Advantage to Mr. Romney
Exclusive: Mitt Romney’s on a roll. He’s turned back suspicions about his
curious departure from Bain Capital and blunted demands he release more tax
returns. Now, as he surges in the polls, he’s twisted a comment by President
Obama into a nasty attack ad and almost no one is objecting, writes Robert
Parry.

By Robert Parry
It probably shouldn’t come as much of a surprise that the “independent factcheckers” haven’t objected to Mitt Romney’s mendacious use of President Barack
Obama’s comment about how public infrastructure helps business.
After rallying to Romney’s defense that he left Bain Capital in February 1999
despite scores of Bain documents listing him as still in charge for three more
years the “fact-checkers” have pretty much gotten out of the way on the
selectively edited Obama quote and let the right-wingers distort the comments
any which way they want.
The key to this lie has been to strip away the context of Obama’s remarks so the
“that” in his comment is applied to someone’s business when it’s clearly meant
as a reference to roads, bridges and other public investments that facilitate
American business (and have been part of the U.S. public/private partnership
since the nation’s founding).
In a talk in Roanoke, Virginia, on July 13, Obama was describing the
contributions that the public sector and earlier generations of Americans
have made toward creating conditions to help today’s businesses succeed:
“Somebody helped to create this unbelievable American system that we have that
allowed you to thrive. Somebody invested in roads and bridges. If you’ve got a
business, you didn’t build that. Somebody else made that happen. The Internet
didn’t get invented on its own. Government research created the Internet so that
all the companies could make money off the Internet.”
Though Obama’s syntax is slightly mangled, the context is obvious. Obama is
saying that businesses did not build the roads, bridges and the Internet. In
watching the actual clip, Obama’s meaning is even clearer.
But the right-wing media quickly lopped off the context. Fox News applied its
classic selective editing to have Obama simply say, “If you’ve got a business,
you didn’t build that.” Romney used the misleading quote in campaign ads and one
of the Washington Post’s neocon columnists, Charles Krauthammer, fleshed the

distortion out into a whole column.
Indeed, this distortion is now taking on the magnitude of what was done to Vice
President Al Gore during Campaign 2000 when much of the press corps either went
along with Republicans putting words in his mouth or blamed Gore for not
defending himself better.
The most famous distortion of Gore was the apocryphal quote about him claiming
to have “invented the Internet” when he never said that but there were other
cases of his comments being twisted beyond recognition and then used as pretexts
to analyze him as delusional. On Election Day, many voters told exit polls that
they voted for Bush because they simply couldn’t trust Gore. [For details, see
Neck Deep.]
Tipping Point
Campaign reporters along with those “independent fact-checkers” appear to be
reaching a similar tipping point in the Obama-Romney race. It was relatively
safe for reporters to write critical stories about Romney when he was running in
the Republican primaries because other Republicans were leveling the
accusations, but now it’s different.
With the one-on-one match-up against a Democrat, a new set of rules takes
effect. The smart play now is to go light on Romney (the Republican) no matter
how outlandish his remarks and go hard against Obama (the Democrat) every chance
you get. This unwritten code has been understood by journalists for the past
couple of generations.
Despite what you may have heard from the right-wing talkers about the media’s
“liberal bias,” the reality for several decades has been that mainstream
journalists fear nothing more than being labeled “liberal” by the Right. Then
the Right’s well-financed media attack groups target the branded reporters and
their careers never recover.
Plus, the odds are that the executive who signs the reporter’s paycheck and
decides who gets promoted or fired is a conservative or neoconservative. That’s
true even at places like the Washington Post, which is often called “liberal” by
the Right but is actually a bastion of neocon thought.
Since there’s no comparable threat from the Left, it makes all the career sense
in the world to tilt your reporting to the right and avoid the possible loss of
a job and income. You can even earn extra credit if you rile up liberals with
your biased writing because it will come in handy if you ever do write something
that offends the Right and you need to show “balance.”

Understanding this rule of American journalism helps explain why the
“independent fact-checkers” and the likes of Post columnist Fareed Zakaria feel
they must shield Romney from scrutiny about his mysterious “retroactive
retirement” from Bain.
For instance, though Zakaria clearly has no detailed knowledge of the issue, he
nevertheless wrote, “Whatever the paperwork shows, Mitt Romney was not running
Bain Capital after February 1999.”
Zakaria then displayed his true ideological colors, toeing the Post’s editorial
line, which for years has been enthusiastic about the supposed economic benefits
of off-shoring American jobs. Zakaria added, “Even if he [Romney] had been [in
charge], outsourcing jobs to lower a company’s costs, and ensure its survival,
is not sleazy; it’s how you run a business efficiently. (Is President Obama
suggesting that we put up tariff barriers to prevent outsourcing in the
future?)”
That cavalier attitude about shipping U.S. manufacturing jobs to low-wage
countries abroad has been neocon dogma for decades. Remember how all those smart
people told us that we were entering a new “information age” in which industrial
production was irrelevant and we should focus on devising stuff like new
financial “instruments.” The 2008 financial collapse has done little to dent
that doctrine.
Edge to Romney
In this political/media climate, one can expect that Romney will not only have
an advantage in the avalanche of TV ads endlessly blaming Obama for the poor
economy but will have that theme reinforced by the national press corps. Even
many liberal talkers can’t resist repeating the self-fulfilling prophecy that
the voters will punish Obama for the jobless rate.
There is, of course, a counter-narrative that is more interesting and accurate.
It is whether the Republican plot hatched at the very start of the Obama
presidency to make the U.S. economy “scream” by frustrating Obama’s jobs
initiatives will succeed.
Though the U.S. press corps knows that the Republican-sabotage narrative is true
it’s been reported, for instance, by author Robert Draper virtually every
mainstream journalist knows intuitively not to mention it in the context of the
struggling economy.
When poor jobs numbers come out, the journalists fall into line, saying this
will hurt Obama’s reelection chances; they don’t say this is another result of
the Republicans holding the U.S. economy hostage and trying to sabotage the

President’s reelection.
Pile onto that the media’s timidity about simply correcting distortions, like
Obama’s selectively edited quote regarding the importance of a public
infrastructure for business success, and you have a good idea where the
presidential campaign is headed over the next few months.
To read more of Robert Parry’s writings, you can now order his last two books,
Secrecy & Privilege and Neck Deep, at the discount price of only $16 for both.
For details on the special offer, click here.]
Robert Parry broke many of the Iran-Contra stories in the 1980s for the
Associated Press and Newsweek. His latest book, Neck Deep: The Disastrous
Presidency of George W. Bush, was written with two of his sons, Sam and Nat, and
can be ordered at neckdeepbook.com. His two previous books, Secrecy & Privilege:
The Rise of the Bush Dynasty from Watergate to Iraq and Lost History: Contras,
Cocaine, the Press & ‘Project Truth’ are also available there.

Risk of Iran War Escalates
Western powers test out harsh economic sanctions on Iran. Israel pins the blame
for a bus bombing in Bulgaria on Iranian agents, presumably retaliating for
Israeli assassinations of Iran’s scientists. As tensions ratchet up Syria’s
unraveling, too the chances for a disastrous war escalate, says ex-CIA analyst
Paul R. Pillar.

By Paul R. Pillar
The closest things we have to consensus views on the likelihood of war breaking
out with Iran rate such a war as unlikely in the near term, in the sense of a
less-than-even chance. The most recent (i.e., last month) iteration of a poll of
22 experts done for The Atlantic (I am one of the “experts”) yielded an average
probability for either the United States or Israel attacking Iran in the next
year of 36 percent.
Turning to those who put their money where their prognostications are,
participants in the online prediction market Intradecurrently rate the chance of
a U.S. or Israeli airstrike against Iran sometime before the end of 2012 as
about 33 percent. The most likely outcome of a situation, however, is not the
only outcome we should worry about, and we should especially worry about
outcomes that, although less likely, would be especially damaging to our

interests.
A former Vice President of the United States once said that even if there were
only a 1 percent chance of a really bad thing happening, we need to work to
prevent it from happening. He was wrong in his dismissive approach toward
probabilities. But the 3336 percent range represents far more likelihood than 1
percent, and war with Iran would be a really bad thing for the United States.
The current danger of a war derives from a mix of factors that could slide Iran
and the United States toward combat even if senior decision-makers in neither
Washington nor Tehran want a war. (These factors no doubt underlie a significant
increase this month in the likelihood of war as measured by the Intrade market,
which in late June had dropped below 20 percent.)
One factor is the combination of Western economic warfare against Iran in the
name of getting Iran to make concessions on its nuclear program, combined with
the failure of the West, despite its stated objective, to use its economic
sanctions as leverage to accomplish that very goal. The result is an impression
of stalemate leading promoters of a war to pronounce that “diplomacy has
failed.”
Another factor is the chance of an accidental altercation involving U.S. and
Iranian forces in the Persian Gulf. That chance increases as the United States
beefs up its naval forces in the Gulf with an additional aircraft carrier and
conducts additional exercises there.
U.S. naval officers have reported that insofar as they have communications with
Iranian counterparts at sea, the latter appear to behave professionally and do
not seem to be looking for a confrontation. But the more military activity there
is in the area, the greater is the risk of an incident that stems from
nervousness or faulty communication (or even intentional action by a hot-headed
low-level Revolutionary Guard commander) and then spins out of control.
A reminder of how faulty communication and nervousness on the U.S. side can
produce an incident was the firing by the U.S. Navy at an Indian fishing boat
earlier this week off the coast of the United Arab Emirates. This incident also
recalls the one in 1988 in which the crew of another U.S. warship in the Persian
Gulf, also mistakenly imputing hostile intentions, shot down a civilian Iranian
airliner. That tragedy killed 290 persons and led Iranians to conclude that it
was an intentional act by the United States.
The casualties in this week’s incident were limited to one Indian fisherman
killed and three wounded, but if an Iranian vessel had been involved the chance
of escalation would have been significant.

Then there are developments involving the prime mover of heightened tension with
Iran: Israel, which wants to preserve its regional nuclear-weapons monopoly and
in the meantime has been stoking the Iranian nuclear issue to crisis-level heat
and promoting it as the “real problem” of the region.
Political events within Israel are tending to keep the Netanyahu government on
its bellicose path. A short-lived coalition with the centrist Kadima party broke
up amid disagreement over extending conscription to the ultra-Orthodox, and the
government has returned to being a more purely right-wing enterprise.
The break-up with Kadima may make an Israeli election come sooner than it
otherwise would have, but there is no alternative in sight anyway with a decent
chance to unseat Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu.
In this environment comes the bus bombing in Bulgaria that killed five Israeli
tourists. Netanyahu and other Israeli officials swiftly pinned blame on Iran and
its Lebanese Hezbollah ally, although actual responsibility for the attack is
still murky.
The Bulgarians identified as the bomber a Swedish-Algerian who was incarcerated
at Guantanamo before being freed in 2004 and has also reportedly spent time in
Saudi Arabia, Pakistan and Afghanistan. Swedish officials have denied he is the
bomber.
Notwithstanding continued uncertainty about responsibility for the bombing in
Bulgaria, we ought to pay attention to Netanyahu’s blurt that “This is a global
Iranian terror onslaught and Israel will react firmly to it,” for two reasons.
One is that Iran may indeed be behind the attack, and it would be unsurprising
if it is. Israel has been waging a covert war against Iran that has included,
among other actions, multiple assassinations of Iranian scientists. The Israeli
attacks have entailed terrorism in the purist sense of the word, in that they
have been designed not just to hurt directly the Iranian nuclear effort but to
intimidate other scientists from working for the program.
Iran evidently has tried to respond with attacks in foreign countries against
Israeli diplomats with methods that, to make the tit-for-tat nature of the
terrorism explicit, mimicked the methods the Israelis used. The very limited
nature of the Iranians’ success makes it plausible that they may have decided to
go for an Israeli target that was even softer and less protected than a
diplomat.
The other reason to pay attention to Netanyahu’s bellicose response is that he
may be looking for excuses to up the ante and the heat no matter who ultimately
turns out to be responsible for the attack in Bulgaria.

The current uncertainty about responsibility may even be a motivation to act
sooner rather than later, before the investigation of the bombing might start to
point in a direction other than Iran. His action may take the form of an
escalation of Israel’s terrorism campaign, which would further increase the
danger of a covert war becoming an expanding overt one.
Although the chance of war with Iran gets attention among policy cognoscenti in
Washington, the danger is underappreciated among the American public. The
presidential election campaign isn’t helping and instead is making things worse.
President Barack Obama apparently has opted to try to keep a lid on the Iranian
nuclear issue through Election Day rather than resolving it. Mitt Romney, in
trying to score points against the President, only tells us that we ought to be
more afraid of an Iranian nuclear weapon than a new war in the Middle East.
This raises the question of how such fear, of a still nonexistent weapon in the
hands of a second-rate power on the other side of the globe, is consistent with
the vision of a proud and powerful America that one hears in the rest of his
message.
The danger of a war needs to be taken seriously. That means using those
sanctions we have piled on Iran as leverage, which is not how we have used them
so far, to make possible a nuclear agreement with Tehran.
It means emphasizing communications and procedures in the Persian Gulf that will
minimize the chance of an escalation-prone incident, rather than merely bringing
in more sabers and rattling them more loudly.
And it means distancing and dissociating the United States as much as possible
from destructive and destabilizing actions by Israel.
Paul R. Pillar, in his 28 years at the Central Intelligence Agency, rose to be
one of the agency’s top analysts. He is now a visiting professor at Georgetown
University for security studies. (This article first appeared as a blog post at
The National Interest’s Web site. Reprinted with author’s permission.)

