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This book is dedicated to the hundreds of thousands of people on 
Twitter, Facebook and MySpace who believe that by connecting 
with one another, we can change the world for the better.




INTRODUCTION

You Say “They Don’t Get Us!”

You say your money’s being wasted! You say politicians—of all stripes—could give a crap about you! And you say that too often the media just puts you in a spin cycle hoping to keep you there long enough to collect. And what do you get? You get the shaft first of all, and then you get what you’re supposed to accept as conventional wisdom. What is conventional wisdom? It’s what we’re told is generally believed by experts.

These experts are often just plain wrong. Conventional wisdom? You say that more often it’s not wisdom at all, it’s really more like conventional idiocy.

Who’s to blame? The media, the politicians, the pundits, business leaders. Okay, they don’t listen to you. I get it. And you know what? At least with some of them, I’m not sure they ever will listen.

Yes, Americans are sick of being spoon-fed the same old bogus conventional wisdom from so-called experts who don’t listen to them. That’s the overwhelming message I hear from you every single day. You’re sick of the old ways, the old politics. You tell me you are skeptical, maybe more so than ever in our country’s past, skeptical of government, skeptical of the media, skeptical of corporations. And you’re showing your skepticism in polling data, on blogs, and—in the new way America connects—through social media.

You’re tired of the BS. Little do they know that you’re wide awake,  you’re engaged with what’s going on in the country, and many of you are angry as hell.

Your anger, your concerns and frustrations, is what inspired me to write this book. From you I hear what is really on the minds of ordinary Americans, what you are thinking, what you are talking about, and above all what you’re sick of—from the bankers who recklessly gambled with our money, to the politicians who play on our worst fears and prejudices, to the media demagogues who spread ignorance for ratings. In this book, I talk about all of that and more, and I draw from everything I’ve learned listening to you.




Why Me? 

Why do I know so much about what you’re sick of? It’s because you tell me every minute of every day, through Twitter, MySpace, and Facebook. And I care about reporting what pisses you off. You’ve given me a responsibility to use my craft to give voice to our unsung heroes—you!

You say we’ve let the so-called conventional wisdom speak for America for too long and it’s time for us, together, to respond—loud and unapologetically—with what we know is the truth, the unconventional truth!

Conventional Idiocy is more than a book; it’s an extension of my life work as a broadcaster—to amplify your voice and frustrations. I do exactly that with my show, Rick’s List, which is more of a national conversation than it is a news show. We don’t just report the news, we listen to you and we talk to each other, through social media, and list your concerns while gathering the facts you need to know to better understand what’s going on. Together we call people out and challenge the conventional wisdom. It’s been hailed as “the next generation of news,” because you the viewer have become an active participant  in the “national conversation.” Good for you; better yet, good for us. Twitter, Facebook, and MySpace have changed the way we communicate to each other. Now they are changing what we, together, communicate to the world.

In the conversation I have with you every day, you set the agenda, you drive the issues. It’s your news; it’s not what’s decided for you in some ivory tower. It’s not some out-of-touch pundit or politico lecturing you about what you should care about.

With Conventional Idiocy, I have taken this model from the show, this idea of a conversation, of listing your thoughts and what you need to know and applied it to a book. In that sense, it isn’t even my book, it’s your book. It’s everything you tell me you’re worried about, everything that bothers you about what’s happening in our country, everything—and everyone—you’re sick and tired of. In some cases, it’s literally your voice—I have included in each chapter actual tweets from you.

My hope is that the book—driven as it is by you and by the concerns of everyday Americans—will cut through a lot of the BS that passes for political discourse today. America is speaking out, largely through social media, and saying it is sick of the old politics and the old ways.

It’s this “conventional idiocy” that many of you want to change, to overturn, because you tell me that what passes for conventional wisdom is really about other people’s interests, interests that aren’t yours.




The Big Fat Lie 

In my job I try to be—and this is what I believe most good CNN broadcasters attempt to be—engaged. I’m not an anchor who simply reads scripts or questions written by someone else. I don’t feign curiosity,  while reciting the words from a teleprompter as if I’m rehearsing an act for a high school musical. Too often that can turn into something you can see through like glass. It would be too easy to just read the questions prepared for me and then wait for the person I’m interviewing to answer with talking points handed to them by some PR flak or political group. You tell me you don’t want that. That would be like a friggin’ Fellini movie. I get it.

I could also play by the script. I could simply wait for the guest to finish talking, I wouldn’t really need to listen to what he or she said, and then I’d read the next prewritten question. But that kind of journalism would be like dumb and dumber—and guess what? We all end up dumber for it, because we’re expecting to hear something new or original. It isn’t going to happen, folks!

Everyone has an off day, even at the network level, but I once worked with an anchor at the local level who took this theater of the bizarre to a whole different level. She was interviewing a state senator running for governor. She asked him how the race was going. He responded by giving her a huge scoop: He told her he was dropping out. When he said that, jaws immediately dropped in the control room, where producers were monitoring the live interview. The anchor, however, rather than follow up with a question about why he was dropping out, went on to ask her next prewritten question.

Like a trained seal, she read, “How do you think you’ll do, what are your chances in the western part of the state?” while completely ignoring what he’d just said.

At this point the producer in the studio began yelling at her and trying to let her know the senator just said he was dropping out! The producer was yelling at her through her IFB, the interruptible fold back, which is a small rubber insert we wear in our ears that’s connected to a wire to let us hear the broadcast and instructions from the control room.

As the anchor doing the live shoot began hearing the commotion,  she got so flustered that she reached up and tried to adjust the volume by pulling on the rubber insert just enough to separate it from her ear. But with all the commotion and her jumpiness, she accidentally yanked on the wire and pulled the IFB out completely. Now she could hear nothing. Struggling to find something to say, she looked at the camera, then looked at the senator, then looked back at the camera and blurted out a line destined for TV blooper heaven.

“I’m sorry, Senator,” she said, “I can’t hear you, my IUD just fell out.” She obviously meant to say IFB. An IUD is a contraceptive device that was very popular during the 1970s. Once inserted, it can keep you from getting pregnant, but it can’t stop you from failing to listen to your guest and making a fool of yourself on television. Listening! What a concept.

It takes a gaffe like that for many of us to realize how important it is to listen. And it sends a message to you that on-air news gathering can sometimes look way too much like a Kabuki dance. What I’m learning from you is you want more. You tell me flat out . . . 

Media does not give good info most time. Need more in depth analysis.





 

What’s the key to more in-depth discussion from the news media? Listening. Listening is vital. Most of the media on the left and the right and the vast majority of politicians and corporate America have gotten so used to telling you what you ought to think that they’ve forgotten how to listen to you. They’re so used to one-way communication that they’re practically deaf. And because they can’t listen, they can’t hear.

You know that huge gap between the conventional wisdom about what Americans want to hear and what they really care about? Here, let me help you. This is what it sounds like: Blah, blah, and blah.

That’s the sound of too many news conferences, TV news panels,  newscasts, and political speeches. Their lips are moving, but I don’t hear them saying anything. Background noise!

You want more than that, more than just background noise. This is what I hear from you. You’re sick of it. You’re more than sick of it. In the everlasting words of the fictional newscaster Howard Beale from the movie Network, you’re mad as hell and you’re not going to take it anymore.

Speaking of Howard Beale, let me tell you about one day while I was anchoring, when I decided to do my own version of Howard Beale. Strange TV bloopers happen when you least expect them and yes, I have my own version of one. I’ve often thought that cable news viewers watch us deliver the news as if we’re, like I said earlier, background noise, or maybe elevator music: They barely pay attention. So this one day I decided to shake things up. I began the show by running out of the studio and screaming out the seventh-floor window of the Time Warner Center overlooking Central Park, “I’m mad as hell and I’m not going to take it anymore.”

I was trying to make a point. It would have been very impactful and it really would have made my point about the confusion surrounding comprehensive immigration reform, if only the audio man had remembered to open my microphone.

Viewers saw me run out of the studio and scream, but they had no idea what I was saying. Oh well.

Okay, that was an extreme attempt to get viewers to pay attention. But really all it takes is something much simpler. Listening. Hearing from you, the American people, about the issues you genuinely care about. Having a conversation to bring these important issues out into the light—and then to challenge those in power who deny what Americans are really feeling and try to feed us the same old bull. That is what we’ve worked to develop with Rick’s List and that is what this book is all about, too.

In the following chapters, I take you through a lot of behind-the-scenes  moments from the show, where a guest has stated something that needed to be challenged and we—together, you and I and the CNN staff—have pointed out their inconsistencies. Some of the people I’ve had the most combative interviews with are people I respect, just as I respect my brothers, one of whom is very liberal and the other very conservative, or my friends with whom I disagree. In fact, that’s the point of social media, the very concept I’ve tried to introduce into how I deliver the news. It’s fresh, it’s different, and it involves all of us finding common ground rather than relying on “conventional wisdom.”

In many of these cases, the interviews went viral, receiving hundreds of thousands of hits on sites like YouTube.

That’s because of you. And now, also because of you, a curious thing has started to happen. Many public figures and elected officials, on the left and the right, including many who’ve found themselves the targets of our criticisms and investigations in the past, have joined the conversation and are now actually tweeting me so that I can, in turn, share their comments and ideas with you. We hear from Senator John McCain and from the White House. We hear from Sarah Palin and Nancy Pelosi. We hear from Eric Cantor and from Bernie Sanders. And we hear from Shaquille O’Neal, and Britney Spears, and Reverend Al Sharpton; hey, everybody seems to want in. Yeah, it’s working.

They began listening to me because they know I listen to you. Let me say that again: I got them to listen to me by listening to you. So now when they tweet/talk to me, I share it with you. It’s that easy. They can’t avoid hearing you. It’s right there in their faces every day, through me and through you.

CNN President Jon Klein finally decided what we were doing every day at 3:00 p.m. was so different, and so impactful, that he expanded us to two hours and branded the show Rick’s List. What he really did was give you a bigger voice.

Let me give you an example of how this works, of how together  we hold someone’s feet to the fire and make them accountable for their words.




Eric Cantor’s Conversion 

When Republican whip Eric Cantor tweeted me in the middle of a newscast, suggesting that “prosperity” is threatened by “overregulation,” antennas shot up around the country, including mine. Overregulation? Are you kidding me, Congressman? Don’t you mean “under-regulation”?

With all the so-called scoundrels on Wall Street making out like bandits because laws were either passed or eliminated to suit them? With regulators looking the other way, being completely derelict in their duties and bringing us the closest we’ve ever come in this country to complete financial meltdown, you Congressman Cantor are really  suggesting the problem is overregulation?

You told me to call him on it: 

Cantor couldn’t be more wrong!!! If anything we need more laws and tighter enforcement.

 

over reg? that’s ridiculous.





 

And so I did. In that moment, I stopped my broadcast and instructed my booking producer—on the air (I knew Janelle Griffin would be watching the show)—“Get me Eric Cantor.” I was challenging him on national television to explain himself. And the next day, to his credit, he did. He came on the show.

I pressed him and pressed him and eventually had to interrupt him (I know you say I sometimes interrupt too much, but I have to get your point across). My question was simple: Wasn’t the problem  under-regulation? He wouldn’t say it. He simply wouldn’t answer the question directly. Instead, he kept telling me how we can’t take away “risk taking” and how Wall Street was “over-leveraged.” He was giving me his talking points, his spin. God, I hate that.

Finally, well into the conversation, I asked him point-blank for about the third time if under-regulation caused the economic collapse. And finally, he was forced to admit it. The GOP whip told me on the record, contradicting his tweet, that “regulators did not do their jobs.” Did you hear that, America? Regulators did not do their jobs.

That’s under regulation. As the interview concluded, I asked him again just to be sure if he recognized that a lack of regulation caused the collapse. And guess what he did? He walked it back again, finishing with “I am for smarter regulation.” The point is this: You recognize that we dropped the ball on Wall Street; economists recognize it; hell, even Wall Street bankers recognize it. And yet, it takes a heated six-minute-and-twenty-seven-second conversation for me to get one of the country’s leading voices in Congress to recognize it? What’s with that?

The point is, when there is real listening, when there is conversation, it is much harder for the funny talk to get through unchallenged.

That is what this book is about, how the new America—you—has had it with the old way of politicians getting by with just echoing the same talking points, however illogical their arguments may be, and never having to answer or explain themselves.

Let me give you another example.




Ensign’s Mistress 

I interviewed Senator John Ensign, who cheated on his wife. Here is one of Nevada’s senior statesman, who talked his friend and his  friend’s wife into following him from California to Nevada, where he hires them both. He makes his best friend, Doug Hampton, his top aide and his top aide’s wife, Cynthia Hampton, his campaign treasurer. He then admits that Cynthia is also his lover, and basically that he had betrayed his friend Doug Hampton. You following this?

There’s more. When the affair threatens to get ugly and public, he tries to shut it down by having a check written to the Hamptons for $96,000. Here’s a guy who voted to impeach Bill Clinton for the Lewinsky scandal, but he’s not willing to deal squarely with his own peccadillo.

Senator Ensign is confronted by Senator Tom Coburn, and according to the New York Times, he’s ordered to end the affair or Coburn will “go to Mitch,” referring to Mitch McConnell, the Republican Senate leader. Ensign agrees, and according to the New York Times, he writes a letter to Cynthia Hampton and sends it by overnight mail. “What I did with you was a mistake,” he spells out in longhand. “I was completely self-centered and only thinking of myself. I used you for my own pleasure.”

Done deal, right? No, immediately after sending the letter, he tells Cynthia Hampton to disregard it. And his relationship with her carries on for another six months. Coburn, who’s an ordained minister, tells the Times that “John got trapped doing something really stupid.” Then he added this gem about his buddy: “Judgment gets impaired by arrogance, and that’s what’s going on here.”

So did I ask John Ensign about any of the above during our interview? No, but I did ask him about health care, and then I shifted over to what seemed most pressing, and unfortunately for him . . . difficult. His personal life is his business. What is my business, and yours, are allegations of public malfeasance, and a law that says Senate aides are not allowed to lobby within a year of leaving their jobs. What was Doug Hampton doing? He was lobbying. And who, according to  Hampton got him those lobbying gigs and actually set up his meetings to lobby public officials? Ensign did. Was he trying to shut Ensign up?

That’s what I wanted to ask him about. Ensign was so shocked by the questioning that all he could do was half smile and tell me to look at the record, even though this was his first official interview on the subject, and as senior writer Gary Daughters pointed out to me, there really was no record. “It’s your job to establish the record,” Daughters explained. “And he’s hoping you don’t push him!” I did push him.

The confrontation went viral overnight.

What was the fuss about? I did my homework and asked some very direct questions of the senator, which last time I checked is what I’m paid to do, right? I didn’t ask tough questions about him cheating on his wife. I couldn’t give a hoot about that, even if he did vote to impeach Bill Clinton for it. I asked questions about something much more impactful. Allegations that Ensign assisted and encouraged a former staffer to lobby within one year of leaving his position. Why is that a big deal? Oh, let’s see, maybe because it’s against the friggin’ law? You bet it is. And every U.S. senator knows that law—including Senator Ensign.

What I hear from you is that you’re sick of it. You tell me this is exactly the kind of straightforward questioning that you want, that you demand. I listen to you and together we make people like Ensign listen to us.

At least Ensign came on and took questions. I wish I could say the same about former senator and presidential candidate John Edwards. We called the once popular Democrat’s office repeatedly to ask him about reports that he may have used campaign funds to carry on a scandalous affair with his mistress/cinematographer, but he refused to come on the show. Reports later surfaced that he’d fathered a child with Rielle Hunter, and she agreed to a spread detailing the affair in GQ magazine. The tabloids seemed to own the  story, and we were not able to get him on the record. Believe me, it wasn’t for lack of trying.




Obama and “My BO” 

I must admit, I got the idea of listening to you, and connecting with you through social media, from somebody else. You may have heard of him. His name is Barack Obama. I don’t know if he’s going to turn out to be a good, bad, or mediocre president—that’s for historians to decide.

But of this, I’m convinced, historians will agree on: Obama did set a new standard for political campaigning, and devised a whole new model for accomplishing it. He used social media to raise money, to interact with people, to hear what they were talking about, to respond to them and to get them out to vote. And while he was a Democratic contender, what he did was so new, so extraordinary, and so absolutely unheard of that it even took the Democratic Party by surprise.

I started picking up on what he was doing as I watched him win primaries and caucuses in a way that seemed driven by social media.

I found it extraordinary and began looking into it to possibly do a story about it.

Of course, many in my profession were not convinced and seemed to be asking: “Why are you making it sound like only Barack Obama is using social media? ”

I said, “No, it’s not that he’s the only one using it, but he does seem to have come as close as anybody ever has to successfully integrating it in the political process.”

It’s important to note that before Obama, in the 2004 campaign, presidential candidate Howard Dean was heralded as the first national candidate to successfully use the Internet to campaign. He collected a massive database of seemingly eager and willing progressives.  Without social media, though, was he able to seal the deal? Seemingly not.

The technology that existed at the time did not allow his grassroots organizers to work independently of the campaign by organizing themselves as Obama’s campaign was able to do, according to experts who study the development of social media trends. It’s a screaming shame. So sorry, couldn’t help myself. (Dean’s campaign came to a bizarre end in Iowa when he began yelling and screaming like a madman on national television about not giving up and “continuing on.” It ended with a guttural, primeval screech, which turned the presidential front-runner, scholar, and physician, fairly or unfairly, into every late-night comedian’s punching bag.)

Here’s the deal on the general analysis of the difference between Dean and Obama—and this is important because it’s the model I used to marry social and mainstream media: Candidate Dean used the Internet to collect money (and he likely would have done more if social media had been more prominent at the time), but Obama used it to collect people.

With Twitter, MySpace, and Facebook, candidate Obama used the Internet to collect people, though not everyone who tweeted me thought it was so genius . . . 

(Obama use of social media) overhyped.

 

Obamas use of social media was genius.








Social Media as Campaign Tool 

I tried explaining to many of my colleagues and friends how it seemed Obama’s application of the Internet was different because he tied it to social media to create a community following.

Many of them, however, would have none of it. Many of them argued that John McCain uses social media “and even has a Twitter page too.”

“Yes, yes, he does,” I answered. “You’re right. He has a Twitter page. But it’s not the same as Obama’s Twitter page.” I pointed out that McCain’s Twitter page had been created by staff members in response to Obama’s social media campaign.

I told them that Obama had more than one million people following him on Twitter, while McCain was on the record saying that when it comes to using a computer, he is “an illiterate who has to rely on his wife for all the assistance he can get.” That hardly makes McCain a lesser candidate, but it did make him less capable of integrating social media.

I tried making the point that Obama seemed more tech-savvy, carries a BlackBerry and a laptop everywhere he goes, and McCain, according to his own interviews, didn’t use a laptop and needed an aide to handle and work his BlackBerry for him. I suggested it was unfair to bring McCain into the argument, that it was actually unfair to McCain. Technologically speaking, he wasn’t in Obama’s league. It was like me trying to compare my skills to my sixteen-year-old son Robby’s on Guitar Hero. Forget about it!

It may be understood now. But back during the 2008 campaign, not everyone was catching the nuance of the political power of social media.

By the way, Obama’s staffers may have begun the trend. But it’s not exclusive to him. One of the largest grassroots movements since the sixties developed with two words: “tea parties.” It was organized and executed mainly on the Internet with, you guessed it, social media. Their collectivism and use of new technology to organize was brilliant and will likely set the standard for many grassroots efforts to come.

You’ll notice that social media is not the domain of the right or the  left. Maybe that’s what makes it work. And it makes me and my colleagues who incorporate it at CNN more balanced. Although, as I read from your tweets, we can’t convince everybody.

 

(CNN) leans liberal. FOX leans conservative. If I wanted it any other way, I’d watch C-Span.

 

It seems that CNN can be too liberal, & that’s not a good thing. Being conservative means God-intended values are being kept.

 

CNN is the most balanced of all the news networks.






League of First- Time Voters 

My political assignment at CNN during the 2008 campaign was to travel the country in search of first-time voters. It became a weekly CNN staple called, appropriately enough, “The League of First Time Voters.”

This is where I really got to understand the power of Obama’s social media reach.

Why? Because it was so easy for us to fill a room with young voters who were supporters of candidate Obama. But it was tough as hell to fill a room with first-time voters who were supporters of John McCain.

I remember watching my field producers, Michael Heard and Jason Morris, looking absolutely exasperated after making hours’ and hours’ worth of calls looking for a panel of young McCain supporters. I swear to God, it was like finding teenagers hanging out at a bingo hall. Just ain’t going to happen.

This is how Morris describes the experience . . .

It was difficult to find enough motivated young republicans to help us balance out our panels. It took many hours of research, phone calls, e-mails, facebook messages, etc. And within most of these groups it was still very difficult to find young, motivated, conservative voices. What wound up happening was we would have a plethora of great options on the democratic side, but be stuck using any republican supporters who were willing to talk to us on camera (not sure if you want to put that in print or not, but that’s the truth). In retrospect, and after many hours on the phone—we made it work!

That doesn’t mean we didn’t work hard to find supporters on both sides regardless of their age. Here’s a sampling of the groups we talked to: Southerners from traditionally conservative backgrounds; Mennonites in Goshen, Indiana; immigration voters in Phoenix; African-American students in Atlanta; Muslim Americans in Detroit; Jewish students in Chicago; environmentalists; evangelicals; Cuban Americans; Indian Americans; and nurses.

If John McCain knew how hard we worked to find his young supporters, he probably would have tried to hire us. I’ll tell you this, though, in the interest of fairness, we always found a way to make it work. And boy, did we ever rack up SkyMiles.

While we were scouring the country in search of young McCain supporters, Barack Obama was having supporters come to him, hundreds of thousands of them. And they were doing it on the Internet. He talked to somebody in Austin, Texas, who branched out and created an online community of people he talked to—and those people branched out and created more communities, and so on and so on, eventually creating this emergent network of Barack Obama supporters who were also volunteers. And the beauty of it was most of them didn’t need to be visited or sent money or organized from campaign headquarters; they did most of it on their own.

Now I should mention, Sarah Palin’s addition to the GOP ticket did in fact encourage many younger and first-time voters to side  with the McCain camp, but by then there was too much catching up to do.

Fact is, Obama won two of every three voters under the age of thirty, according to the exit polls. This was part of Obama’s social media revolution. Many now argue it set the stage, and that never again will a candidate consider running for office without a sophisticated virtual reach that incorporates social media!

Say what you want about President Barack Obama, but what you can’t say is that when it came to using the principles of community organizing toward the goal of winning the presidency, he and his campaign didn’t master social media as a political tool. And what is social media if not a virtual version of community organizing?

 

We (social media) are like any other community. Some hide and talk only to those who think like them while others enjoy open communication.

 

I think you could use Twitter 4 that, look at what u r doing, communication that’s what its 4.



 

Hell, one of the first things Obama did was bring in Chris Hughes, the cofounder of Facebook, as one of his campaign strategists. Hughes developed the most advanced Web-based networking tools ever used in a political campaign. Hughes, who was appropriately described by  Rolling Stone magazine as a teen-faced, blue-eyed wunderkind, invented  MyBarackObama.com, or MyBo, and yes, during the campaign of 2008, it became the rage.

Talk about branding. Many who felt like they had been politically disenfranchised by the old political model had their own community to join. And join they did. MyBo allowed energized citizens to turn themselves into activists with nothing but a laptop or a mobile phone. It was an attractive, fun Web site that allowed Obama supporters to  create groups, plan events, raise funds, download tools, and connect with one another. And the most ingenious part of it was they could do it on their own, without a traditional field staffer. The young, especially, flocked to it. Yeah, but would it really make a difference at the polls? At the time, nobody really knew, and many doubted it.

Iowa was its first test. Dr. Michael Eric Dyson is a scholar and respected intellectual, a guy with a mesmerizing delivery, who said this to me back in 2007, when I asked him about Obama’s chances: “We know when white people get in that booth and pull that curtain, they will not vote for a black man no matter what they’re telling pollsters.”

Realistically, few Americans, even among those who voted for him, thought Obama could actually win before the Iowa caucus. But it seemed to Dyson that the biggest segment of Obama skeptics were blacks. They just didn’t believe white people would vote for a black guy, therefore eliminating Obama from consideration as a viable candidate. In short, many blacks would not vote for Obama, because they didn’t think enough whites would vote for him. It’s that simple.

But Iowa changed the game. It sent a message to blacks, most of whom were, according to polls, supporting Hillary Rodham Clinton, that it was okay to get behind Obama. Hell, if Iowans, who are a whopping 96 percent white, can vote for Obama, then you bet his support among blacks would catch fire, and catch fire it did.

Not everyone believed Iowa was a game changer. Reverend Jesse Jackson took my call and appeared with me the night after Obama’s big Iowa win. He was the perfect get. While many Americans, thanks to FOX News and talk radio, have unfairly come to regard him exclusively as a black activist, he was more than Obama’s equal at the time. Jackson, the guy used by the right wing to rile up or scare white people, won an impressive eleven states during the 1988 Democratic primaries and had come in third in 1984 behind Walter Mondale and Gary Hart. If anybody could offer perspective and analysis on what it  was like for a black candidate to win a big primary, you’d think it would be Reverend Jackson.

So here I was on TV, analyzing Obama’s unique win and his distinctive community-based approach with members of Obama’s Harlem team of organizers. They were psyched and they got it. Reverend Jackson, as Borat would say, “not so much.”

Here was Jackson, the guy who walked side by side with Dr. Martin Luther King, yet the generational divide between him and the young black computer-savvy voters supporting Obama might as well have been a hundred miles. They were that far apart. Jackson was tempering their enthusiasm. The man who was there on the balcony in Memphis when King was assassinated wasn’t quite ready to pass the mantle, and he didn’t.

The newscast’s guests seemed to suggest that Obama was on fire, but the day after the Jackson interview, I received an e-mail from a colleague suggesting my analysis was “naïve,” that Obama’s Iowa win was akin to “a fluke” and that the suggestion that Obama could be a legitimate front-runner was incorrect because there was still a long way to go. That was true, but I was hearing from many of you that Iowa had unleashed the black vote. Regardless, the criticism stung. I swallowed hard and bit my lip, but Obama proceeded to win twelve caucuses in a row between February and March. The Obama social media strategy seemed invincible. My gut was right. Why? Because caucuses like the ones in Iowa and Texas, and all those in between, were about community organizing. It was a parallel model for social media organizing. You got it, and I got it. Americans could organize themselves and then go out and cast communal votes, as opposed to voting at the ballot box.

After the election everybody was talking about the Republicans and how they could recuperate and what this meant and blah, blah, blah. You suggested it seemed like conventional idiocy. The reality was that even the Democrats were sitting there going, “Are we the  Democratic Party? Or are we the Obama Party now?” There was this populist thing that happened and the Democrats got swept up in a flood toward the top. And when it was over, they were left looking around nervously, wondering, “What happens now?”

It was transformational. Of course, transformations don’t last forever.

Obama found it more difficult to mobilize his social media base in his first year in office toward other goals, like passing legislation. But what he achieved during the campaign through social media was a spark that sent many scurrying to know more about social media as a legitimate technique that could be used in politics and, as I discovered, in news.




What the Hell Does Twitter Have to Do with Real News? 

In August 2008, the producer Chris Hall, a guy much hipper and more Internet-savvy than me, introduced me to social media, through MySpace and Facebook. He was convinced we should somehow incorporate it into our newscasts.

But every time I went to Facebook and MySpace, I found it to be very long-winded and more about personal stories that really didn’t fit the broadcast news model. They weren’t really talking that much about the news. And when they were, the conversations were too long to edit into good TV.

That summer, though, at the Hispanic Journalists Convention in Chicago, where I was asked to speak, Jon Klein, the president of CNN USA, asked me to meet him for breakfast. Klein said to me, “Hey, have you heard about this thing called Twitter?”

“No,” I said. “What is it?”

“Twitter is really different,” he said. “It’s a part of social media  called micro-blogging, where people talk to each other about what they’re doing, but they do it in short sentences. You ought to look into it.”

Well, I thought, “That’s cool, the president of the company likes this Twitter thing, or else he wouldn’t have brought it to my attention.”

The following weekend, I went back to Chris Hall and said, “Tell me everything you know about Twitter.”

He said, “It’s the newest thing out there. Nobody really knows what to do with it, but the few people who use it are really going crazy with it.”

I asked, “Well, what do I do?”

And he said, “Why don’t I create a Twitter account for you and ask the people who are out there already on Twitter to join you?” Then he asked, “Doesn’t Klein have to sign off on this?”

“Trust me,” I said. “He already has. Why do you think I’m asking you about it?”

That night, we put a show on the air with an open laptop on the set in front of me. It was opened to my Twitter account and I invited viewers to join me at twitter.com/ricksanchezcnn.

Lo and behold, people started shooting me tweets in the middle of the newscast, reacting, sharing! First fifty followers, then a hundred, then a couple thousand, and before the week’s end I had more than five thousand people engaged and corresponding with me while I was on the air.




The Hurricane Tweets 

Then Hurricane Gustav hit and it broke wide open.

The Miami Herald said: “Rick Sanchez, Success with Twitter and TV.”

This is September 2, 2008. The Herald’s TV reviewer continued: “Somebody had to take the big step at CNN and actually do it. Not only did Rick Sanchez take the first step, but he’s also making it successful. He’s fusing Twitter into CNN news and no one has ever done this before.”

CNN’s public relations gurus were downright giddy that we were getting this kind of press. Twitter, huh, who knew?

Here’s what got us the Miami Herald accolade. Hurricane Gustav was about to hit the Florida panhandle, New Orleans, and parts of Alabama. And because authorities were still in a post-Katrina mind-set, they called for a massive evacuation.

On the air, I reported the evacuation and then asked evacuees to reach out to me on Twitter. “Use your laptop, your BlackBerry, your phone, whatever,” I urged. “Just let me know what’s going on out there.”

Suddenly, I receive several tweets from motorists stuck for miles and miles in an accident on Interstate 65 in Alabama. They tell me it’s a parking lot. People are starting to panic that they’ll be trapped there, run out of gas, or worse, that the hurricane will come up behind them.

Right there on camera, I turn to the crew manning the National Desk in the CNN headquarters behind me and scream out: “I’m getting tweets telling me there’s a huge accident and that people should not take Interstate 65, or they could be trapped and backed up there for hours and they’re worried they’ll be trapped by the hurricane.”

“What’s a tweet?” one smart-ass producer queried. But moments later, they had it nailed down. Alabama Highway Patrol confirmed the report. It was true. And by working with police and our CNN affiliate TV stations, and by getting the word out to hundreds of thousands of people listening to CNN being simulcast on the radio, evacuees were able to receive information and respond to alternate routes being funneled by Alabama’s finest.

It was the first real bona fide case where social media and old media were successfully merged to cover, if not break and resolve, a legitimate story. Twitter, this newfangled way to talk to each other in minibursts of 140 characters at a time, had just been used to provide crucial, up-to-the-minute information that may have possibly saved some lives—which is ultimately what news needs to do.




The Power of Social Media 

“Rick, this is getting scary,” the voice on the other end of the phone screamed out. Joe Wendich was driving away from a canyon near L.A., where thousands of residents were being evacuated because of a massive wildfire that seemed uncontrollable.

Every network newscast was leading with the Southern California fires, but only Wendich could describe it from the inside where it had jumped the fire line. It was news in the making and Wendich was explaining what was happening live and only on CNN. I had tweeted that morning, asking people to reach out to me, and I started getting a bunch of people who said, “Oh my God, Rick, I’m afraid I’m going to lose my home.”

Wendich was one of fifty Twitter followers from the scene who responded. He was a volunteer who was in the middle of it, helping everybody else. He was tweeting from the scene and he was describing how the flames were rising out of the canyons. I had connected with him that morning, and by three in the afternoon, he was ready to go live.

CNN viewers watched the live aerial video feeds of homes being decimated, while listening to Wendich on the phone describing how the fire was increasing in both strength and size. He was telling the story from the inside and nobody could compete with him.

This was the power of social media. Joe wasn’t a reporter. He  wasn’t an official reading statistics. He was a real person, who I had been tweeting with since morning, who knew the story and was describing what he was experiencing firsthand. It also wasn’t me talking; it was “we” talking.




“Don’t Piss on My Leg and Tell Me It’s Raining!” 

As our show grew, and as people started to latch on to this different thing that we were doing, we started to hear particularly passionate feedback from our viewers about a few issues more than any others. The power of social media had already been made clear to us with our coverage of the disasters like the hurricane and the fires, but those were small-time compared to the disaster that was the financial collapse of 2008. And ever since, it’s been economy, economy, economy.

Throughout this book, you’ll recognize the different aspects of the “conventional idiocy” that many of you say you’re sick of. From you I hear your frustrations with politicians, your money, and the systems that seem unchangeable. You tell me you are angry about Wall Street, and I understand.

Too big to fail, my ass. That’s what most Americans scream about when they tweet me about the line they were fed in the fall of 2008. The thought process crystallized when in the fall of the following year, those same Wall Street bankers whose butts we bailed out with our money began awarding themselves record bonuses once again. Yep, you heard it right. In less than a year, we went from being told our entire banking system as we knew it was on the brink of collapse to Wall Streeters earning record compensation packages, while the rest of the country’s business was still in the dumps. Nice!

It’s not that we didn’t want our banks to succeed, we did. It’s just that on its face it seems reprehensible that the same people who created the problem became the first to cash out—with our money. How  can you look at that and not say it stinks? It’s as easy as one, two, and three. Here’s how leading economists explain it:

One: To create unfair advantages for themselves, Wall Streeters got our politicians, both Dems and Republicans, to change the laws and eliminated many regulatory processes, making it harder for us to keep the banks in check.

Two: To game the system, bankers, investors, and accountants created something called credit default swaps, which are legal but we now know allowed credit ratings to be given to bundled toxic mortgages that we also now know didn’t deserve to be treated as if they were “safe.”

Three: Too many regulators didn’t do their jobs. And many financial experts told me it was because some regulators allowed themselves to be wooed by the promise of jobs on Wall Street. This wasn’t true of all regulators, but for some it was like the fox guarding the henhouse.

Voilà! There you have it, the simple formula for an economic meltdown. And most of you have plenty to say about it, and plenty to blame: 

dems will never get my vote if they don’t pass it (financial reform).





 

Now, for those of you who like to play the blame game, there’s plenty to go around. And you blame them all.

Republicans? Yes!

Democrats? Absolutely!

President Clinton? No question!

President Bush/Cheney? (Can you say one name without the other?) Affirmative!

Now, I could go into a lengthy explanation with lots of numbers and details and names like TARP, 700 billion, Citigroup, Wells  Fargo, Summers, Paulson, Geithner, and so on. Trust me, I will later in this book. But for now, let’s just look at it for what it is with an expression you hear plenty down here in the South—I live in Atlanta—especially from my golf buddy Mark Darrow. Darrow’s favorite refrain: “Don’t piss on our legs and then try to tell us it’s raining!”




Follow the Money 

You’ve told me to ask questions and “follow the money.” Well, here they are: Which politicians—from either party—vote most consistently to benefit Wall Street? The politicians who get the most money from Wall Street, that’s who, according to OpenSecrets.org.

Which politicians voted most consistently for the health insurance industry and health-care companies who didn’t want the public option to pass? Though most seem to get money from just about everybody, there did seem to be a correlation between those who voted against the public option and those who got the most campaign financing money.

I could go on and on. Lawyers, unions, drug makers. The list is only limited by our political system’s voracity for campaign funds, which is, as you probably know by now, bottomless!

What I have discovered from asking these questions is as much a result of your work as it is mine, because you have given me the push, the impetus to look into what has made you angry: 

I think (journalism) much better with Social Media. Now that you (rick) have started it you can’t go back.

 

I like how you show tweets, etc. from people involved in the stories you report on. Not so much public opinion. That gets old.








Old News Versus “You” News 

Journalists are funny. Many journalists who I’ve met over the thirty years I’ve spent working in the business tend to think that we have proprietary ownership over the news. Like it’s ours. We own it and we’re going to share it with people because we’re the experts.

But I believe it’s important for us to collect as many of your collective thoughts as we can.

You’re not professional news gatherers. But you are eyewitnesses to history, experts in a thousand fields, and—most important—you are the foremost experts in the world about what’s important to you.

And that’s what this book is about, the issues that you tell me are the most important to you.




BlackBerrys and Kindles 

Remember those images of the Berlin Wall coming down? People swinging sledgehammers to break away the concrete? It came apart a chunk at a time. Then the first people squeezed through an opening and you could see the daylight. That’s what’s happening now with the news. The people in the social media networks are smashing the walls of traditional journalism.

But among old-guard journalists, there is this quiet conspiracy of resistance. They just don’t get it. It’s not part of their generation. It’s not something that they’re familiar with. And it’s certainly not something that they learned coming up as reporters.

It’s not a seamless transition, but it’s the way the world is changing. It’s the way people are talking to one another today, and it’s the way people are going to be talking in the future. People will be using their cell phones, their iPhones, their BlackBerrys, their laptops, and  their Kindles while they’re watching the news or reading the newspapers. They will check you. They will talk to others. They will share your information with other people.

The whole thing is a circle now. It’s not a line that starts at A and ends at B. It’s now a complete circle that is constantly going around and never ends. It truly is a national conversation.

And it was from that conversation that this book was born. With  Conventional Idiocy, I have taken everything I’ve learned from the conversation we have on the show, everything I’ve absorbed from listening to you.




The Cyber-Porch 

It really is a new world. It’s the future based on something we’ve somehow lost with each generation for over a hundred years or more. What did they have back then that we are missing now? Community. That’s right, our parents, our grandparents, and our great-grandparents all kept in touch with friends and family, with each other. It’s how they constructed ideas. It’s how they formed their values. It’s how they associated with one another.

So what happened to us? With TV and radio, Americans did get something that involved audience response, but it’s not the same as social media, because social media allows you to engage with us and each other.

All this time we thought we were getting more connected than ever before in history, and we were actually fooling ourselves, or being fooled. We had actually never been so unconnected. We really were tuning each other out and relying on one-way communication. We chose to listen to a speech rather than be a part of a conversation. And in the process, we lost the power of “us.”

Many of you are probably thinking, “Wasn’t it the Internet that empowered us?” The answer is yes and no. Think of it this way. I describe social media as dot-com-plus, because we thought the dot-com era was a tectonic change, a new and revolutionary way to receive information. And we were right. But it only got us halfway there.

Like all previous forms of mass communication going back to Gutenberg’s printing press, it delivered, but we weren’t able to communicate among ourselves.

Until social media came along, the only thing that we had to go with was mass media. And mass media in any form, whether it’s newspapers or television or radio, basically made us consumers of a linear message. It is one-way communication. In other words, we will sit and will listen to the radio. We will sit on the couch and watch TV. We will sit and read this newspaper, but how do we talk to each other?

It’s all one-way. It’s coming at you, not from you!

Mass media converted us into a nation of information consumers, which left little room for dialogue.

Again, yes, even the Internet was at fault—it opened thousands of doors, but it was still just one way in. We visited CNN.com to read stuff, much the same as we watch it on CNN. Or we visited the New York Times site and read the New York Times. Well, that’s the same as reading the paper. Or we’d visit the Home Depot Web site to get information about or place an order for a lightbulb or to Joe’s Pizza to order a pie.

Yes, there were chat rooms and the like, but nothing so radically transformed the flow of information as social media. For the first time in our history, we are able to link together in vast, global networks and communicate simultaneously. We engage, as opposed to just consume. It’s not one-way. It’s all-way. It’s a community.

Where it’s taking us remains to be seen. It really is still brand-new.  We’re in the process of changing because the technology is changing. Just as the printing press changed the way we exchanged information, and broadcast television accelerated the pace of that exchange to the speed of light, this new simultaneous and instantaneous interaction that allows you to communicate with others like you via social media may be permanently altering how we communicate in ways we may not even be able to imagine.

That’s got a lot of people, from politicians and teachers to religious leaders and mass media moguls, more than a bit nervous. You’ll see it over and over again in this book. People who benefit from the old ways and the old politics don’t want to acknowledge this new America. Because it’s true: Information is power. And if every one of us can speak to and hear from one another, the people who have traditionally controlled the flow of information suddenly have a whole lot of competition.




Hurricane Katrina, If Only 

Think about this. Hurricane Katrina was a disaster. However, it would have been less likely to have wound up as such a communication disaster if it happened today. New Orleans residents could have used social media to communicate their story early and often, just as Iranians used Twitter to tell the world of their plight by sending images called twitpics around the globe.

Here’s why I know Katrina could and should have been different. In 2005, as fate would have it, on Monday, August 29, I was on the set anchoring the news in the wee hours of the morning when the levees (and all hell) broke loose in New Orleans. I broke the news during an interview with the president of Tulane University that New Orleans was flooding because the levees were breached.  CNN’s comprehensive coverage of the disaster won a Peabody for breaking news. The next day there was work to do. I flew to the disaster zone and hit the ground running.

Years earlier, I had learned the power of storytelling following a natural disaster while covering Hurricane Andrew in South Florida. Our coverage back then, which combined reporting the personal stories of loss and organizing an on-air relief effort on WSVN-TV, won me recognition from the Florida Association of Broadcasters and a “1000 points of light recognition award” from President George H. W. Bush. All I did was use mass media, through my broadcast signal, to organize a desperate community and connect victims with people who wanted to help them. The experience would serve me well.

Back now to Katrina. Several days into the flooding, I began filing stories from some of the outlying areas. Producer Michael Heard and I waded into waters where bloated bodies floated by. We boarded rickety skiffs while covering rescues, and heard the constant screams of women and children stuck in attics begging to be saved. Some were rescued, some weren’t. The boats were too few, and the screams too frequent. The screams still keep me up at night.

The government let the people of New Orleans down by taking too long and doing too little in those early days. And some in the media misinterpreted the desperate cries for help for something else. We should have been listening, connecting, and helping to organize a community in need. Instead, too many in the media focused on looting and desperation depicted as violence in the New Orleans Superdome. If only we’d had the vehicle to know just how desperate the people of New Orleans really were. We misinterpreted their desparation.

Today, it might have been different. With social media and nothing more than a cell phone, the people we called looters could have  talked back. They could have told their stories, described their needs, and helped us understand their plight.




The Revolution Is Here 

Some say the social media revolution will change the way we interact. I say they’re looking in the wrong direction. The change is in the rearview mirror. It already has.

When we engage in those communities of friends and followers, whether it’s through Twitter or MySpace or Facebook or whatever, we find a receptive, eager, and really smart group of people. And it does what neither newspapers, nor the old radio model, nor the old TV news model, nor even the Internet by itself was ever able to achieve. We no longer will talk to viewers, we’ll talk with viewers. And they will talk back.

Many of my colleagues and managers at CNN were obviously a bit suspicious at the outset of my using social media. But we also became among the first in the industry to embrace it, because while some believe that watching television news is becoming passé, being part of television news is not.

You’re now connected and will likely not allow us, or your government leaders, to pull one over on you. You’re hungry for real information and want insight about the things you genuinely do care about.

The following chapters are intended to provide just that. You ask me to ask the tough questions, to challenge the people who I interview—so that’s what I’ve tried to do here. You tell me you’re sick of the old thinking and the old politics.

Things may be changing. Today it seems like every politician from John McCain to your local mayor has a Twitter account. It seems anybody who wants to get elected is going to have to connect on social  media, and will have to be transparent about it. But they’ll have to be careful, because that virtual constituency is a lot tougher to fool. You’re informed, you’re engaged, and you’re demanding answers and accountability.

You are the new America and you won’t settle for the old politics of business as usual.




CHAPTER 1

You’re Sick of Blind Partisanship

When the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche penned “Many are stubborn in pursuit of the path he’s chosen, few in pursuit of the goal,” you’d think he was studying American politics in 2010! Doesn’t that nail it? These folks will argue from their ideological base, regardless of truth, regardless of facts, regardless of common sense, and maybe most important of all, regardless of what’s good for the country.

You tell me you’re sick of the blind partisanship. You tell me about America’s elected officials and how their proxies don’t actually communicate—they just keep yelling at each other. They keep pointing fingers. They use simpleton slogans and meaningless labels. They use race, patriotism, and religion, whatever it takes to win the moment, but not a lasting change.

Remember George W. Bush’s bullhorn moment. You know the one I’m talking about. It’s where the president, after looking confused after being told about 9/11 while reading My Pet Goat to a bunch of Florida schoolkids, found his footing a full three days later surrounded by rescue workers amid the debris of the Twin Towers.

“The world hears you,” Bush screamed out with his arm around a firefighter. “And the people who knocked these buildings down will hear all of us soon.” It was great TV news fodder, a moment that may have sparked the zeal within the president to act with more bravado  going forward. After all, up until that moment, the CNN polls showed—and many in the media had concluded—that the forty-third president of the United States was not exactly lighting it up with the American people.

About that same time, as President Bush was exercising his first taste of certitude, an ideology that would drive him for five years into his administration, a future president was sitting in his law office writing a statement about the 9/11 attack. Barack Obama, the unknown Illinois state senator, was writing about the need to dismantle the “organizations of destruction,” and described the attackers as having “a fundamental absence of empathy.” But he also wrote about the need for “understanding the sources of such madness,” understanding these “embittered children.”

Some say Obama’s more cerebral approach lacks passion. But in fairness to President Bush, one other important note should be made for comparative purposes: It’s easy to be cool-headed when you’re not in the battle; Obama was not.

 

(Obama’s) lack of certitude & early vocal muscle makes things messy, confusing & much longer, but what matters is resolve.

 

A Bush approach probably would’ve had health-care reform passed by now.



 

It’s not clear how historians will treat President Bush. But there is no denying what even Bush himself has pointed out, that his fervor to respond aggressively and sound tough did at times backfire. Certitude is great in the moment, but not so great in the long run.

Certitude was President Bush calling the war “a crusade.” Oops! Fair or unfair, that word reverberated around the Arab and Muslim world like a megaton bomb.

Certitude was also a Dick Cheney trait, maybe best displayed when he said to his colleague Senator Patrick Leahy on the Senate floor, “Go fuck yourself.” Leahy was questioning him about the military contractor Halliburton, of which Cheney was the former CEO.

Moments are just that, moments. They’re great for cable news, but they provide little by way of understanding. More often than not, they’re just an opportunity for a politician to play his usual hand. Democrats habitually answer my questions by sticking to their partisan talking points. And Republicans do the same. Sometimes I wonder why I invited them in the first place; I might as well have asked and answered the questions myself. Hell, I usually know what they’re going to say. And they rarely disappoint.

What our elected officials don’t understand is that some of you want the conversation to move beyond the usual politics. You—the new, connected America—want it that way. Some of you make the argument that the old systems are splintering. We witnessed it in District 23 in upstate New York, and with Joe Lieberman breaking away from the Democratic Party, and Arlen Specter breaking away from the GOP. What it seems to illustrate is that conventional wisdom is being challenged. Many of you are calling for representation based on ideas, not on parties.

Many of you tweet me daily, pushing me to cover less of the process and more of the ideas. You ask all of us in my profession to call things as they are, and I’ve tried to take you up on it.




“Birther” Partisanship 

Too often ideological bullshit can dominate the discussion unchallenged. My job is to be annoyed enough to challenge those I interview. One of the best examples of ideological hackery occurred shortly after the inauguration of Barack Obama, with what came to be known as the  “birther” movement. If you really look into the facts, it makes you just want to scream. It was ridiculous—and outrageous. And I felt compelled to go on television and set the record straight.

I was embarrassed that I had to, and I said so.

“There is something strange about even having to do this story,” I said during the segment that ran on July 21, 2009. “So, for those of you who get this, please, we apologize. But it has gotten to the point where there are so many people in this country who believe this that it needs to be addressed.”

I showed a video clip that made me feel that I just had to do something to debunk this myth. It showed a woman at what was supposed to be a town hall meeting about the then proposed health-care-reform legislation. It was meant to give folks a chance to ask Republican representative Mike Castle of Delaware questions about the proposals then making their way through both chambers of Congress.

But in the middle of it all, an older woman stands up and hits him with this completely off-topic and, I might add, off-base question.

“I want to go back to January twentieth, and I want to know why you people are ignoring his birth certificate,” she said. “He is not an American citizen. He is a citizen of Kenya.”

And people in the audience started cheering and applauding.

Incredible!

Castle—a Republican, no less—seemed taken aback.

“If you’re referring to the president there,” he said, “he is a citizen of the United States.”

He tried to get back to the reason they were supposed to all be there, to talk about health care, but she didn’t want to. Instead, she invited the people in the audience to stand and recite the Pledge of Allegiance—and they did! As if to say, “We are behind you one hundred percent. We want America back from this illegitimate president.”

I began the segment by holding up an official copy of Barack Obama’s birth certificate, verified by FactCheck.org. The nonpartisan  organization met with officials in Honolulu. They examined all available documents and they unequivocally found that the president was born in Hawaii.

I held up the “certificate of birth,” as they call it in Hawaii, and had a cameraman zoom in so the folks at home could see it, and I showed people: “Child’s name, Barack Hussein Obama II. . . . You see he was born at seven twenty-four p.m. There, it says the island of birth, Oahu. There it says when he was born, August 1961. His parents . . .” And so on.

I presented aloud all the pertinent facts and pointed to the data on the birth certificate so the viewers could follow along.

Then I said why I was doing it: “To a large and vocal group of Americans, this paper that I just showed you might as well be bathroom tissue. Factual, maybe. Enough to stop the speculation? Absolutely not.

“This completely unfounded story—let me repeat—this completely unfounded story continued to get so much play in certain media that it led to a congressman’s town hall meeting actually getting hijacked.”

I invited a representative from FactCheck.org who confirmed the information on air. But here’s the clincher: a clipping from a Hawaii newspaper announcing Barack Obama’s birth with his parents’ names and address on it was also part of the record. The Honolulu Advertiser  announcement of Barack Hussein Obama’s birth was published August 13, 1961, on page B-6. It sealed the deal. This wasn’t a debate. No more than there should be a debate on whether I’m using ten fingers as I type this book. It’s a fact! Yet, I had watched as cable news shows covered this story as if it contained two sides. There was no yin and yang here, just a yawn for any self-respecting American interested in truth over political hackery.

Immediately, my segment went viral; the subject was appropriately dubbed by bloggers as “the issue that won’t go away!”

I continued. “If somebody out there is saying that Barack Obama wasn’t born in Hawaii, then his grandparents would have had to have faked this, knowing that someday he was going to be president and that they would have to put this in there, so in the future he could come back and say, look, he was born in Hawaii, but he wasn’t really born in Hawaii.”

Sounds crazy, doesn’t it? You know what else is crazy? The fact that I had to even report on it. It seemed a perfect case of “the facts don’t matter.” The people who believed this nonsense wanted to believe it at all costs.

That’s what being blind means. That’s what many of you tell me you don’t want.




Partisan Prayers 

It was only a matter of time before some of the folks pushing the falsehood that President Obama is not a native-born American would want your money, and here it is—voilà!

A guy named Bill Keller of something called LivePrayer.com and his deliciously named sidekick, Gary Kreep, found a way to turn their anti-Obamaness into a full-blown cash machine. Honestly, I can’t make this stuff up. Here was the pitch:

You would send them $30 and they would make sure that questions about President Obama, by golly, get rewarded.

You would receive a specially created “Got a Birth Certificate?” bumper sticker. Also, you can help a group called the United States Justice Foundation in their efforts to force President Obama to produce his birth certificate.

By making a gift of $30, you would enable them to send a fax on your behalf to all fifty state attorneys general and to U.S. Attorney  General Eric Holder demanding that they force President Obama to supply his official State of Hawaii birth certificate.

Go to your phone and call this number. Don’t sit back and do nothing. Act now. Tell President Obama to prove where he was born.

Imagine, all that for thirty bucks. What a deal.

Wait! We did a little digging and guess what we found out about Mr. Keller, this guy who wants your money?

For starters, he was $80,000 in debt when he began his “birth certificate” venture. But it gets better. Bill Keller was convicted in 1989 for insider trading and spent two and a half years in prison.

So a guy charged with fraud is asking your grandma to send him money, and where do you think we found that information about Mr. Keller? On his own Web site. He cops to it. Getting you to send his Web site money by getting people irrationally riled up about the president of the United States. What a country! I tried to get Mr. Keller to come on the show, but he wouldn’t.

 

I think the ignorant ones that don’t get news from all sides get scared easily by the ones that want to strike fear in them.

 

Americans r easily swayed by politicians and misinformation, because they know the majority of americans don’t read.






The Dem Who Wouldn’t Listen 

Partisanship happens on both sides of the blue/red, conservative/liberal divide. There are people on the right who want to push their opinions  on others, and people on the left who do the exact same thing. Then there’s what you say makes you angriest—not being heard.

Sheila Jackson-Lee is an outspoken Democratic congresswoman from Texas who came to the forefront of the health-care debate when it was caught on tape that she was unwilling to hear the concerns of her constituents at a town hall meeting. She was so unabashed about ignoring citizens who came to hear her speak at the meeting that she actually got on the phone and started talking to one of her staff members in Washington while ignoring a question she was being asked by someone in the audience. The incident was brought to my attention by hundreds of you on social media who reached out to me with links to the recorded video clip.

She may not have seen how she was coming across, but from the angle the video was shot I could hear people in the audience asking questions, being ignored, and commenting to each other: “Can you believe this, she’s not even listening, she’s not even listening!”

It was painfully obvious after looking at the videotape that they were right. So I asked Congresswoman Jackson-Lee to come on.

Talk about a moment that went viral: When I challenged her and told her, “Look, you are disrespecting people, simply because you judge them. You decided that those people there weren’t worth your time because they had a perspective that was different from yours.”

I watched the clip from the town hall meeting. I saw citizens who only wanted their questions asked. Were they challenging her? Yeah, so what? They weren’t saying that the public option that she supported was a Nazi idea. They were creating cogent arguments and asking her very good questions.

And while some were asking those questions, she didn’t even give them the courtesy of listening. She wouldn’t hear them out. She ignored them while talking on the phone. It seemed to me disgraceful and it needed to be said.

I think she was expecting—I don’t know why—that I would allow  her to not answer my question and move on. But I had no intention of moving on. I’m paid to ask questions and I’m also paid to re-ask them if I don’t get an answer. Your tweets brought the story to my attention, and your tweets suggested she should explain or apologize. So I asked.

But instead of explaining or apologizing, she stuck to her talking points. It seemed like blind partisanship.

I talked to the congresswoman for a full six minutes on the air, and she didn’t change her position from the first second to the last. She would not say, “I was wrong to do that. I apologize.” Nor did she regret not hearing the questions that were being asked.

She seemed so transfixed on what she wanted to say that she came across as stubbornly partisan to the hundreds of thousands of people watching the interview.




School’s Out 

You brought Sheila Jackson-Lee to my attention and you also told me about State Senator Russell from Oklahoma.

It was a totally different issue, but that didn’t really matter. Certainly not to him. He was toeing the party line.

Barack Obama was going to give a speech to schoolchildren all across America, and there was a lot of opposition.

From the Republican Party chairman of Florida, Jim Greer: “As the father of four children, I am absolutely appalled that taxpayer dollars are being used to spread President Obama’s socialist ideology.”

“No comrade left behind” was the headline on an article by Alicia M. Cohn of HumanEvents.com. She wrote: “What Obama says during the speech itself matters less than the fact that—in earlier speeches as well as this one—the Obama administration is targeting school students to listen and learn political lessons.”

Six days before the president’s speech, before any of its themes were known, the conservative writer Michelle Malkin wrote, “Obama classroom campaign. No junior lobbyist left behind.”

It was the typical heated political rhetoric that we’re all accustomed to from both sides. But Steve Russell, the Republican senator from Oklahoma, seemed to outdo everybody when he compared the president to “North Korea and Saddam Hussein.” When you heard that, you tweeted me and asked: “For wanting to speak to schoolchildren?”

He was concerned about the White House working directly with the Department of Education to form lesson plans related to the speech. And that was a valid concern, but comparing him to Saddam Hussein seemed an overreach and highly partisan.

After a lengthy discussion on the merits of the argument, I cut right to the chase. “How can you convince me, Senator Russell, that what you’re doing is something more than just being a hack, a partisan, who just hates this president, who hates Democrats, and that you just don’t want this guy to do it?”

While the senator’s argument about lesson plans suggested by the White House was a reasonable concern, he seemed mostly heated about the president’s plans to address schoolchildren. The truth is, other presidents had done the same, including the last three Republican presidents, which Russell did not recognize.

Ronald Reagan did it in 1986. He talked about his efforts to improve the economy, about strengthening the armed forces, and about America’s foreign policy.

George H. W. Bush did it in 1991. He encouraged kids to work hard in school. And guess what happened back then. Democrats did to George H. W. Bush what some Republicans were now doing to President Obama.

And to show that partisanship can cut both ways, here’s what Congressman Dick Gephardt said about George H. W. Bush when he was set to address schoolkids: “The Department of Education  should not be producing paid political advertising for the president; it should be helping us to produce smarter students.” Gephardt was majority leader at the time.

In 2001, George W. Bush asked American schoolchildren to donate a dollar to help kids in Afghanistan.

When it was President Obama’s turn to speak to schoolchildren, his message was generally apolitical. The president’s speech was mostly about telling kids to stay in school and work hard.

I’d venture that most open-minded Americans would argue there’s nothing wrong with kids hearing a president give them advice about staying in school. But I was stunned when my sixteen-year-old son came home and said, “Hey, Dad, the president is speaking tomorrow but we’re not going to be allowed to hear it.”

I said, “Why not?”

“Because,” he said as he handed me a letter from the principal at the small Christian school he attends, “read this.” It stated that students could stay after school if they wanted to listen to it.

As a Christian, I want my sons to grow up with the foundations that I’ve always had. I believe in Jesus Christ and I think it’s important that my kids are getting an education that combines mores and values with solid academics.

However, it seemed unreasonable that students like my son would not be able to hear the president’s speech in class.




“Who’s the Last GOP President You Voted For?” 

So when I was talking to State Senator Russell, I wanted to understand the rationale of those who opposed the president’s speech.

I could sense his argument was coming from a mostly partisan perspective, no different than when I interviewed Democrat Sheila Jackson-Lee. So I pressed Russell, and ticked him off, inadvertently.  I said, “What about the possibility that you guys just can’t stand this guy and you’re going to do everything possible to fight him? What about that possibility?”

It was a big question, and he answered big. And the part that riled him up was the “you guys,” and he said so. The point I was making is that he was coming at the argument as a partisan, just as it seemed Gephardt had done when he protested President Bush’s address to students.

“Please define that for me,” he said.

“Well,” I said, “who did you vote for?”

“That’s a matter of personal privilege as an American citizen,” he shot back.

“Well, who was the last Democrat you voted for?” I asked.

“The last Democrat I voted for actually was a mayor in a local community race.”

“Who was the last Democratic president you voted for?”

“I have not voted for a Democratic president,” Russell answered. Then he took his shot. “Who is the last Republican president that you voted for?”

I told him I had voted for several Republican presidents.

I was being honest, what I’ve learned from you on social media you want—to be transparent. No BS.

Most Americans who heard me say that, I’m certain, thought in that moment, “He’s more like me.” Not because I voted for Republicans, but because most Americans are fair-minded. Most Americans will agree with Democrats and will agree with Republicans. And have voted for Democrats and have voted for Republicans.

But I find that too many of the people I interview, the people who are controlling the national conversation right now, are like this fellow Russell. They’re locked into one side or the other—and facts be damned. If they’re liberals, they think every Republican is out to destroy the environment and start wars. If they’re conservatives, they  think Democrats are all for a welfare state, big government, and gay rights.

So, when I shot back my response, I’ll bet jaws dropped all over the country. Some were probably just surprised to hear a TV news anchor reveal information about himself. Hopefully, at least some looked at their TV sets in that instant and said, “Yeah, that’s right, Sanchez. That’s what we’re supposed to be like in America. We’re supposed to be voting on information. We’re supposed to be voting for what’s good for the country and not what’s good for one particular party.”




Then There’s Obama. Oops! 

It’s hard to see ourselves without a mirror. When we surround ourselves with people and messages that only reflect and affirm our beliefs, we can be blinded. That can sometimes make it hard to see the line between right and wrong.

On July 16, 2009, Harvard faculty member Henry Louis Gates had an incident outside his house with a Cambridge police officer. At first it seemed like the officer had overreacted and assumed that because Gates was black, he was wrong. Here’s what happened. A neighbor had called and complained about a suspicious person. The officer arrived at the address and found Professor Gates and tried to question him. Immediately, news accounts and pundits turned the story into a racial incident involving another white cop and a black suspect, this time a prominent Harvard professor who happened to be a friend and former associate of the president of the United States.

Most would argue that was reason enough for the president to stay out of it. But he didn’t. President Obama took a side and it wasn’t the cop’s side. And he may have done so before knowing all the facts. He said: “The Cambridge police acted stupidly in arresting somebody when there was already proof that they were in their own home.”

When I heard what the president said, my antennas shot up—especially because I had been a cop-beat reporter early in my career. I called my executive producer Angie Massie and asked, since I was just coming back to work Monday, “Has anybody looked at the police report?” I wanted to read the police report for myself. She said she’d look into it, and by morning—with the help of our CNN law-enforcement expert, Mike Brooks—I had the actual police report in my hand.

Funny how facts can get in the way of a good story, even the president’s story. The police report detailed an officer just trying to do his job. He got a report of a suspicious person in a house and he investigated it. Professor Gates’s own neighbor said he was cursing at the officer, suggesting he was out of control and out of line. The report highlighted the fact that the police officer did not know Professor Gates, did not know he was the home owner, and needed to see his ID to make sure he wasn’t the suspicious person neighbors had complained about. Brooks and other law-enforcement experts I interviewed studied the report and concluded the officer had gone by the book.

My Twitter Board lit up with many of you castigating me for not understanding “the black experience” and taking the officer’s side. I believe I was only reporting the facts, and the facts didn’t seem to fit the too common scenario of a white police officer versus a black suspect. Even the president seemed to be saying as much when he invited both the officer and the professor to a “beer summit” at the White House to smooth things over.

As many of you tweeted, “the president took sides without knowing the facts,” thereby becoming a partisan himself. Was he a victim of his own stereotypes, as many of you suggested? Some of you even tweeted that the president was, unintentionally, reinforcing what many Americans found so problematic about Reverend Wright’s tirades on social justice, that they were over-the-top and stereotypical.

Look, we all make mistakes—but there’s no question this incident was not President Obama’s finest hour.




The So-Called Bushies 

It’s a particular challenge not to be blinded by possible partisanship in the insular environment of a White House administration. Every president wants to be surrounded by supporters who will help carry out his mission. Presidents have to be cautious, however, that they don’t surround themselves with yes-people.

Former attorney general Alberto Gonzales, his chief of staff, Kyle Sampson, and White House Counsel Harriet Miers were accused of falling into that trap under President George W. Bush. They were heavily criticized for getting caught up in a political firestorm, a move to replace some U.S. attorneys with “loyal Bushies,” as Sampson referred to them in an e-mail to Miers.

The scandal that followed the dismissal of eight U.S. attorneys (one resigned after being notified he would be removed) eventually led to congressional hearings and contributed to Gonzales’s resignation. Critics contended the removals were executed to either make way for attorneys more dedicated to the Republican Party or to punish ones whose actions or lack of action were considered damaging to the GOP.

As a journalist, I covered and reported on Gonzales’s resignation. As a person, I felt sorry for him. Years earlier, I was invited along with other prominent Hispanics to advise him at the White House on a project to help the Bush White House better understand the problems facing young Hispanics. I found the young White House lawyer to be an extremely sensitive, smart, and caring man as we sat around a table for hours working on an initiative that was likely less pressing than the matters of state he probably spent the rest of the day on.

Now he was being accused of being complicit in a plan to boot  federal prosecutors and replace them with others more loyal to the White House. White House documents released in 2009 seemed to show that Karl Rove’s office had contacted Gonzales, requesting that several prosecutors be removed. Had blind partisanship apparently affected his judgment? Throughout the ordeal, Gonzales held that he “didn’t recall” being asked or pressured by anyone. Someday, I hope he comes on so I can ask him.

In the end, the dismissals and the resulting resignations left a taint over a department previously considered to be independent and generally apart from influence from the White House. Because it was linked to some of the president’s closest friends and highest-ranking legal officials in the administration, it left a cloud over the White House as well. And it damaged the credibility of both.

By the way, newly elected presidents have a right to remove and appoint new U.S. attorneys, and all presidents have done just that. However, they don’t do it in the middle of their administrations for “highly political” reasons, as many of the now released e-mails seemed to suggest.

This is what many of you have called the effect of blind partisanship—it leads people into dark alleys. And nowhere was that more apparent than with Senator John McCain and a certain wannabe plumber from Ohio.




Joe the Plumber 

Need I say more?

This guy gets in an interesting confrontation with then candidate Obama and becomes a poster child for the disaffected masses.

Good for him. He was doing what more of us journalists should do. He was challenging the candidate, with what we thought was his personal story of hardship and struggle.

It all started in the front yard of his home outside Toledo, Ohio, as Barack Obama came strolling through the neighborhood, meeting and greeting as he went. Joe Wurzelbacher stepped out of his house and, almost immediately, into the limelight. He asked the candidate about his tax plan.

“I’m looking to buy a company that makes $250, $270 to $280,000 a year,” he said. “Your new tax plan is going to tax me more, isn’t it?”

Within days, Obama’s opponent, John McCain, made Wurzelbacher a celebrity by using him to illustrate the impact of the Democratic candidate’s tax platform during the third and final presidential debate leading up to the election. It was McCain, then, who fitted Wurzelbacher with the folksy—and significantly more pronounceable—nickname we know him by today, “Joe the Plumber.”

Great story. Perfect personal story for the antitax crowd.

Would have been even better, though, if it was true! Fact is, he wasn’t getting ready to buy a company. What did I say about sloganeering and a lack of nuance? About getting people to buy into a moment, without thinking?

It turns out Wurzelbacher wasn’t a licensed plumber at all, even though he claimed to be on his Facebook page. And he had a $1,000 personal tax lien outstanding against him.

Of course, by the time that came to light, the original “Joe the Plumber” story had already been unleashed. Unwittingly, the Republican senator from Arizona had let a genie out of the bottle, and try as he might, he couldn’t stick the cork back in. Wurzelbacher’s celebrity—built on a false record—was threatening to overshadow McCain’s campaign.

Note to those who want to tap into the power of someone else’s partisanship: Be careful what you wish for, you just might get it.

Interestingly enough, the flaws in Joe the Plumber’s story—and the media scrutiny he came under—only served to make him a bigger media star.

So I invited him on my show, on election day.

The main thing I wanted to ask him about was taxes, and whether there was really any chance of him rocketing into the $250,000-plus bracket he would have to be in for any of the things he asked Obama about to affect him.

“Probably nobody in this campaign has been referred to more by his acronym, or slash name, than ‘Joe the Plumber,’”I said as I introduced him. “His real name is Joe Wurzelbacher. And he’s good enough to join us now to bring us up to date on what’s going on with him—Joe, are you there?”

He was indeed. And he was friendly enough. I told him the truth, that when I put the word out on social media that I was going to have him on the show, a lot of people responded with questions they wanted me to ask him.

This is the question most of my viewers told me they wanted answered:

“Why would you be so upset about people who clear more than $250,000 a year having to pay taxes when you’re nowhere near that category?”

“I mean, you know,” he said, “they’re not going to like the answer. Because it’s called principles, you know? I mean that’s what it comes down to to me. I don’t want someone else’s money. You know, let me make my money. And, you know, what if you get the opportunity to make that kind of money and all of a sudden the government is going to take it from you?”

Joe the Plumber would prove his enigmatic soul when he finally turned against the man who’d made him famous—he concluded by 2010 that McCain was just another “exploitive, elitist politician,” according to Newsweek. Talk about biting the hand that fed you. Ouch!




“You Know Who I Mean” 

Those were the words of my interviewee Michael Goldfarb, then presidential candidate John McCain’s deputy communications director.

He wanted Americans to believe that Barack Obama was an anti-Semite, in the vein of other African Americans who have been accused of that, like Louis Farrakhan, for example.

At the time, a controversy had flared up over Obama’s connection to a guy named Rashid Khalidi. The Los Angeles Times reportedly got hold of a videotape of a farewell party for Khalidi, as he was leaving the University of Chicago to go work at Columbia University. According to reporter Peter Wallsten, “A special tribute came from Khalidi’s friend and frequent dinner companion, the young state senator Barack Obama. Speaking to the crowd, Obama reminisced about meals prepared by Khalidi’s wife, Mona, and conversations that had challenged his thinking.

“His many talks with the Khalidis, Obama said, had been ‘consistent reminders to me of my own blind spots and my own biases. . . . It’s for that reason that I’m hoping that, for many years to come, we continue that conversation—a conversation that is necessary, not just around Mona and Rashid’s dinner table,’ but around ‘this entire world.’ ”

Seems like a typical political glad-handing message, right? Well, it turns out that before he joined the University of Chicago, Khalidi was connected with Yasser Arafat’s Palestine Liberation Organization. Wallsten wrote that Khalidi frequently “spoke to reporters on behalf of” the group. He later acted as an advisor to the Palestinian delegation during Middle East peace talks.

That was worrisome for many Americans, and in the final days of the presidential campaign, the McCain camp made huge hay out of the  tape, and of Obama’s relationship with Khalidi, hoping to sway the Jewish vote and many other American supporters of Israel. Fair enough.

But you’d think people would learn that you have to be careful, because when you sling mud, there’s always a chance you’ll get some on you.

That happened with McCain when it came to light that he, too, had a connection to Khalidi. In 1998, a group McCain chaired, the International Republican Institute, gave $448,873 to the Center for Palestine Research and Studies, founded that same year by none other than Khalidi. You know what? That hardly made McCain an anti-Semite, nor did it seem Obama’s association with Khalidi made him one.

I wanted to ask him about that, so I invited McCain’s man Goldfarb on my show to discuss the issue, and I asked him: “Now, I need to parse this out as best I can from you, Michael. The fact that John McCain’s organization gave $448,000 to this group that was founded by Mr. Khalidi, is there no reason for some to be critical of that as well, just as some might be critical of Barack Obama for being at a meeting with some girl who read a poem, for example?”

His answer: “Look. You are missing the point again, Rick. The point is that Barack Obama has a long track record of being around anti-Semitic and anti-Israel and anti-American rhetoric.”

I pressed him.

“Can you name one other person besides Khalidi who he hangs around that is anti-Semitic?”

I knew he was likely referring to Reverend Jeremiah Wright, whose sermons critics say were in fact infused with anti-Semitic language.

Michael Goldfarb was desperately trying to make that link. Barack Obama attended Reverend Wright’s church for years and years and likely heard these sermons.

What I didn’t know at the time of my interview with Goldfarb  was that John McCain had specifically prohibited Goldfarb from mentioning Reverend Wright. It was a nasty association that candidate Obama had deftly addressed with a speech about race in America, which was heralded by most Americans on both sides of the aisle. Bottom line, Goldfarb was forbidden from talking about Reverend Wright, but he wanted to sneak it in anyway.

So, here’s what he does. He plays this game on TV with me—a kind of catch me if you can, where he tries to get me to say Reverend Wright’s name. That way he could get what he wants without disobeying McCain’s orders.

“Rick,” he said, “we both know who number two is.”

“Who? Would you tell us?” I asked.

“No, Rick,” he said, “I think we all know who we are talking about here.”

But I wasn’t going to provide that answer for him. He had to give me the answer. So I put it back in his court. “No, Michael,” I said, “I don’t know who you’re talking about.”

To which Michael Goldfarb just says absolutely nothing.

If you’ve ever seen a moment on television or elsewhere where the silence is deafening, that’s exactly what this was. He didn’t quite know where to turn.

So I pressed him again.

It was a verbal Mexican standoff. I wouldn’t say it. He couldn’t.

Austin Powers, Fat Bastard, and Alotta Fagina may have set the standard, but this may be the second best discussion about who’s number two since.

But what was Goldfarb really trying to achieve? He didn’t want McCain’s inadvertent connection to Khalidi examined. But he did want viewers to say, “Aha! Obama’s an anti-Semite. I can’t vote for him.”

I could see where he was going, and I wasn’t going to play a part in it.




Why,Oh, Why? 

You’re tired of that type of politics. . . .

Are they? Who are they? Special interests, politicians, pundits, talk-show hosts who make their money by playing on Americans’ fears and stereotypes and whipping them into a frenzy.

Yes, oftentimes it’s about race, which can cut both ways, as we saw with the president’s defense of Gates. But then there’s the word “socialism.” That word has been thrown around like crazy in recent years for the same partisan purposes.

The same can be said about those on the left who throw out terms like “warmongers.” It is a conversation stopper, a tool used to paint the other side with a broad brush, without taking into account the merits of their argument. It’s a weapon used in blind partisanship.




Bye- Bye Tribes 

The good news is that many Americans are sick of the silly accusations of “socialism,” “warmongers,” and the like, sick of the blind partisanship, and they are finally getting their message out. Their voices are starting to be heard. I may have been the first to use my newscast as a social media listening post, but I’m now not the only one. And more of us will continue to hear you. We have to.

You tell me—on Twitter, MySpace, and Facebook—you’re tired of superficial partisan slogans. Yes, I hear from some on social media who still persist on name-calling. The Democrats are jerks, or the Republicans are idiots; conservatives are stupid, or liberals are weenies. But more often than not, even those kinds of comments can inspire exchanges that are smart, cogent and insightful—from both news-makers and news junkies:  

We need people like you to cut through the BS to get to the truth that is alien to big business and government.

 

Yes, point out the companies against any given Bill and report what they stand to lose.

 

absolutely yes special interests on both sides have had too much control over debate.





 

Some of the smartest conversations taking place in America right now are found on social media. Sure, there are some dunderheads in social media as there are anywhere else, but at least they can respond to each other. Above all, social media is where Americans share and listen. It’s the only medium that is actually forcing a dialogue on us.

By the way, they also tend to be younger than the typical cable news viewer. The Nielsen research shows that the majority of cable news viewers are over fifty. So many of the consumers of traditional news, including cable news, tend to be, well . . . older! That means guys like me are a bit ahead of the curve, but I’m okay with it. I believe my social media followers and my exclusive TV viewers compliment each other. The appetite for the social media technology hasn’t yet caught up to the cable-news majority demographic. It will, but not just yet.

Here’s how I see social media, especially Twitter, which forces a dialogue with short, answerable responses. Imagine being lucky enough to live in a diverse community where neighbors invite each other over for backyard barbecues, where ideas are exchanged and different points of view are expressed. Sure there’s occasionally the blow-hard who tries to dominate the conversation, but most people are generally kind and receptive, and share their own thoughts, albeit not always  politely, because they want to guard their place in that community. You can’t go to a backyard barbecue every day, but you can exchange daily in social media.

So what is it? Social media is a community, where followers can engage with each other, dialogue—even “duel”ogue—and I bring those conversations into my show.

But it seems to me that the various camps feeding us information often don’t want us to be receptive to other ideas. They want us hardened.

Demagogic moments like many of those we see and hear on radio and television are what many of you say you’ve had enough of. You want real facts, honest debate, and you don’t want to look up at the screen and be insulted by partisan rants. Things like that seem to only appeal to an audience interested in neither nuance nor dialogue.

Connect. Connect. Connect. People who aren’t connected can only see one side. People who are connected can see both sides and what’s in between.




The Great Divide 

Those old divisions are causing violent seizures within the existing political structure. The fervid conservative movement is battling with moderate Republicans over the heart, soul, and future of the GOP, just as the Democratic Party often seems to struggle to find the balance between its left-wing activists and its center.

Let me give you some examples. The Democratic Party struggled to find itself during the primary campaign between New York senator Hillary Clinton and President Obama. It was a struggle between the older established Democrats who supported President Clinton and the new younger Dems who supported Obama. Of course, for President Clinton himself, it was personal. His rift became painfully obvious  when the former president, as detailed in Game Change by John Heilemann and Mark Halperin, said this to the late Ted Kennedy about endorsing Obama: “A few years ago, this guy would have been getting us coffee.” Then Clinton went even further by reportedly saying, “The only reason you are endorsing him is because he’s black. Let’s just be clear.”

Here’s another example, this time in the Republican Party, where of late the rift seems much more visible. Why? Because some in the GOP are aligning themselves with the right wing—especially as the Tea Party becomes more prevalent.

The first sign of a shift occurred during the fight over the otherwise unremarkable legislative seat in upstate New York in 2009.

The District 23 congressional seat is located in a staunchly Republican stronghold, and was held for sixteen years by John M. McHugh. It came open when McHugh was selected as secretary of the army.

The special election to refill the spot touched off a war between conservative and moderate factions of Republican voters in the district. The party picked Dede Scozzafava as its candidate. But the centrist candidate’s support of abortion rights and same-sex marriage upset conservatives. They threw their support behind Conservative Party nominee Doug Hoffman.

The divide threatened to split the Republican vote and hand the seat over to a Democrat for the first time since 1980. It didn’t matter. Conservatives were determined to make a point.

True to form, Sarah Palin endorsed the more ideologically entrenched candidate, Hoffman. So did former House Republican leader Dick Armey of Texas and former GOP presidential candidate Steve Forbes. Newt Gingrich backed Scozzafava.

The weekend before the election, Scozzafava abruptly dropped out of the race—and added political insult to injury by throwing her support behind the Democratic candidate.

“In Bill Owens,” she said in a statement issued the day after she quit, “I see a sense of duty and integrity that will guide him beyond political partisanship.”

Conservatives called it “a betrayal,” but nonetheless celebrated her departure.

Who won? The Democrat. Hoffman lost. But conservatives could still declare a victory in the message they sent to rattle Republican Party leaders.

“Our number one goal was to make clear that the Republican Party cannot take someone as liberal as Dede Scozzafava and thrust her out on the voters and expect the voters just to accept it,” Brian Brown, executive director of the National Organization for Marriage, told the New York Times.




Trading Places 

The rift among Republicans had been exposed a few months earlier, when longtime senator Arlen Specter of Pennsylvania stunned the nation by abandoning the Republican Party and becoming a Democrat.

“As the Republican Party has moved farther and farther to the right, I have found myself increasingly at odds with the Republican philosophy and more in line with the philosophy of the Democratic Party,” he said as he announced the switch in April 2009.

I asked Senator Jim DeMint to be on my show. The Republican from South Carolina has been a staunch defender of his party’s politics, and I wanted to hear what loyalists had to say about Specter’s departure. Would he be honest about the loss?

I asked him, “Are you concerned about what’s going on in your party?”

It seemed like a fair question in light of recent events, which I went on to lay out for him: African Americans were basically coming  out in droves against his party and throwing all their weight behind Barack Obama.

And because of the still ripe immigration debate led in part by my then CNN colleague Lou Dobbs, the GOP had lost much of the ground gained among the country’s Latino voters by Ronald Reagan and George W. Bush, both of whom either passed or tried to pass immigration reform to allow illegal immigrants to petition the government for U.S. residency.

So if blacks were solidly against them, and Hispanics were solidly against them, I had to ask the senator to assess his party’s dilemma.

Believe it or not, DeMint turns to me and says, “Oh, no, we’re the party of the big tent. We’re the big tent party.”

To which I said: “What the hell are you talking about?” It just came out. It almost seemed like in that moment he was denying the truth. Which was sad. That became another one of those YouTube moments. The next day Jon Stewart went on the air on The Daily Show on Comedy Central and blared, “San-chez! You finally said what we were all thinking!”

He was right. And I knew it because it was what some of the people I talk to every day on Twitter and MySpace and Facebook were thinking. They were saying, “Don’t let politicians just recite rehearsed lines without being challenged.”

What DeMint said didn’t make any sense.

That’s the point you were making on Twitter that day. You can rebuild, and you can attract followers, but not with empty slogans.




Partisanship and Totalitarianism 

I know and grew up understanding why accusations are hurled at certain leftist pundits and politicians.

Fidel Castro has always been a master at scaring the Cuban people  and saying, “You know what? You better believe in this, because if not the other guys out there are going to come and get you.”

The other guys of course are the “imperialist Yankees,” who he insists are going to invade the country at any given moment. I guess we sort of gave Castro that argument with the Bay of Pigs, but that same fearmongering that Castro has been so adept at using to quash his people, making them so fearful that they don’t act, that they’re essentially frozen, has been used in our own body politic.

That same argument, which is very much a totalitarian argument, has been used by demagogues throughout history—from Castro to Franco, name your dictator. And that same argument is used on all sides of the ideological field. It was put in play by the communists and by their opponents, the people who call themselves anticommunists, antisocialists, antitotalitarian.

For those of us who were born in communist countries or who grew up embroiled in its politics, well, we know that argument very well. I’ve heard it my entire life. In case after case, I can show you that the people who are sometimes espousing this principle are closer to what I have grown up with, as a child of a communist revolution, than many of the people who they are arguing against.

It goes like this: “We’ll get the people to think they are going to be attacked at any moment now. We’ll get them really scared. And then while they’re scared, we’ll get them to go along with anything that we’re doing. You’ve got to follow us, because if you don’t, you’re helping them.” Actually, critics can be both. You can criticize a leader or a political system and remain patriotic, no matter what country you live in.

Some have accused U.S. presidents of employing the tactic as well—George W. Bush during the Iraq war buildup and even Clinton during the Lewinsky affair, the one he preferred Americans had paid less attention to.




Me and the President in My Underwear 

In fact, my first-ever national on-air scuffle was with President Clinton. When in 2000 he allowed police to snatch Elian Gonzalez from his family home in Little Havana, it set off a near riot in the streets of Miami and may very well have cost Al Gore the presidency by ensuring a George W. Bush victory in the voting districts of South Florida.

Two years later, former president Clinton’s staff reached out to my producers on Univision Radio to talk about the upcoming midterm elections. I agreed to interview the former president on my radio show broadcast throughout much of the country.

They were looking to reach out to my sizable Hispanic audience, and I was looking to force him to answer the questions that I felt no one in the media had pressed him on.

I broadcast my show from my home in Mahwah, New Jersey, which I drove to after completing my morning show on MSNBC. It got both heated and strange. Heated because I pressed him on his seemingly one-sided view of the “Elian” issue and strange because I conducted the interview in my underwear.

That’s right. When I got home that day, I heard the phone ring and my wife yelled to me from downstairs that the former president was on the phone. They had moved up the interview on the former president’s schedule and I was upstairs changing from my suit and tie to something more comfortable for my radio gig.

I was still in my underwear washing off my TV makeup as I usually do when I get home, when I decided to dash into my studio equipped with an ISDN line, which allowed me to provide a broadcast-quality signal from my home. The studio was across from our bedroom. I dashed there to conduct the interview. It was a bit strange saying “Hello, Mr. President” in my underwear, but I didn’t want to lose the opportunity so on we went, though I couldn’t help but feel a  certain irony in thinking that he had been caught in a sexual scandal during the Monica Lewinsky affair—which made the moment seem almost surreal.

He didn’t expect a confrontational interview about the “Elian affair,” but that’s exactly what we engaged in. I questioned why he allowed the Castro government to seemingly dictate Elian’s return and had even appointed his own lawyer to oversee the legal argument. I told him the boy’s mother had died bringing her son to America and the father never seemed to argue against it until the Castro government turned him into a “forced proxy for their cause.”

Clinton argued vehemently that the boy’s father was insisting on his return, but I kept pointing out that he lived in a totalitarian country and there was really no way of knowing what he wanted because he could be imprisoned for opposing the state.

The conversation was heated and it got to the point where we were both screaming at each other. The interview was scheduled for ten minutes, but to the former president’s credit, it went on for a full forty minutes. His aides literally had to stop the interview.

The next day I played part of the interview for Clinton’s former political advisor Dick Morris on MSNBC, who was then as now a critic of the Clintons and who told me yes, the president enjoys a combative interview, but he also revealed why Clinton was so apt to take Castro’s side in the argument. He said, “Clinton is afraid of Castro.”

I asked why. He said the bottom line was that as governor of Arkansas, Clinton had been derailed by Castro when he accepted Mariel refugees from Cuba during the Carter administration and he didn’t want to do battle with Castro again for political reasons. It seemed a politically motivated argument. One based on his own political fear. That was Morris’s take, but he knew and worked closely with the president for years and it was an interesting perspective. It should be noted, so I will, that Dick Morris has since made tons of money on books criticizing the Clintons.




Beyond Parties 

We’ve gone beyond parties. Politics today is not about moving the left or the right; it’s about individuals—the ones who vote, and the ones who get elected. The people are speaking.

The old tricks won’t stand up to the new technology, or the new mentality. All that the promoters of blind partisanship will accomplish by pulling the same tired rabbits out of the same worn hats is to distance themselves from you more.

But that’s okay. Good, actually. Because as they drift off to the sidelines, you will continue to find and connect with more people who think like you, or don’t. The point is you’ll be able to engage with each other, and the conversation won’t end with what you hear being said or written, it’s your national conversation.
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