hoover appointed Edward Bernays to his three-
member Presidential Emergency Committee for Employment. “It was
really a public relations committee,” Bernays recalled in his memoirs.
Hoover's refusal to countenance “socialist” ideas such as social security
and public works programs left the committee with few options. “We en-
couraged various ways of spreading employment: through reduced daily
and weekly schedules, shorter shifts, alternating shifts and rotation of
days off. . . . We urged employers to find personnel willing to go on fur-
lough without pay; to disclose duplication of wage earners in the same
family, as a measure of spreading wages; to maintain lists for preferential
employment and to determine the adequacy of part-time wages.” In the
end, however, Bernays realized, “these efforts were all ineffective. Partic-
ularly unsound was the share-the-work idea, which put the onus of sacri-
fice on the shoulders of the wage earner instead of the employer.”
Advertisers and businesses offered empty slogans such as “Be patriotic and
spend money,” “Spend ten cents more each day and help drive hard times
away,” or “Help the jobless by doing your Christmas shopping now.” As the
economy careened into deeper and deeper trouble, newspapers resorted
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to desperate cheerleading. “Optimism Gains as U.S. Speeds Jobless Re-
lief,” read one headline. “Hoover’s Drive to Aid Jobless Shows Results,”
read another. “President Declares Voluntary Cooperation of Industry Will
Solve Problem.”’

In 1932, Bernays joined Hoover's doomed campaign for reelection.
He helped line up experts to sing Hoover's praises, including a pair of Yale
economists who predicted that the economy was now on a “sound foun-
dation” and “the run of the dollar had been stopped.”® He formed a “Non-
Partisan Fact-Finding Committee,” which issued a poll showing Hoover
trouncing his opponent, Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Outside the circle of
businessmen and their sycophants, however, no one believed a word of it.
The election of Roosevelt brought new experts into power, with new and
grandiose ideas about what could and should be done to secure the gen-
eral welfare. For Hoover and the old guard, it was the end of an era and
everything that they believed in, but for Bernays and the propaganda in-
dustry, business was booming like never before.



Deciding What
You’ll Swallow

Everything is possible but nothing is real.

—song lyric by Living Colour

n 1992, the food industry’s International Food Information
® Council (IFIC) retained Dr. G. Clotaire Rapaille, “an interna-
tional market research expert,” to research “how Americans relate to food

biotechnology and genetic engineering.” IFIC, a PR lobby for the use of
biotechnology in agriculture, wanted to know how it could overcome con-
sumer apprehensions about the new technology. A “core team” was as-
sembled to aid in the research, consisting of representatives from the
Monsanto Agricultural Company, NutraSweet, Kraft General Foods, Aji-
nomoto, DuPont, and Calgene. Other research sponsors included Frito-
Lay, Coca-Cola, Nestlé, Procter & Gamble, and the M&M/Mars candy
company. The goal of the research team was to “develop actionable strate-
gies, messages, and language that will express information positively about
the process and products—without stirring fears or negative connota-
tions.”!

Dr. Rapaille is a Jungian psychologist who uses a technique he calls
“Archetype Studies,” which claims to delve into the “primordial cause
for . . . opinions, attitudes or motivations.” As his report to IFIC explained,
“For each element in the world, there is a first meaningful experience
called the Imprinting Moment. The Archetype is the pattern which under-
lies this Imprinting Moment. The Archetype is completely preordained by
the culture, and it is common to everyone in a given culture. . . . The Ar-
chetype is the Logic of Emotion that forms the Collective Unconscious.”
Discover these Archetypes, Rapaille’s theory promised, and “you can ‘read’
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the consumers like a book, and you can understand their unconscious
Togic.” ™

Rapaille’s process for uncovering Archetypes was similar in most re-
spects to what another advertising or PR person might term a “focus
group,” but Dr. Rapaille liked to refer to them as “Imprinting Groups.”
Each group consisted of 20 to 30 everyday Americans, which Rapaille’s
team of “Archetypologists” led through a series of “relaxation exercises
and visualization” aimed at eliciting their innermost feelings about
biotechnology.?

The result of these exercises, the team concluded, was that the
biotech industry stood at a crossroads. “In one case, we have tremendous
public support—we can be viewed as farmers bringing new varieties and
improved foods to consumers. But if we do not position ourselves and our
products correctly, we can just as easily be viewed in the same class as
Hitler and Frankenstein.” The difference depended on which “imprint”
provided the Archetype for public perception of the new foods. And the
public would choose its Archetype based largely on the food industry’s
choice of words.*

“In communicating about food biotechnology and genetic engineer-
ing, we now know a variety of ‘trigger’ words that will help consumers
view these products in the same vein as farming, hybrids, and the natural
order, rather than as Frankenfoods,” the study concluded. In the category
of “words to use,” Rapaille suggested terms such as beauty, bounty, chil-
dren, choices, cross-breeding, diversity, earth, farmer, flowers, fruits, fu-
ture generations, hard work, heritage, improved, organic, purity, quality,
soil, tradition, and wholesome. “Words to lose” included: biotechnology,
chemical, DNA, economic, experiments, industry, laboratory, machines,
manipulate, money, pesticides, profit, radiation, safety, and scientists.’

In a memo accompanying the completed study, IFIC’s Libby Mike-
sell and Tom Stenzel summarized the lessons learned. “The technology in
biotechnology has ‘scary’ overtones in connection with life in any form. . ..
Biotechnology may not be the optimal term to use in our discussions,”
they wrote. “Clotaire recommends that we ‘sandwich’ the word genetic be-
tween other words that create an association with tradition and nature.
Some possible terms he suggested were ‘biogenetic gardening, ‘natural
genetics’ or ‘natural genetic gardening.’ He composed this sentence as an
example of how to use the terms: New genetic discoveries allow us to be
successful gardeners of the 2 1st century and to accomplish cross-breeding at
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a highly sophisticated level, fulfilling a vision of the gardeners of the 19th
century.”

It is worth noting that many of the terms in Rapaille’s list of “words
to lose” are straightforward characterizations of the actual scientific
process used in developing genetically engineered foods, while many of
the “words to use” are vague, pleasant-sounding euphemisms designed to
obscure the details about everything that is new and unique about the
process. Dr. Rapaille has a Ph.D. from the Sorbonne, but his analytical
method does not necessarily require one. William Lutz, a professor at
Rutgers University and author of the book Doublespeak, has catalogued
numerous similar examples of industry and government linguistic coinage,
many of which originated with people who lacked any background what-
soever in Jungian Archetypology. The Reagan administration, for example,
invented the phrase “revenue enhancements” as a substitute for “taxes.”
Gambling casinos prefer to call themselves the “gaming industry.” Corpo-
rations refer to failed business ventures as “nonperforming assets.” The
military refers to civilian deaths as “collateral damage,” bombs as “vertically
deployed antipersonnel devices,” and killing the enemy as “servicing the
target.”

It is also worth noting the irony in IFIC’s choice of someone like Ra-
paille to help design its strategy for defending biotechnology. Whatever
dangers biotechnology may or may not present to the public, it is undeni-
ably an example of modern science in action. When talking among them-
selves, biotech’s promoters frequently invoke the name of science,
characterizing their opponents as irrational, fear-driven technophobes.
“We all are frustrated by the public’s emotional response to scientific, fac-
tual issues,” stated the IFIC report. Yet Rapaille’s advice to IFIC was not
only calculated to evoke an emotional response and to avoid any mention
of science, his very methodology for arriving at his analysis is at best a par-
ody of the scientific method. In its relentless effort to probe the suppos-
edly irrational mind of the public, it is a modern-day example of the legacy
of Edward Bernays and his famous uncle, Sigmund Freud.

Hard Science and Liquid Truth

The power that science wields in modern society is a reflection of its abil-
ity to create knowledge that is as close to infallible as any product of
human endeavor. Reasonable people may disagree in their opinions about
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Shakespeare or religion, but they do not disagree with the laws of ther-
modynamics. This is because the theories of science, especially the hard
sciences, have been developed through methodologies that require verifi-
cation by multiple, independent researchers using clearly defined, replic-
able experiments. If the experiments do not bear out a hypothesis, the
hypothesis must be rejected or modified.

The very prestige that science enjoys, however, has also given rise to
a variety of scientific pretenders—disciplines such as phrenology or eu-
genics that merely claim to be scientific. The renowned philosopher of sci-
ence Karl Popper gave a great deal of consideration to this problem and
coined the term “pseudoscience” to help separate the wheat from the
chaff. The difference between science and pseudoscience, he concluded,
is that genuinely scientific theories are “falsifiable”—that is, they are for-
mulated in such a way that if they are wrong, they can be proven false
through experiments. By contrast, pseudosciences are formulated so
vaguely that they can never be proven or disproven. “The difference be-
tween a science and a pseudoscience is that scientific statements can be
proved wrong and pseudoscientific statements cannot,” says Robert Young-
son in his book Scientific Blunders: A Brief History of How Wrong Scien-
tists Can Sometimes Be. “By this criterion you will find that a surprising
number of seemingly scientific assertions—perhaps even many in which
you devoutly believe—are complete nonsense. Rather surprisingly this is
not to assert that all pseudoscientific claims are untrue. Some of them may
be true, but you can never know this, so they are not entitled to claim the
cast-iron assurance and reliance that you can have, and place, in scientific
facts.””

Judged by this standard, many of the “social sciences”—including
the psychoanalytic theories of Freud, Jung, and others—are actually pseu-
dosciences rather than the real thing. This does not mean that Freud and
Jung were charlatans or fools. Both were creative thinkers with fascinat-
ing insights into the human psyche, but a research methodology that de-
rives its data from the dreams of mentally ill patients is a far cry from the
orderly system of measurements that we associate with hard sciences like
physics and chemistry.®

Regardless of their scientific limitations, theories of human psychol-
ogy figure prominently in the thinking of the public relations industry.
What is more important than their actual effectiveness is the seemingly
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authoritative justification that they provide for the PR worldview—a be-
lief that people are fundamentally irrational and that therefore a class of
behind-the-scenes manipulators is necessary to shape opinion for the pub-
lic's own good. But this belief is at odds not only with the ideals of democ-
racy but also with the fundamental and necessary ideological
underpinnings of the scientific method itself. Before scientists can reach
any conclusions whatsoever about the elements in the periodic table or the
space-time continuum, they have to first believe that “the truth is out
there” and that their investigations will take them closer to it. The public
relations worldview, however, envisions truth as an infinitely malleable,
spinnable thing. For consultants like Clotaire Rapaille, the truth is not a
thing to be discovered but a thing to be created, through artful word choices
and careful arrangement of appearances.

“Given a choice, do you serve your client or the truth?” a reporter
asked John Scanlon, one of today’s leading spinmeisters, during a 1991
interview.

“You always try—you always serve the truth,” Scanlon replied. “But
again—but the truth is often, you know, is often not necessarily a solid. It
can be a liquid. . . . What seems to be true is not necessarily the case when
we look at it and we dissect it and take it apart, and we turn it around and
we look at it from a different perspective. . . . Whose truth are we talking
about, your truth or my truth?”

John Scanlon specializes in representing high-profile clients, espe-
cially clients embroiled in controversy. In 1997, the trade publication In-
side PR ranked him as the number-two expert in the world at “crisis
management’—the PR field that specializes in helping clients fend off
scandals and repair bad reputations. In 1999, for example, he represented
famed fellatrix and self-proclaimed liar Monica Lewinsky as she embarked
on a media tour to promote her book, Monica’s Story. Lewinsky too, it
seems, had a version of the truth to tell, as did the president whose sex-
ual relationship with her depended on what your definition of “is” is.
Scanlon’s other assignments have included PR for CBS when it was sued
for libel by Vietnam-era general William Westmoreland. Later, he squared
off against 60 Minutes when he went to work for the Brown & Williamson
tobacco company in its effort to discredit tobacco-industry whistle-blower
Jeffrey Wigand, whose story was dramatized in the movie The Iusider. In
both cases, Scanlon’s methodology was similar: disseminate as much dirt
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as you can about the opposing camp in order to distract the media from
the substance of the story. In the case of Wigand, Scanlon compiled a
lengthy catalogue of allegations—Wigand was a shoplifter, a wife-beater,
a drunk—and circulated them in the form of a detailed dossier to print
and TV journalists. The Wall Street Journal eventually set out to verify
Scanlon’s dossier and found that it was an amalgam of half-truths and un-
substantiated rumors, but for a time at least tobacco’s version of the truth
prevailed, and a potent message was sent not only to Wigand but to other
would-be whistle-blowers that they had better not come forward. Scan-
lon also represented Ivana Trump during her divorce from The Donald.
“What we did was quite scientific,” he said. By “scientific,” however, he
meant something quite different from what a particle physicist would
mean. ‘I mean we sat down with Mrs. Trump, with Ivana early on with
her attorneys and talked about what was the specific critical message
that she wanted to communicate. | mean, we had a very, very clear posi-
tion.”'® But having a “very, very clear position” is an entirely different
thing than seeking the truth, which is what an actual scientist would be
doing.

[t would be nice to imagine that Scanlon’s fluid attitude toward the
truth is some kind of aberration, but it is not. Richard Edelman, his one-
time boss at Edelman Worldwide, goes even further. Not only are there
different versions of the truth “in this era of exploding media technolo-
gies,” Edelman says, “there is no truth except the truth you create for
yourself.”!!

“Marketing is a battle of perception, not products. Truth has no bear-
ing on the issue,” says advertising executive Jack Trout. The role of pub-
lic relations, he adds, “is to deliver the exact same thing as advertising,”
while using PR’s unique ability to provide “third party credibility and re-
inforce the product’s positioning in multiple media appearances.”'?

One of the rules of PR is that spin cannot be a demonstrable lie, a
point that is driven home in every PR textbook. “Never lie to a reporter”
has become an industry mantra. Fortunately, there is a loophole. Spin is
the art of appearances, not substance. When there is no truth except what
you create for yourself, lies become unnecessary, even irrelevant. To lie is
to respect reality enough to falsify it. The practitioners of public relations
do not falsify the truth, because they do not believe that it even exists. This
worldview, conceived in spin and dedicated to the proposition that all
spin is created equal, is spreading like a virus beyond the media-
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spindustrial complex that was its original host and has begun to infect the
rest of society. “We live in a world where everyone is always battling for the
public mind and public approval,” says PR historian Stuart Ewen. “I think
the public believes there is no truth, only spin—in part because much of
the educated middle class spins for a living.”**

You’re Stupid and You Smell Bad

The age of spin has also cheapened the practice of democracy, as Scott
Cutlip ruefully admits. A dean emeritus of journalism at the University of
Georgia, Cutlip was a longtime PR industry practitioner and one of its
leading historians. His own “baptism in PR,” as he put it, began in 1936
when he served as press secretary for a Democratic candidate in the West
Virginia gubernatorial primary. “Political PR was startingly simple in those
days of small campaign budgets: no TV, no opinion polls, no handlers, no
campaign consultants,” he recalls. “Statewide candidates had to rely on
speeches in county courthouses or rural schools; handshaking up and
down Main Street, and what publicity could be squeezed out of The
Speech’ for the local newspapers and possibly an interview on the local
radio station. This brought the candidate face to face with voters; he heard
their complaints, their needs, their aspirations. In contrast, today the
major candidates—President to Governor to Senator—are carefully
shielded from contact with the voters save for the customary pressing of
flesh along the airport fence or at $1,000 receptions.” Today’s multimillion-
dollar campaigns, he notes, are “themed to the latest opinion polls, pow-
ered by glitzy TV commercials that convey shadows, not substance, and
managed by carpetbagger consultants. . . . s this progress? Does it serve
our democratic process? My answer is no.”'*

The result of all this sophisticated PR is that although Americans still
give ritual lip-service to democracy, the concept has lost much of its mean-
ing. In fact, it has become boring and irrelevant in most people’s lives. Our
political process functions formally the way we think it should—cam-
paigns happen, votes are cast, someone ends up taking an oath of office—
but the ugly truth, as we all know, is that the campaign promises are
empty rhetoric, based not on what the candidates believe but on what
their expert pollsters have told them we want to hear. If you ask the man-
agers of these ever-more-expensive propaganda campaigns why they have
vulgarized the democratic process, they will frequently tell you that the
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problem is not with them but with the voters, who are too “irrational,” “ig-
norant,” or “apathetic” to respond to any other kind of appeal. Like
Clotaire Rapaille, they have come to the conclusion that there are words
they must not use, concepts they dare not utter. Apparently people today
are less hungry for serious talk and less capable of comprehending it than
the half-literate voters a century and a half ago who turned out in multi-
tudes and sat for hours listening to the debates between Abraham Lincoln
and William Douglas.

“The minute you begin to view the public as something that doesn’t
operate rationally, your job as a publicist or journalist changes,” Ewen ob-
serves. “The pivotal moment was when those who provided the public
with its intelligence no longer believed the public had any intelligence.”®
It is disturbing to see how frequently this ideology, which corrodes de-
mocratic values in an acid bath of cynicism, surfaces today among the po-
litical insiders who claim to govern in the name of democracy and
popular sovereignty. “On issue after issue, the public is belittled as self-
indulgent or misinformed, incapable of grasping the larger complexities
known to the policymakers and the circles of experts surrounding them,”
observed author William Greider in Who Will Iell the People, his 1992
study of the Washington political establishment. “The public’s side of
the argument is said to be ‘emotional’ whereas those who govern are said
to be making ‘rational’ or ‘responsible’ choices. In the masculine culture
of management, ‘emotion’ is assigned a position of weakness whereas
‘facts’ are hard and potent. The reality, of course, is that the ability to de-
fine what is or isn't rational’ is itself loaded with political self-interest. . . .
For elites, the politics of governing is seen as a continuing struggle to
manage public ‘emotions’ so that they do not overwhelm sound public
policy.”

Not only are we the people too dim-witted to understand the world,
some advisers believe that we are mentally ill, suffering from “chemo-
phobia,” “technophobia,” or some sort of “infantile regression,” to choose
just a few of the pseudoscientific terms that have been coined to diagnose
our condition. James Cox, a consultant to rendering plants that dispose of
the spoiled leftovers from slaughterhouses, came up with the phrase “hy-
permotivated complainant” (HMC, for short) to characterize people who
object to the odors that emanate from his clients’ factories. An HMC, he
explained, is “reacting abnormally,” suffering from “a form of Parkinsonian
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madness.” The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency reached similar
conclusions as it worked to overcome “public acceptance barriers” to its
disposal plans for sewage sludge. The main problem, it concluded, was
“the widely held perception of sewage sludge as malodorous, disease caus-
ing or otherwise repulsive. . . . There is an irrational component to public
attitudes about sludge which means that public education will not be en-
tirely successful.” Unlike the manic masses, the EPA in its expert wisdom
knows better than to trust people’s noses: “It is difficult to say to what ex-
tent odors emanating from sludge may be imagined,” it concluded.

“My child is currently enrolled in Watauga Elementary School,” says
Tamara Rich of Ridgetop, Tennessee. “Both his school and our home are
approximately 1,000 yards from a sludge dump called ‘Show Me Farms.’
Although the experts will tell you there is no danger, they will also tell you
there is no smell. For the past year, more often than not, people gag when
they walk out the door. Our school has not been able to open windows or
let the children play outside on most days. Of course, my house is now on
the market, with little to no hope of selling. Ridgetop citizens seem to be
having a high level of strokes, defined as due to unknown toxins by Van-
derbilt Hospital. There’s also been a lung malfunction for one child that
was also labeled by Vanderbilt as unknown toxins.”

From the point of view of the technocrats and spin doctors, the
Tamara Riches of the world are just “hypermotivated complainants,” and
their stories of illness, inconvenience, and injury are merely “unfounded
anecdotes” that should not be taken seriously. Given the public’s evident
inability to smell the difference between sludge and shinola, someone
has to do our thinking for us, and that’s where the experts come in.

Spinning the Moral Compass

It would be a mistake to think that the practitioners of public relations are
blind to the ethical dilemmas posed by their profession. They talk about
them, even joke about them. At a two-day industry trade seminar in 1998
called “Media Management '98,” PR industry consultant Jim Lukaszewski
delivered two workshops, leading off each with slide presentations of car-
toons that provided a PR version of gallows humor. “I admire your honesty
and integrity, Mr. Wilson, but there’s no room for them in this firm,” went
one punch line. In another, a CEO informed his flack that “we’re laying




62 TRUST US, WE'RE EXPERTS!

off half our staff and raising executives’ salaries. Announce it to the media
and put a good spin on it.”

After the chuckling subsided, Lukaszewski introduced himself as “a
specialist in managing other people’s bad news. If there’s a million gallons
of toluene under your parking lot, I'm the guy you want to call.”” A con-
sultant to Fortune 500 companies, he has worked with senior executives
on issues such as product recalls, plant closings, chemical spills, and
hazardous-substance exposures. In advertisements in PR industry trade
publications, he describes himself as an “expert’s expert.” He helps clients
prepare themselves to be interviewed on 60 Minutes or Nightline, or to
give testimony in front of congressional hearings. He also teaches com-
munications at New York University and has written numerous articles for
publications such as Public Relations Quarterly, PR Reporter, and PR
Tactics.

On his website (www.e911.com), Lukaszewski gives examples of
some of his recent work. As the following excerpts show, his clients are
typically major corporations that have been targeted for criticism by envi-
ronmental, human rights, labor, and other citizen groups:

o “Provided . . . counsel to a large state-owned petrochemical com-
pany in South America related to its efforts to relocate neighboring
villages now too close to its growing manufacturing facilities. The
strategies developed addressed issues related to litigation, activist in-
tervention by nongovernmental organizations and advocacy groups
from other areas of the world, anti-government action, the damage
caused by cultural intervention, and long-term community-company
relationship building.”

+ “For senior environmental officer of Canadian natural resource com-
pany, provided strategic response recommendations for managing
aggressive campaign by U.S. environmental groups against the com-
pany and its largest U.S. customer.”

« “Helped prepare executives of major U.S. defense contractor for
annual meeting disruptions by anti-nuclear activists.”

+ “Prepared directors, senior managers, and locally based executives
of national financial cooperative for public demonstrations against
farm foreclosures.”
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+ “Guided Fortune 500 toy manufacturer through attack by largest
U.S. animal rights organization over the issue of animal testing.”

» “Developed specific, targeted, pro-active face-to-face communica-
tions response to noise, odor, and quality-of-life complaints by
neighbors of a mid-size manufacturing facility.”

» “Counseled senior executives of major U.S. retailer/merchandiser
facing very public action by a national and international labor orga-
nizations protesting manufacturing practices in Central and South
America.”

In person Jim Lukaszewski is amiable, unflappable, and seemingly
sincere. A member of the Public Relations Society of America Board of
Ethics, he comes across as something of a moralizer within the industry,
arguing that ethical behavior is the only way to avoid bad publicity in
today's world. Where does the “ethical” part come in? At Media Relations
'98, Lukaszewski explained that he advises clients “to resolve the situation
with the activist. It's unavoidable. We're eventually going to have to sit
down with them. Let’s do it today. We're probably not going to make them
happy, but we can probably resolve it down to where they don't have a
case. . . . Honorable action, on the ground, is the crucial ingredient, not
media coverage. . . . If you're a crook, if you're a slimeball, then the media
strategies I recommend will not work.”

These comments came during a provocatively titled panel discussion
on the subject “When the Press Attacks: Should You Stonewall or Coop-
erate?” Debating Larry Kamer of Kamer/Singer Associates, Lukaszewski
took the side in favor of stonewalling. “Respond to the media only when
your message goals are served,” he said. “There is nothing in the U.S.
Constitution that says you have to call the press back.” In order to com-
municate effectively in crisis situations, he advised that people should
stick to scripted messages or shut up altogether. To keep friends and rel-
atives quiet as well, he joked, “duct tape is very handy.”'®

The following day, Lukaszewski's message seemed at first to be dia-
metrically reversed. Speaking at a workshop titled “Face the Press,” he ar-
gued that PR strategy should be based on four principles: (1) “openness
and accessibility”; (2) “truthfulness . . . unconditional honesty is the only
policy”; (3) “responsiveness . . . recognition that any constituent concern
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is by definition legitimate”; and (4) “no secrets. Our behavior, our atti-
tudes, our plans, even our strategic discusions must be unchallengeable,
unassailable, and positive.”"®

How do you achieve openness and accessibility while stonewalling?
Lukaszewski’s recipe consists of first making a list of the ten or so ques-
tions that a client most dreads answering, plus another list of questions
that the client wishes someone would ask. Then he writes out and re-
hearses scripted answers to each question.

During actual interviews, he advises clients to use “bridging language”
so that their answers actually respond to their preferred rather than the
feared list of questions. He has developed a number of specific phrases

that can accomplish this bridging function:

o “I have heard that too, but the real focus should be . . .”
» “Opinions can differ, but I believe . . .”

» “Here’s an even tougher question . . .”

(The question you wish they'd ask is “tougher”? This must be some
strange new definition of “unconditional honesty” that isn’t in the dic-
tionary.)

Lukaszewski also puts a tight time limit on interviews, allowing re-
porters at most half an hour to interview his clients. Otherwise, he fears,
reporters will start to ask “off-the-wall questions” that don'’t fit the script.
He advises clients to repeat all of their messages three times during the
course of an interview, so that in reality reporters get only about 10 min-
utes’ worth of quotable material. To limit things still further, he has a
standing rule that interviews should end as soon as a reporter hesitates for
more than (literally) seven seconds between questions. To emphasize this
point to the audience at Media Relations '98, he counted deliberately
from one to seven. “See? That's plenty of time,” he said. “If they pause any
longer than that, you shake their hand and say, ‘Thank you for coming.’
Here too, you want to use positive language.”*

Lukaszewski even advises his clients who are being interviewed to
give reporters printed versions of their scripted answers, which he calls
“communications objectives.” “It's amazing how accurate the reporters
become when you give it to them,” he said. “The communications objec-
tives become the core of the story, generally.”!
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Sweetspeak

Pat Farrell, a PR executive at Ralcorp Holding, the human-feed company
spin-off from Ralston Purina, understands and shares Lukaszewski’s pas-
sion to eradicate candor. Farrell's résumé includes more than two decades
“managing issues” like “restructuring, reengineering, downsizing, rightsiz-
ing, capital expansion, product improvement, technological advances, syn-
ergy, long-term plans, short-term outlook, new product introductions,
cost-reduction initiatives, strategic alternatives, and renewed focus.” He
has helped employers weather food tamperings, firings, and two fatal
shootings in the workplace—"not at the same time,” he notes.

Speaking at a November 1996 PR trade conference, Farrell described
his experience managing the image of chemical giant Monsanto’s artificial
sweetener, aspartame (trade name Nutrasweet). The product was having
a hard time winning public acceptance, he said, because of “emotional and
seemingly illogical responses” from the public. “This was important to our
company because we were seeking to grow our franchise outside the ac-
cepted context of diet,” he explained. In order to understand the public’s
resistance, Monsanto hired a psychologist. Farrell did not mention the psy-
chologist’s name, but his advice was remarkably similar to Clotaire Ra-
paille’s suggestions for genetically engineered foods.

For years, Farrell said, the company had described Nutrasweet as “an
artificial sweetener.” But the word “artificial,” it realized, “conjures up
cancer, headaches, rat studies, laboratories, dueling scientists, allergies,
epilepsy, you name it, none of which are very appetizing.” Referring to Nu-
trasweet as a “sugar substitute” was also a mistake. “People don't like it
when you claim to be like sugar,” Farrell said, because “memories of sugar
take them back to their childhood, a simpler time when there was less to
worry about and sugar was a sweet treat, a reward. . . . Our own words
were defining our product in a manner that created thoughts of being un-
natural, unsafe, unsweet and led people to conclude that we believed
Nutrasweet was better than the most beloved food product in history.” The
psychologist also advised them that “the American public admires and
takes great pride in discoveries and innovations gained through hard
work.”

Armed with this knowledge, Nutrasweet created “sweetspeak.” Ac-
cording to Farrell, “Words such as ‘substitute, ‘artificial,” ‘chemical,” ‘labo-
ratory, ‘scientist’ were removed forever from our lexicon and replaced with
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words such as ‘discovered,” ‘choice, ‘variety,” ‘unique, ‘different,” ‘new
taste.””

Using sweetspeak, Farrell gave an example of how Nutrasweet now
responds to the question: How do you know aspartame is safe? The an-
swer: “Aspartame was discovered nearly 30 years ago. Since that time,
hundreds of people in our company and elsewhere around the world—
people with families like yours and mine—have devoted themselves to
making sure consumers can be confident of their choice when they choose
the taste of Nutrasweet. People have looked at our ingredient in every
which way possible, and we encourage that because we want consumers
to be comfortable when they choose Nutrasweet. That has been our com-
mitment for nearly three decades, and it will always be our commitment.
You can feel confident choosing products that contain our ingredient, but
if you don't, you have other choices.”

Euphemisms are not always enough, however. Sometimes, says
Washington-based PR professional Jeff Prince, a public relations expert
needs to speak sweetly and carry a big stick. A veteran of food wars fought
by the National Restaurant Association, Prince spoke at the same 1996
trade conference as Farrell and described his years battling the Center for
Science in the Public Interest (CSPI), a media-savvy nonprofit organiza-
tion that warns consumers about risks from sugar- and fat-laden foods.
CSPI is the organization that documented the high fat content in movie
theater popcorn and once garnered headlines by calling fettuccine Al-
fredo “a heart attack on a plate.” In recent years, it has campaigned heav-
ily to inform the public about bowel discomfort and other health problems
associated with Olestra, the “nonfattening fat” developed by Procter &
Gamble and used in its Wow brand potato chips.

Prince described CSPI as “the megabeast of science hype.” He
pointed with particular alarm to a CSPI study which found that a mush-
room cheeseburger with fried onion rings at TGI Friday’s contains about
1,800 calories and the same amount of fat as five strips of bacon, four
chocolate frosted donuts, three slices of pepperoni pizza, two banana
splits, and a Big Mac combined.?? “The restaurant industry needs to be
concerned,” Prince said, because eventually CSPI's nutritional informa-
tion will lead to “a decline in consumer confidence, a growing sense of
guilt about eating out.”

The National Restaurant Association has developed three different
themes to counteract the CSPI message. First and foremost, it has
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stressed “variety and choice—arguing that studies show that only 31 per-
cent of restaurant-goers are not concerned about nutrition when they eat
out, and restaurants cater to customers by offering low fat items. The sec-
ond thing the restaurants have pushed, of course, is the ‘food police’ line,
and they push that as far as possible,” Prince said. “The idea is simply that
people . . . don't need a third party interfering and making those choices
for them especially when this third party seems inhuman, inflexible, pu-
ritanical, rigid.” The third tactic employed by the restaurant industry is to
raise questions about CSPI’s science, its accuracy, and its procedures. So
far this has been underutilized, Prince said, urging “a concerted effort to
make the case against CSPI’s science and to raise the whole question of
how and when and where you report scientific studies. . . . Raise the
question of proper use of science and you begin to chip away, as you do
that, at CPSI’s credibility.”

Rather than attacking CSPI directly, however, he recommended that
interested companies employ the third party technique. “If it is the Na-
tional Restaurant Association and Procter & Gamble out there making the
case, nobody is going to believe them. Their ox has been gored. . . . What
I am talking about is doing briefings behind the scenes to educate the
media, and you would have to distance it from interested companies . . .
and you would have to get the scientific community involved,” he said.
“The whole project would, I think, require considerable scientific exper-
tise, it would require considerable skill in media management and almost
infinite tact, but through a concerted effort I think it could be done, be-
cause the press no longer wants to believe CSPI. They would like to find
an excuse not to carry those stories, but we haven't given it to them yet.
It may well be a job for some currently underfunded organization, or per-
haps for some new organization, but it seems to me the food industry
ought to get together and get this job done soon. . . . We would need well
written objective backgrounders. We would need expert testimony, per-
haps even a panel. We would need to win the support of media critics such
as Howard Kurtz of the Washington Post. . . . We'd need their support and
I think we could get it.”

In the months immediately following Prince’s remarks, CSPI indeed
came under intensified attack from conservative think thanks, several of
which receive heavy funding from Procter & Gamble. There is no paper
trail to prove that this was a coordinated campaign, but to CSPI head
Michael Jacobson at least, it seemed like more than mere coincidence.
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“The whole operation reeks of behind-the-scenes manipulation,” he said.
Henry Miller of the Hoover Foundation wrote a blistering op-ed, defend-
ing Olestra and attacking CSPI, that ran in the Wall Street Journal and was
subsequently republished by the Washington Times and the Cincinnati In-
quirer. Norman Ornstein of the American Enterprise Institute, which re-
ceived about $125,000 from Procter & Gamble's foundation, wrote a
column for USA Today that accused the CSPI of attempting to intimidate
the FDA into blocking Olestra and called the Center a “national nanny.”
The Detroit News published a column by two writers affiliated with the
industry-funded organization Consumer Alert, who characterized the
CSPI as “food police” offering “the uninvited opinion of nutrition ac-
tivists.” Another article, titled “Attack of the Food Police,” ran in Reader’s
Digest, which counts Procter & Gamble as its third-largest advertiser. In
the New Republic, CSPI was accused of “using sloppy data” and “mis-
leading” the public by Stephen Glass, a New Republic assistant editor
who had previously worked for Policy Review, the journal of the right-wing
Heritage Foundation. (When it comes to misleading the public, Glass
turned out to be in a class by himself. His later firing from The New Re-
public became one of journalism’s most embarrassing scandals, after it was
discovered that he had habitually fabricated information and that some of
his stories were in fact completely fictional.)”

Perhaps the most interesting attack on CSPI came from an industry-
funded group calling itself The Advancement of Sound Science Coalition
(TASSC). After CSPI released a study about high levels of fat and cho-
lesterol in breakfast foods, TASSC issued a news release via PR Newswire
titled “Much Ado About Nothing—Sound Science Group Responds to the

*Prior to his firing, Glass was considered a rising journalistic star, writing for Rolling Stone,
Harper's and George magazines in addition to the The New Republic. His unraveling came
in June 1998 when a reporter for another publication discovered that a company mentioned
in one of his stories did not exist. A subsequent investigation found that 6 of the 41 articles
Glass wrote for The New Republic were entirely fictional, while another 21 were blends of
fact and fiction containing nonexistent organizations, events and people, such as the “Cops
& Justice Foundation,” "Donny Tyes, a former California police ofticer,” “Daniel, a young pro-
tessor at an Illinois college,” “James, a television news producer,” “a small skydiving indus-
try newsletter” called Jump Now, and the “Church of George Herbert Walker Christ,” which
supposedly believed that former President Bush was a reincarnated Jesus. The magazine’s
apology appeared in “To Our Readers. A Report,” The New Republic, June 29, 1998. For fur-
ther details of the fraud, see Ann Reilly Dowd, “The Great Pretender,” Columbia Journalism
Review, July/August 1998.
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Latest CSPI Scare.” Rather than disputing CSPI for being wrong, however,
the news release attacked the study on the grounds that its conclusions
were too obviously correct to deserve mention. “The CSPI Sherlocks have
discovered that eggs, sausage and butter contain fat and can push up cho-
lesterol. So what?” the news release scoffed.

“This is just another example of how CSPI cloaks common sense
with a mantle of ‘science’ for no purpose other than garnering free pub-
licity from the all-too-willing news media,” complained TASSC director
Garrey Carruthers. “It’s time for everyone to say no to this junk science.”?

What is interesting about this line of attack is the way it recasts the
definition of science itself. For TASSC, the distinction between “sound
science” and “junk science” hinged not on the empirical question of
whether facts are true, but on the PR question of how the facts might ap-
pear. In the empiricist tradition, scientists do not attack their colleagues
for repeating widely accepted facts. If a physicist says that gravity exists,
you would not expect other physicists to accuse him of “junk science.”
TASSC'’s rejoinder, however, was not intended to raise factual questions
about the CSPI study but rather to persuade journalists that the study was
not newsworthy. People already know how much fat is in the food they eat,
the argument went, so why make a big deal out of it? “There’s no news,”
said Michael W. Pariza, a food industry—funded researcher at the
University of Wisconsin and TASSC adviser who was quoted in their news
release.?*

The following year, CSPI released another study. This one surveyed
203 registered dietitians to assess their ability to estimate the nutritional
content of restaurant meals. “Trained dietitians underestimated the calo-
rie content of five restaurant meals by an average of 37 percent and the
fat content by 49 percent,” the study reported. “The survey revealed that
not even one of the 203 dietitians surveyed estimated the calorie or fat
content of all meals within 20 percent of the correct values.”

“The survey proves that even nutrition professionals can’t estimate ac-
curately the calorie and fat content of restaurant meals,” said Dr. Marion
Nestle, who chairs New York University’'s Department of Nutrition and
Food Studies and participated with CSPI in conducting the study. “If
nutritionists can’t tell what's in restaurant meals, consumers certainly
can't,” Nestle added. “Huge restaurant meals are one of the reasons why

so many Americans are gaining weight.”
Indeed, a June 1999 study by the U.S. Department of Health and
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Human Services found that more than half of U.S. adults and more than
20 percent of children are overweight. “We are facing a real epidemic of
obesity,” said Dr. Jeffrey Koplan, director of the U.S. Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention. “All segments of the population are getting fat-
ter, but the highest increase is among the youngest ages. . . . There is no
worse harbinger of what’s to come.”

“It’s so subtle,” said Dr. Robert Kushner, a clinical nutrition re-
searcher. “People aren’t even aware of what's happening to them. Tongue
in cheek, I say it’s an alien plot to fatten up Americans. . . . I believe you
can liken the restaurant industry to the tobacco industry in the 1960s. The
industry’s attitude is, we are responding to what the public wants. . . .
Most Americans struggle with estimating how much food they consume.
You would get 100 different guesses from 100 people if you put a plate of
food in front of them.”?

But so what? Apparently it’s our choice. And besides, it’s not news.
Have you tried those Wow brand potato chips?









n Peter Bernstein’s book Against the Gods, he notes that a few
I hundred years ago, risk as we understand it today did not exist.

Death and disease certainly existed alongside myriad other
miseries, but people regarded them as the inevitable conse-
quences of divinely appointed destiny over which they had little
control. Rather than risk, they thought of fate. People did not
weigh the consequences of different career choices, technolo-
gies, and social policies, because for most people those options
did not exist. Risk-taking was the province of gamblers with dice
and cards—the first people to seriously study ways of measuring,
quantifying, and managing risk, thereby pioneering many of the
systems and assumptions that rule the world today.!

The emergence of global capitalism, in tandem with science
and technology, has created benefits that few people would be
willing to forgo, but it has also transformed us into gamblers on
an unprecedented scale. As we enter the twenty-first century,
we face a mind-blowing array of technological possibilities:
cloning, genetically engineered babies, replacement of food with
“nutraceuticals,” surgically implanted cyborg enhancements of
the human body. Technological change continues to accelerate,
and with it come unintended consequences and risks that no
one can predict in advance. The globalization of economics and
politics means that events in remote locations affect us more
rapidly and more intensely than ever before. In a world this com-
plicated, it is hardly surprising that experts have become our
guides, shaping our buying habits, health decisions, and public
policy debates. But the experts who have created these tech-
nologies and the experts who encourage us to use them can be
appallingly blind to the problems that they pose.

The downside to progress during the twentieth century in-
cluded technological advances that enabled wars and
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government-sponsored atrocities to kill some 180 million people—a far
larger total than for any other century in human history.? And that’s just the
number of people whose deaths were deliberately engineered by govern-
ment planners. The list of other problems, accidents, and mayhem linked
to technological advance would include, for starters, train wrecks, toxic
chemical releases, and emerging antibiotic-resistant diseases. Progress
has given us air pollution, groundwater contamination, burgeoning land-
fills, extinctions of living species, deforestation, risks from transport of nu-
clear material, explosions, dietary exposure to chemicals, and nerve gas
attacks by Saddam Hussein in the Middle East and terrorists in Japan.
The worst disasters, such as global thermonuclear war, have not yet oc-
curred but remain real possibilities.

Clearly, there are some gambles that we dare not take, yet as tech-
nological change accelerates, the economic interests that stand to bene-
fit from those changes have become increasingly skillful at imposing their
view of the respective risks and benefits upon society at large. The chap-
ters in this section examine how industry experts think about the issue of
risk and their strategies for discussing it with the public.



Dying for a Living

They shrug at the pleas of workers whose

health they destroy in order to save money.
They hire experts—physicians and
researchers—who purposely misdiagnose
industrial diseases as the ordinary diseases of
life, write biased reports, and divert research
from vital questions. They fight against
regulation as unnecessary and cry that it
will bring ruination. They ravage the people
as they have the land, causing millions to
suffer needlessly and hundreds of thousands
to die.

—Rachel Scott, Muscle and Blood"

N o one knows how many people died in the Hawk’s Nest
tragedy of the early 1930s, and no one ever will. The num-
ber of deaths is probably greater than the number who perished with the
sinking of the Titanic, but there is no ship’s register or other list of names
that can be used to tabulate the casualties, many of whom were buried in
unmarked graves. Nor are you likely to read about Hawk’s Nest in history
books, even though it is generally recognized by industrial health re-
searchers as the worst industrial disaster in U.S. history. For a long time
it was dangerous to talk about it in West Virginia, where the disaster oc-
curred. In 1939, the governor of West Virginia refused to sanction a Fed-
eral Writer's Guide to his state until the writers toned down their lengthy
and graphic discussion of Hawk’s Nest. Even in the 1960s, a West Virginia
university professor received more than a dozen death threats when he set
out to interview some of the survivors. In 1986, physician Martin Cher-
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niack wrote a meticulously documented account of the disaster, titled
The Hawk’s Nest Incident, but although Cherniack’s book was praised by
reviewers, it too has gone out of print and into obscurity.

The passengers on the Titanic included scions of wealthy families—
people whose passing was deemed important enough to memorialize in
books and movies. By contrast, the five thousand workers at Hawk's Nest
were poor, predominantly black, and considered expendable in the early
years of the Great Depression. Drawn by promises of better pay and steady
work, they left the coal mines and were put to work drilling a three-mile-
long tunnel to divert water for a hydroelectric plant being constructed by
the Union Carbide Company to provide power to its nearby petrochemi-
cal plant. They had no way of knowing that the dusty air in the tunnel
would send as many as half of them to an early death. The tunnel still
stands today, behind a commemorative plaque that describes it as an en-
gineering marvel. In 1986, the state of West Virginia finally agreed to
place a second marker at the site, a three-foot-square sign with a mere
eleven lines of text dedicated to the memory of the men who died there.

The mountain through which the workers bored was made of almost
pure silica, the hard glassy mineral from which sand and quartz derive. In-
halation of silica dust had been identified 15 years earlier as the cause of
an often fatal disease that slowly suffocates its victims by destroying the
ability of their lungs to absorb oxygen. Before the scientists labeled it “sil-
icosis,” the disease was called “miners’ phthisis,” “potters’ consumption,”
or “grinders’ rot"—names associated with the professions that brought
workers into contact with the dust. At Hawk’s Nest, Union Carbide’s man-
agement and engineers were mindful of the dangers associated with silica
dust, and they wore face masks or respirators for self-protection when
they entered the tunnel for periodic inspections. The workers themselves,
who spent eight to ten hours a day breathing the dust, were not told about
the hazard, nor were they given face masks. Wetting the job site would
have reduced the amount of dust in the air, but this was not done either.
“The company doctors were not allowed to tell the men what their trou-
ble was,” one of the doctors would testify later. If a worker complained of
difficulty breathing, he would be told that his condition was pneumonia or
“tunnelitis.” For treatment, the doctors prescribed what came to be called
“little black devils"—worthless pills made from sugar and baking soda.

In moderately dusty conditions, workers would be expected to con-
tract silicosis after 20 or 30 years. For jobs such as sandblasting, acceler-
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ated silicosis might strike in 10 years. At Hawk’s Nest, conditions were so
bad that workers were dying from acute silicosis within a single year. The
road that led from the workers’ homes to the work site became known as
the “death march.” On their way home, the workers would be covered in
white rock dust, giving them a deathlike appearance. Many were dis-
turbingly thin, sick, coughing and bleeding.? “I can remember seeing the
men, and you couldn’t tell a black man from a white man. They were just
covered in white dust,” recalled a woman who lived near the Hawk’s Nest
tunnel.

George Robison, a tunnel worker, said people were forced to live in
company houses until they were too sick to work, at which time the sher-
iff would evict them. “Many of the men died in the tunnel camps,” Robi-
son said. “They died in hospitals, under rocks, and every place else. A
man named Finch, who was known to me, died under a rock from silico-
sis.”* A local undertaker, paid by the company, buried 169 of the men in
a mass grave in a nearby field.> The widow of one worker had her hus-
band’s body exhumed only to find that the man, buried by the company
barely hours after his death, had three other men stacked on top of him.®
Some family members never found out what had happened to their loved
ones. When they inquired, the company would just say that the worker
had moved on.

It took a militant labor movement and Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s
New Deal to bring the Hawk’s Nest scandal to national attention. Con-
gressional hearings were held in 1935 to probe what one senator described
as “American industry’s Black Hole of Calcutta.” At the hearings, a Union
Carbide contractor admitted, “I knew I was going to kill those niggers, but
I didn't know it was going to be this soon.” The estimated number of
deaths among the workers who labored in the tunnel ranged from a few
hundred to two thousand. Worse yet, the Hawk’s Nest disaster was not an
isolated incident. Thousands of other workers throughout the country
were developing silicosis through occupational exposures in foundries,
mines, potteries, and construction sites. With public interest aroused,
popular and scientific magazines began to write about conditions in the
“dusty trades.” Frances Perkins, Roosevelt's secretary of labor, declared
“war” on silicosis.

The response from industry set a pattern that would be repeated
countless times in subsequent years when corporate interests faced sim-
ilar crises. As science writer James Weeks observes, “Surprisingly similar
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stories—concerning the meaning of ‘scientific’ terms and attribution of re-
sponsibility—could be and have been told about asbestos-related dis-
eases, ‘black lung,” byssinosis [brown lung disease], cancers caused by
occupational exposures, lead poisoning, and others.” In each case, the ex-
posures that cause disease were only the symptoms of a deeper prob-
lem—corporate denial regarding the deadly risks associated with growing
industrialization. The company doctors who lied to dying workers at
Hawk’s Nest were following a new version of the Hippocratic Oath: “First,
do no harm to the boss.” This willingness to subordinate health to profits
was common and notorious among physicians who worked for industry. As
physician and public health reformer Alice Hamilton observed, a doctor
who left private practice to take such employment thereby earned “the
contempt of his colleagues.” Company doctors were known as the least
competent and least ethical members of their profession.

Hygiene Hijinks

Less than a week after the 1935 Hawk’s Nest hearings adjourned in Con-
gress, a group of industrialists met privately at the Mellon Institute, a
foundation that had been established by financiers Andrew and Richard
Mellon in 1913 to “benefit American manufacturers through the practi-
cal cooperation of science and industry.” The meeting led to the formation
of a new organization, headquartered at Mellon, called the Air Hygiene
Foundation (AHF). “Because of recent misleading publicity about silico-
sis and the appointment of a Congressional committee to hold public
hearings,” noted a confidential Mellon report, “the attention of much of
the entire country has been focused on silicosis. It is more than probable
that this publicity will result in a flood of claims, whether justified or un-
justified, and will tend toward improperly considered proposals for legis-
lation.” In order to fend off these feared laws and lawsuits, the Air Hygiene
Foundation planned a public relations campaign that purported to “give
everyone concerned an undistorted picture of the subject.™

Leading scientists and public officials were appointed to serve as
members and trustees of the foundation. Its spokesmen began to be
widely quoted in popular trade publications. “Silicotics are rare compared
with men driven from their jobs by shyster lawyers,” commented AHF rep-
resentative Alfred C. Hirth. The AHF’s own “shyster lawyer,” Theodore C.
Waters, accused doctors of fabricating claims of silicosis. “In many in-
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stances,” he stated, “employees have been advised by physicians, un-
trained and inexperienced in the diagnosis and effect of silicosis, that
they have the disease and thereby have sustained liability. Acting on this
advice, the employee, now concerned about his condition, leaves his em-
ployment, even though that trade may be the only one in which he is able
to earn a living.""°

Companies did finally begin to limit the worst abuses, improving ven-
tilation, wetting down the dust, offering respiratory masks, and using other
methods to reduce silica exposures. Gross slaughters like Hawk's Nest
were easily preventable, and they generated headlines that were bad for
business. Businesses were also aware of their increasing financial liability
due to lawsuits. At the beginning of the twentieth century, the legal sys-
tem was heavily biased to prevent workers from successfully suing their
employers. By the 1930s, however, courts had become increasingly will-
ing to hold employers liable for both actual and punitive damages. Driven
by rising jury awards and insurance awards, the “dusty trades” took their
problem out of the courts by convincing state governments to incorporate
silicosis into state workers’ compensation schedules.

With the Air Hygiene Foundation, industry had found an effective
propaganda formula: a combination of partial reforms with reassuring “sci-
entific” rhetoric, under the aegis of an organization with a benevolent,
independent-sounding name. Even though the AHF was governed by and
for the dusty trades, it had successfully become a vehicle for deployment
of the “third party” technique. “A survey report from an outside, indepen-
dent agency carries more weight in court or before a compensation com-
mission than does a report prepared by your own people,” explained AHF
membership committee chairman C. E. Ralston at the foundation’s fifth
annual meeting. By 1940, the AHF had 225 member companies, repre-
senting such major polluters of the day as American Smelting and Refin-
ing, Johns-Manville, United States Steel, Union Carbide, and PPG
Industries. In 1941, it changed its name to the Industrial Hygiene Foun-
dation (and later still to the Industrial Health Foundation), broadening its
agenda beyond dust-related diseases to encompass other industrial health
issues. By the 1970s, it had more than 400 corporate sponsors, including
Gulf Oil, Ford Motor Company, General Motors, Standard Oil of New Jer-
sey, Kawecki Berylco Industries, Brush Beryllium, Consolidated Coal,
Boeing, General Electric, General Mills, Goodyear, Western Electric,
Owens-Corning Fiberglass, Mobil Oil, and Dow Chemical.!!
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In the mid-1930s, silicosis was regarded as the “king of occupational
diseases,” as well known and notorious as asbestos would become in the
1990s. Thanks in large measure to the work of the AHF, however, it began
to fade from the headlines by the end of the decade. The history of sili-
cosis is documented in a book titled Deadly Dust by professors Gerald
Markowitz and David Rosner, who study the history of occupational and
public health policies. By the 1940s, they note, industry health analysts
declared silicosis a “disease of the past,” and by the 1950s, it was “officially
declared unimportant, and those who spoke about it found it necessary to
apologize for ‘bringing up such a shopworn, dusty topic."” Its disappear-
ance from the headlines is arguably an even bigger scandal than the cover-
up at Hawk’s Nest, because the disease itself has not been eliminated,
even though its cause is well understood and avoidable. In England and
other parts of Europe, a ban on sandblasting has been in place since 1949.
In the United States, however, the National Institute for Occupational
Safety and Health (NIOSH) currently estimates that a million U.S. work-
ers are at risk of developing silicosis, of whom 100,000 are in high-risk oc-
cupations—such as miners, sandblasters, rock drillers, pottery and mason
workers, roof bolters, and foundry workers. NIOSH estimates that 59,000
of these workers will develop adverse health effects from silica exposure.

“Despite years of assurance that silicosis was a disease of the past and
that workers could be adequately protected through proper ventilation,
substitution of non-silica abrasives such as steel shot or garnite, and pro-
tective equipment, the reality is that during the postwar years workers
continued to be exposed to excess amounts of silica and that silicosis
never really vanished,” write Rosner and Markowitz. “However, it is vir-
tually impossible to develop reliable statistics concerning its prevalence in
the decades following World War II given the general complacency of in-
dustry and the industrial hygiene and medical communities regarding this
disease and the fact that silicosis was often not listed on death certificates
as a cause of death or contributing factor. In general, doctors were neither
trained to diagnose this disease nor given reason to suspect its prevalence
among industrial workers.”!?

Recent cases that we do know about, culled from news stories and the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,'? include the following;

o A 39-year-old man was diagnosed with silicosis and tuberculosis in
April 1993 after working 22 years as a sandblaster, during which he
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typically spent six hours a day sandblasting. He had worn a charcoal
filter respirator, but it failed to protect him.

« A male nonsmoker was diagnosed with advanced silicosis, emphy-
sema, and asthma at age 49 after working 23 years as a tile installer.
His work included polishing and drilling tile, and he was exposed to
grout dust and sandblasting. He did not use a respirator, because in-
formation about dust control had not been made available to work-
ers.

A brick mason was diagnosed with silicosis, emphysema, and lung
cancer at age 70 after 41 years on the job. He had worn a respirator
while working in dusty conditions, but again it wasn’t enough pro-
tection.

« A 47-year-old man was diagnosed with severe silicosis in 1992 after
working 22 years as a rock driller. He lingered for two years before
dying in 1994. The drills he had used were equipped with dust con-
trols, which were usually inoperable.

+ Leslie Blevins, a 41-year-old coal miner, spent three months cutting
through sandstone to get to a coal seam. On orders from the com-
pany, he helped conceal his sandstone mining from federal inspec-
tors. “There’s a lot of things that wasn't supposed to be done, but you
either do it or you go home,” he explained. The mining machine that
he worked on was an old machine. Its water sprays—used to sup-
press dust—were constantly breaking. The dust was suffocating.
“Sometimes I'd have to shut the miner down and go back in the
fresh air and puke,” he said. “My boss would come back and tell me
to go back in.” A year later, he was diagnosed with severe silicosis.
A doctor gave him two years to live, but he managed to hang on for
three.!*

Not everyone dies from silicosis. Some are permanently disabled and
turn for help to the worker’s compensation system that industry helped put
in place in the wake of the Hawk’s Nest scandal. Often, however, they
must fight insurance companies to obtain benefits. “Even if they win, the
payments they receive rarely equal their previous earnings and may end
after a period of years,” notes Houston Chronicle reporter Jim Morris.
“The maximum benefit for a ‘permanent, total’ disability in Texas, for ex-
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ample, is $438 per week for 401 weeks, or a little more than 7' years.
That's hardly comforting to an incapacitated, 40-year-old silicosis victim

who had expected to work another 25 years.”!?

Rediscovering the Obvious

Even today, most states and the federal government make no serious at-
tempt to track silicosis, which is not classified as a reportable disease. “If
you look at the whole surveillance system, it's been a joke,” says Dr. Ken-
neth Rosenman, an associate professor of medicine at Michigan State
University, noting that government health officials “can’t even keep track
of how many people actually die from falls and other trauma in the work-
place. The Bureau of Labor Statistics probably has a 75 percent under-
count of silicosis.”'® The workers of today, in other words, are not that
much different from the workers at Hawk’s Nest. No one knows how
many are dying from exposure to deadly dust, and perhaps no one ever
will. Aside from the workers themselves and a few academics and isolated
government officials, no one really seems to care.

The story of silicosis since Hawk’s Nest has unfolded as a series of
episodes in which, every decade or so, the disease gets “discovered” all
over again, followed by efforts at regulatory reform. Each time, these ef-
forts to defeat the disease have been thwarted by industry campaigns
modeled after the pattern set by the Air Hygiene Foundation. In the
1960s, for example, university researchers documented an epidemic of
silicosis among shipyard workers in Louisiana. When similar reports in
the 1970s prompted the National Institute for Occupational Safety
and Health (NIOSH) to propose more stringent standards for worker sil-
ica exposure, the affected industries established a group called the Silica
Safety Association (SSA). Like the AHF, it professed concern for worker
safety, stating that its mission was to “investigate and report on possible
health hazards involved in [the] use of silica products and to recommend
adequate protective measures considered economically feasible.”” The
key phrase here, of course, is “economically feasible.” In reality, the SSA
regarded any new policy measures to restrict silica exposure as unfeasible.
After successfully lobbying to prevent the Occupational Safety and Health
Administration (OSHA) from adopting the proposed new NIOSH stan-
dard, the SSA disbanded in 1982, its true mission accomplished. At about
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the same time, a new epidemic of silicosis emerged, this time among
Texas oil workers who contracted the disease while sandblasting pipes
and storage tanks. A six-month investigation by the Houston Chronicle in
1992 found that “silicosis is often misdiagnosed by doctors, disdained by
industry officials and unknown to the very workers who stand the great-
est chance of getting it. . . . Old warnings and medical studies have been
ignored, products falsely advertised and government rules flouted—espe-
cially with regard to sandblasting, an activity so hazardous that NIOSH
recommended its banning in 1974.” As late as 1996, the National Insti-
tute for Occupational Safety and Health estimated that more than a mil-
lion workers continue to be exposed to silica.'® A study by the Centers for
Disease Control found 14,824 cases of silicosis-associated deaths be-
tween the years of 1968 and 1994.

These disclosures prompted a National Conference to Eliminate Sil-
icosis in 1997, which attracted more than 600 federal employees, indus-
try representatives, union officials, and public health workers. New
evidence has emerged suggesting that silica exposure may cause lung can-
cer in addition to silicosis. In May 1998, the official publication of the
American Society of Safety Engineers dubbed crystalline silica “the new
asbestos.” Once again, the dangers of silica exposure have been rediscov-
ered. Nearly seven decades after Hawk’s Nest, silicosis has become a
“new” disease all over again.

In response, industry has mobilized again. “Silica Scare Beginning to
Hit Home,” complained the Aggman, a trade publication of the aggre-
gates industry, which produces crushed stone, sand, and gravel. Writing
in the same publication, Mark Savit, the industry’s lobbyist at the well-
connected Washington law firm of Patton Boggs, accused “regulatory
agencies, such as OSHA, the Mine Safety and Health Administration
(MSHA) and the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)” of going to
“great lengths to whip up emotions regarding this issue,” which “could
have a profound effect on the way in which our industry does business in
the future.” He added, however, that industry would have “multiple op-
portunities to challenge the regulations that the agencies are trying to im-
pose, and to expose the flawed science upon which they are based. . . . As
a first step, my law firm, Patton Boggs, will sponsor ‘Silica in the Next
Century—The Need for Sound Public Policy, Research and Liability Pre-
vention’ on March 24, 1997, the day before the OSHA/MSHA meeting.
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Top scientists, industry and association executives, and attorneys will pro-
vide participants with the ammunition they need to defend themselves
from the coming attack.”"

As a second step, the “dusty trades” created yet another group, this
time called the Silica Coalition. “While the organization is ostensibly
aimed at providing ‘sound science’ and legal resources to companies po-
tentially affected by any change in government regulation of silica, it is also
clear that increased awareness of the dangers of silica and the resulting
threat of litigation hang over the heads of industry executives,” note Ros-
ner and Markowitz.?

Different Disease, Same Story

We have chosen to detail the history of silicosis because it serves as an ar-
chetype for the way that government, industry, and public health author-
ities have reacted to countless similar health threats. Each year, more
than 800,000 people develop new cases of occupational illness that, com-
bined with on-the-job injuries, kill as many as 80,000. “The medical costs
of occupational injuries and illnesses appear to be much larger than those
of AIDS,” concluded a 1997 report in the Archives of Internal Medicine.
“The total costs appear to be larger than those for Alzheimer’s disease and
are of the same magnitude as those of cancer, of all circulatory disease and
of all musculoskeletal conditions.”! In 1991, former New York Times labor
correspondent William Serrin noted that some 200,000 U.S. workers had
been killed on the job since the passage of the Occupational Safety and
Health Act of 1970, and as many as two million more had died from dis-
eases caused by the conditions where they worked. “That’s 300 dead men,
women and children a day. In fact, work kills more people each year than
die from AIDS, drugs, or drunken driving and all other motor vehicle ac-
cidents,” he observed. “Moreover, another 1.4 million people have been
permanently disabled in workplace accidents since the act became law. Yet
in those twenty years, only fourteen people have been prosecuted by the
Justice Department for workplace safety violations, and only one person,
a South Dakota construction contractor who was convicted in the deaths
of two workers in a trench cave-in, has gone to jail—for forty-five days.”*

In many cases, corporate and public officials have known for decades
about life-threatening chemical hazards while failing to protect workers
and publicly proclaiming their safety. The solvent benzene, for example,
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was considered dangerous as early as the 1920s and was linked to
leukemia and other cancers in a 1948 toxicological review prepared for the
American Petroleum Institute which stated that “the only absolutely safe
concentration for benzene is zero.” Yet benzene continues to be widely
used and manufactured in refineries and chemical plants and is still pre-
sent in the workplace today.

As early as 1918, asbestos was considered so hazardous that a med-
ical statistician for Prudential Insurance Company advised against offer-
ing coverage to asbestos workers, “on account of the assumed
health-injurious conditions of the injury.” The Metropolitan Life Insurance
Company reached similar conclusions in 1922, linking asbestos to fibro-
sis of the lungs. Numerous articles about asbestosis and “industrial can-
cer’ among asbestos workers appear in the 1930s files of the Industrial
Hygiene Foundation. All of these industry sources were talking among
themselves about the link between asbestos and cancer long before the
Journal of the American Medical Association first reported in 1944 that as-
bestos was among “agents known to cause occupational cancer.” In 1948,
the American Petroleum Institute’s Medical Advisory Committee spoke of
the need to “aim at the complete elimination” of worker exposures to both
asbestos and benzene. For public consumption, however, industry
churned out one misleading study after another, such as a massive 1958
study funded by the Quebec Asbestos Mining Association that was widely
cited as the largest epidemiological study done on asbestosis, involving
some 6,000 asbestos miners. Performed by the Industrial Hygiene Foun-
dation, the report looked impressive unless you happened to pay attention
to its method. “Among numerous errors in method was one central, sci-
entifically inexcusable flaw,” notes David Kotelchuck, director of the Cen-
ter for Occupational and Environmental Health at Hunter College in

New York:

The investigators, Daniel Braun and T. Truan, virtually ignored the
20-year time lag between exposure to an agent known to cause lung
cancer and the first visible signs of disease (the so-called latent pe-
riod). They studied a relatively young group of workers, two-thirds of
whom were between 20 and 44 years of age. Only 30 percent of the
workers had been employed for 20 or more years, the estimated la-
tent period for lung cancer. With so many young people in the study,
too young to have the disease although they might well be destined
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to develop it, Braun and Truan of course did not find a statistically
significant increase in lung cancer among the miners. As became ob-
vious later, they had drowned out a clear danger in a sea of mis-
leading data.?

By 1960, 63 scientific papers on the subject of asbestosis had been
done, 11 of which were sponsored by the asbestos industry, the other 52
coming from hospitals and medical schools. The 11 industry studies were
unanimous in denying that asbestos caused lung cancer and minimizing
the seriousness of asbestosis—a position diametrically opposite to the
conclusions reached in the nonindustry studies. In 1962, the Gulf Oil
Company’s advice to workers, in a training manual for insulators, was
that “the fibers of asbestos . . . are not injurious to the respiratory organs.
Working with this material does not subject one to this hazard to one’s
health.”* As we all know today, this advice was not only a lie but a mur-
derous lie. The history of industry denials was neatly summarized by
David Ozonoff from Boston University, who served as a witness in as-
bestos litigation and described the series of defenses used by the asbestos
industry:

Asbestos doesn't hurt your health. OK, it does hurt your health but
it doesn’t cause cancer. OK, asbestos can cause cancer but not our
kind of asbestos. OK, our kind of asbestos can cause cancer, but not
the kind this person got. OK, our kind of abestos can cause cancer,
but not at the doses to which this person was exposed. OK, as-
bestos does cause cancer, and at this dosage, but this person got his
disease from something else, like smoking. OK, he was exposed to
our asbestos and it did cause his cancer, but we did not know about
the danger when we exposed him. OK, we knew about the danger
when we exposed him, but the statute of limitations has run out.
OK, the statute of limitations hasn'’t run out, but if we're guilty we'll
go out of business and everyone will be worse off. OK, we'll agree
to go out of business, but only if you let us keep part of our company
intact, and only if you limit our liability for the harms we have
caused.

Much the same story can be told with respect to brown lung disease,
an affliction of cotton mill workers that was first observed in the early
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1900s but, following the standard pattern, was barely studied for half a
century after its discovery. In 1945, a report by the U.S. Department of
Labor said brown lung disease was not a problem in American cotton
mills. The extent of the problem came to light when a Yale researcher
began studying the health of prison inmates who were found to suffer a
high experience of the disease at cotton mills operated by inmates of the
Federal Penitentiary in Atlanta.?> Similar histories of official neglect have
been written about worker deaths from exposure to the metal beryllium;
exposures to heavy metals such as lead, mercury, or cadmium; lung haz-
ards such as fiberglass and coal dust; or chemicals such as chlordane and
dioxin.

Without Propaganda, Pollution Would Be Impossible

As evidence began to mount in the 1970s about the harmful effects of
chemicals such as DDT, PCBs, vinyl chloride and benzene, companies—
including Mobil Oil, Monsanto, and Union Carbide—launched multiple
massive advertising and public relations campaigns, using slogans like
Monsanto’s “without chemicals, life itself would be impossible.” Union
Carbide’s propaganda efforts alone involved some 200 company man-
agers, coordinated by the company’s communications department as they
pumped out speeches, tapes, canned editorials, educational films for pub-
lic schools, and articles for newspapers and magazines.?

The propaganda effort relied heavily on questionable statistics de-
signed to create the impression that excessive regulation was stifling
American creativity and prosperity. Faced with proof that vinyl chloride
caused a rare form of liver cancer, chemical manufacturers announced
that a proposed federal standard for vinyl chloride exposure would cost
two million jobs and $65 billion. “The standard is simply beyond compli-
ance capability of the industry,” declared their trade association. After the
screaming was over, the standard was adopted and the industry continued
to flourish, without job losses and at 5 percent of the industry’s estimated
cost.?’

Information on occupational health hazards is rarely collected and
even more rarely reported in the news. In the early part of this century, the
concept of industrial safety was a novelty in the United States when Alice
Hamilton, the country’s first industrial physician, began to investigate
what she came to call “the dangerous trades.” In her autobiography, Hamil-
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ton described how she became aware of the problem: “It was also my ex-
perience at Hull House that aroused my interest in industrial diseases.
Living in a working-class quarter, coming in contact with laborers and
their wives, I could not fail to hear talk of the dangers that working men
face, of cases of carbon-monoxide gassing in the great steel mills, of
painters disabled by lead palsy, of pneumonia and rheumatism among the
men in the stockyards.” Hamilton went to the library “to read everything
I could find on the dangers to industrial workers, and what could be done
to protect them. But it was all German, or British, Austrian, Dutch, Swiss,
even Italian or Spanish—everything but American. In those countries, in-
dustrial medicine was a recognized branch of the medical sciences, in my
own country it did not exist.”?

Decades later, Rachel Scott found the situation had not changed
much when she set out to research her 1974 book, Muscle and Blood,
which examined conditions affecting workers in steel foundries and other
industrial settings. “At the library I had hoped to find some explanation of
hazards to foundry workers—mortality studies, perhaps, which would
shed some light on whether foundry employees showed higher incidences
of diseases commonly associated with dusts and fumes, such as heart dis-
ease, respiratory disease, or lung cancer. | found French studies, Italian
studies, German studies, and a few British studies, but in the American
literature, nothing. . . . In spite of my failure at the library, I could not be-
lieve there were no studies of present-day American foundries. But calls
to federal and state officials confirmed that, indeed, no one knew how
foundry workers may be reacting to their often hazardous environment.”?

Even today, the situation is not much better. “We have better data on
cattle slaughter in the United States than we do on work-related deaths
and injuries,” says Joseph Kinney of the National Safe Workplace Institute
in Chicago, which he founded in 1987 after his brother died in a work-
place accident for which the employer was fined only $800.%°

Industry-financed propaganda campaigns like the Air Hygiene Foun-
dation have helped create this vacuum of information, along with the no-
tion that other people’s problems are not our own and that the benefits of
modern society outweigh the dangers. There is a cost, however, attached
to this disregard for what happens to workers in their places of employ-
ment. Like coal-mine canaries, workers are often the first to encounter
and recognize hazards in the broader environment that affects us all. Ex-
posures to harmful chemicals are typically more severe and frequent in the
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workplace than elsewhere, and workers who fall sick often serve as early
warnings that the solvent, metal, or pesticide with which they are work-
ing may be a threat to the broader community. Often, in fact, it has been
workers themselves—not doctors, scientists, scholars, or government of-
ficials—who have discovered and raised the first alarm about a new health
risk.

Lead and the “House of the Butterflies”

Given the long history of worker poisonings from exposure to lead, simple
common sense should have been enough to avert the massive lead cont-
amination that the United States and other industrial nations experienced
during the twentieth century. After all, lead has been a known poison
since antiquity. During the first century A.D., lead miners strapped animal
bladders over their mouths as a way to avoid inhaling it. Benjamin Franklin
wrote about the “mischievous effect from lead,” which he experienced
firsthand in his work as a printer. “You will observe with concern,” he
wrote, “how long a useful truth may be known, and exist, before it is gen-
erally received and practis'd on.” If he had lived on into modern times,
Franklin would no doubt be amazed at the “scientific” arguments that
corporate propagandists have mustered to prevent the “useful truth” of
lead’s dangers from being “received and practis'd on.”

“Why had it taken so long to confirm that environmental lead was a
legitimate hazard?” asks William Graebner, a professor of history at the
State University of New York at Fredonia. “The single most important an-
swer to that question is that the lead industries did not want to see the tri-
umph of an environmental perspective; and the lead industries exercised
enormous influence over the production and dissemination of knowledge
about lead in the four decades after 1925. This influence might best be
described as a kind of hegemony over scientific research and over per-
ceptions of lead-related problems.”!

Lead exposure can cause anemia, kidney cancer, brain damage, ab-
dominal pain, weight loss, weakness, reproductive system impairment,
and miscarriage. Its effect on the brain can be severe and permanent,
causing hallucinations, tremors, outright insanity, and even death. These
effects were detailed in 1861 by novelist Charles Dickens, who exposed
the horrors visited upon women who went mad working in lead factories.
By the late nineteenth century, England was regulating workplace expo-




20 TRUST US, WE'RE EXPERTS!

sure to lead, and by the 1920s Australia and a number of European coun-
tries were regulating lead in paint, which was affecting painters and was
becoming a common cause of poisoning among children. In the United
States, however, the regulatory mechanisms moved in the opposite direc-
tion, thanks largely to America’s infatuation with the automobile and the
discovery of “no-knock gasoline.”

In 1922, researchers for General Motors discovered that adding
tetraethyl lead to gasoline could raise the compression and power of in-
ternal combustion engines. By the end of the decade, this discovery
helped GM displace Ford as the country’s number-one automaker. The
downside, however, was instantly recognized by industrial hygienists.
Lead in paint is bad enough, but dried paint at least fixes most of the lead
in a solid form that requires some effort to ingest. Tetraethyl lead, how-
ever, is an oily liquid that is easily absorbed through the skin or inhaled
as it evaporates. This makes it more “bioavailable” than lead in solid form,
as a series of tragedies quickly demonstrated. The first to reach the at-
tention of the public occurred at a tetraethyl lead processing plant owned
by Standard Oil in Elizabeth, New Jersey. Within a five-day period be-
ginning on October 24, 1924, five of the plant’s 49 workers died and 35
developed severe dementia and other neurological symptoms of lead
poisoning. Several would spend the rest of their lives confined to insane
asylums.

Following the all-too-familiar protocol in such cases, the company'’s
spokesmen responded to these poisonings by attempting to blame the
workers for their own fate. The New York Times, which reported on the dis-
aster, noted that a company doctor had suggested that “nothing ought to
be said about this matter in the public interest.” The workers’ supervisors
opined that “these men probably went insane because they worked too
hard.” Reports soon emerged, however, of other cases in which workers
had died while handling tetraethyl lead. A General Motors research site
in Dayton, Ohio, saw worker deaths, as did a DuPont chemical plant at
Deepwater, New Jersey. During a two-year time span, the Deepwater plant
saw more than 300 cases of lead poisoning. Eighty percent of the work-
ers at DuPont who handled tetraethyl lead during that period were poi-
soned, some repeatedly. Other employees took to calling the tetraethyl
lead unit the “house of the butterflies,” a grim joke about the nonexistent
insects that the exposed workers were seeing as part of their hallucinatory
dementia.*?
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The political struggle over the introduction of leaded gasoline marked
a historical watershed, a moment that would help define the future di-
rection of technological development and corporate power in American so-
ciety. The automobile was fast becoming the mechanical “chicken in every
pot” that each American family craved as a symbol of personal financial
success. Simultaneously it was coming to symbolize the idea that tech-
nological innovation marked the way forward for human freedom and
progress. “No-knock” gasoline meant that automobile engines would have
more power, more efficiency, more speed—in short, everything that mod-
ern society has come to see as desirable indicators of progress. The worker
poisonings at several different locations suggested, however, that this
progress might come at a great price. No one knew or could even imagine
yet the sheer number of automobiles that would be racing down public
highways 50 years hence, but it was clear that the lead going into gas
tanks would exit through the tailpipe—not as a liquid but as an aerosol,
making it almost entirely bioavailable from the moment it left the engine.
It would float in the air, then gradually settle to the ground, contaminat-
ing streets and soil.

A proper, precautionary response to the lesson learned from worker
exposures would have been to ban leaded gasoline. Instead, automakers
and government officials preferred to assume that the amount of lead in
leaded gasoline was so small as to present no danger. In a letter to the U.S.
Surgeon General, DuPont’s chairman stated that this question “had been
given very serious consideration . . . although no actual experimental data
has been taken.” Even without data, he was confident that “the average
street will probably be so free from lead that it will be impossible to de-
tect it or its absorption.” In order to minimize public concern about the
product’s potential hazard, leaded gasoline was given the brand name
Ethyl, with the word “lead” deliberately omitted.

For help in generating a scientific rationale for the introduction of
leaded gasoline, General Motors turned to the U.S. Bureau of Mines. As
an official arm of the U.S. government, the Bureau of Mines purported to
offer an “independent” and hence reliable assessment of the safety risks
involved with leaded gas, but in fact its independence was compromised
at multiple levels. Its history with respect to the safety of mineworkers had
shown it to be a pliable tool of industry. In reality it was an institution that
existed to promote and support the mining industry, and tetraethyl lead
promised to create a huge new market for mined lead. Worst of all, GM
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was paying the Bureau to conduct its study on the safety of leaded gas—
creating an obvious conflict of interest, as several prominent public health
specialists pointed out to little avail. “It seems to me extremely unfortu-
nate that the experts of the United States Government should be carry-
ing out this investigation on a grant from General Motors,” wrote Dr.
Yandell Henderson, a leading public health physiologist at Yale University,
pointing to the “urgent need for an absolutely unbiased investigation.”*

Just as the Ethyl Gasoline Corporation had taken the word “lead” out
of its own name, the Bureau of Mines went out of its way to omit refer-
ences to lead in its internal correspondence regarding the GM-funded
study. Questioned about this omission, a Bureau of Mines official replied
that it was deliberate. “If it should happen to get some publicity acciden-
tally, it would not be so bad if the word ‘lead’ were omitted as this term is
apt to prejudice somewhat against its use,” he stated. Censoring the word
“lead” out of research into lead toxicity strays considerably, of course, from
what might be considered strict scientific rigor. Not surprisingly, the
Bureau of Mines study produced a scientific whitewash, which was
promptly released as “proof” that “there is no danger of acquiring lead
poisoning through even prolonged exposure to exhaust gases of cars using
Ethyl Gas.”

In addition to the Bureau of Mines, industry turned for scientific
backing to the Charles F. Kettering Foundation and the Kettering Labo-
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