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THIS JUST IN: Bush campaign in disarray!

Candidate mangling words.

Signs of laziness.

On the defensive.

Off message.

This is largely a media-manufactured story, tied to Vice President Gore's recent surge in the polls. But under the tenets of media chaos theory, if one candidate is doing well, the other must be, ipso facto, stumbling and bumbling. And so George W. Bush, a man who three short weeks ago seemed to be cruising toward the presidency, is now being depicted as Dudley Do-Wrong, sheriff of the gang that couldn't shoot straight.

For the better part of a year, Gore has been painted in the press as a wooden candidate who kept changing his wardrobe and his campaign staff, was overshadowed by his boss and increasingly looked like a wobbly bet to win the White House. The pundits didn't much like Gore's Democratic convention speech, either, with Sam Donaldson, in a typical comment, saying he sounded like a "vice president on speed." 

But then the polls came in. Newsweek had Gore, who had been down by as much as 17 points, leading Bush. USA Today gave front-page play to a poll that put Gore out front. The next day The Washington Post did the same thing. And the tone of the coverage changed with stunning swiftness.

In a nutshell: Gore was hot, Bush was not. The press began stringing together incidents and anecdotes--most of which would be discounted or ignored if Bush were still leading in the polls--to produce a portrait of a struggling governor.

Los Angeles Times: "Ever since his campaign began, George W. Bush has tried to shuck one central notion: that he doesn't have the brains for the job. But campaign officials recently have worked to head off a second 'Wizard of Oz'-style problem: that he doesn't have the heart for a tough campaign. . . . The issue bubbled up again last week as Bush responded to the end of the Democratic National Convention with a single stop in Tennessee, after which he returned to Texas to jog at a favorite athletic club. . . . Bush officials, hit by questions about his zest for the hustings, produced a statistical tally of his campaign stops last week that suggested he was working harder than Gore."

New York Times: Bush was "defending his proposed tax cut in a manner that came across as reactive and not entirely coherent."

ABC's "World News Tonight": "The Bush campaign finds itself in an unfamiliar position, playing defense. You might even say the campaign is a bit rattled."

The Washington Post: "After five months in firm command of the presidential race, Texas Gov. George W. Bush suddenly finds himself on the defensive, behind in polls and struggling to fend off attacks on his policies." 

Bush was "fumbling" to explain his tax cut and pursuing a campaign style "that has often been described as leisurely," The Post story said. "Bush also seems to be experiencing a bout of the bloopers that beset him during the primaries. . . . He mistook 'terrors' for 'tariffs' and 'hostile' for 'hostage' (twice in one sentence), and suggested President Clinton had been in office four years instead of eight."

Gore, meanwhile, has turned his post-convention bump into the most upbeat media coverage of his campaign. 

USA Today: "Gore's punches now seem to be scoring among registered voters. . . . Gore himself has come across as a looser, more energized candidate since the convention."

New York Times: "Mr. Gore is finally in a political groove." His recent success "has clearly made him a better candidate, firmer in his purpose, confident in his message, comfortable in his skin. . . . If Mr. Gore defeats Gov. George W. Bush in November, historians will undoubtedly see this period as a turning point. And voter surveys released yesterday show that Mr. Gore is on a roll." 

Better. Firmer. Confident. Comfortable. On a roll. Doesn't get much better than that.

Some conservatives say journalists are simply rallying around the Democrat. "They are gaga over these polls because Gore's their guy," Rush Limbaugh says. "The pretense of objectivity is totally gone. . . . They're having orgasms in the mainstream press."

Jonah Goldberg, editor of National Review.com, points out "the problem with bounce hysteria: It's bunk, and the press knows it," since an August surge can easily evaporate by November. "In a sense, whether bias is a factor or not doesn't matter. The press wants a horse race and so they're playing up the 'whole new ballgame' feel of the Gore bounce."

Most journalists acknowledge that they are influenced by polls, which at least provide some tangible sign of how the campaign is going. Some also say the candidates themselves are influenced by the horse-race surveys, and that Gore has been more animated on the stump while Bush has seemed uncharacteristically ragged. Besides, they say, the story line of the last six months--George Bush comfortably ahead--had to change at some point.

But with news outlets now trumpeting two and three polls a day, it sometimes seems that these political Nielsen numbers have taken over the campaign. It's hard to imagine Gore getting anything resembling the recent coverage if he were still trailing his Texas opponent. If the Gore bounce fades, his media bounce could also become a thing of the past.

