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Introduction 
As Michael Moore makes overtures toward the Academy Awards for a “Best 

Picture” Oscar, increasing numbers of people are wondering: Did Michael Moore 
actually help George W. Bush win another four years as president? Recently NPR 
and This Week veteran Cokie Roberts gave public voice to what had been 
whispered on the internet since the election: “I think Michael Moore actually had a 
very major impact—a negative impact—on the Democratic Party,” she said. “I 
think he exemplified all of the things that people hate about Democrats.”1 
Undoubtedly, persuasive backlash is a spectre that makes the professional 
influencer’s blood run cold; but influence that backfires is actually quite common 
in law, sales, politics, and anywhere people attempt to change other people’s 
minds.  

 
Pundits Line Up to Congratulate Moore 

If it’s rude to inquire about Moore’s complicity in Bush’s win, consider the 
commentators who prematurely cued up in Moore’s reception line to congratulate 
him on defeating Bush: “Moore’s film could actually prove to be the first in history 
to help unseat a sitting American president,” predicted the Austin Chronicle.2 
“Republicans Beware!” warned the Associated Press, who saw the film increasing 
the public’s interest in the war.3 Dozens of other newspapers concurred that 
Fahrenheit 9/11 could very possibly influence the election.4 Professors across the 
nation wistfully opined on the potential impact of Moore’s film on the electorate. 
And for those who thought the film just ‘preached to the choir,’ the Pew Research 
Center reminded us that the film “didn’t necessarily need to win over GOP voters 
in order to have an effect on the election.”5 Such was the investment in Moore’s 
Fahrenheit 9/11, and big influence dividends were expected.  

 
Moore Had High Hopes 

Moore had high hopes, too. He confidently predicted that “any swing voters 
that see my movie will leave having swung.”6 Moore’s own polling told him his 
movie was persuasive: “We found that if you entered the theater on the fence, you 
fell off it somewhere during those two hours.”7 When asked about his standing 
with the Right, Moore said, “They hate me because they perceive how effective my 
films can be.”8 “I know Republicans are mad that my film may have convinced just 
enough people to tip the balance in this election.”9 Moore also prophesied that 
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viewers who supported Bush or the war “will feel deceived and betrayed, and they 
will respond with a vengeance.”  

Perhaps we can forgive Moore for that last statement, given the lackluster 
results of his “Slacker Uprising Tour” across the nation’s universities, where he 
whipped students into lather for vengeance and for Kerry. He may have been 
referring to a rare and elusive form of “slacker vengeance”—the vengeance that 
runs its course after one finishes his breakfast beer and watches a bit of TV.10 His 
tour resulted in the youths of America delivering the same 17% of the vote in 2004 
as they did in 2000,11 when slackers did not have the benefit of Moore’s vengeance 
counseling.  

 
Things That Go Backlash in the Night 

A persistent hazard for all influence professionals—from propagandist to 
salesperson to lobbyist to attorney—is the lurking possibility of “backlash” or 
“boomerang” influence. Dr. Gregory Payne of Emerson University suspects that 
Moore damaged Kerry’s campaign in ways that Carl Rove could only hope to do.12 
David Bossie, president of Citizens United, went so far as to extend a public 
‘thank-you’ to Moore for helping elect Bush.13 In the persuasion game, it’s always 
possible for the influence agent to drive his intended audience away from his 
advocacy, perhaps even into the arms of his opponent. Backlash is a risk when the 
persuader is too vociferous, overtly manipulative, excessively negative, or just too 
extreme.  

But wait a second--do persuasion backlashes really occur all that often? 
They actually happen rather frequently, and you’ve experienced them yourself. 
Have you ever walked into a store or onto a car lot with the intention to buy, and 
you met a salesperson whose tactics were so manipulative that you refused to do 
business with him? That’s a backlash.  

Backlash is the monster in the closet for every professional persuader. He 
prays it will not haunt him, but wishes it on his opponent instead. Witness, for 
example, Moore’s incantation in a report he filed from the Republican convention 
two months before the 2004 election: “Yes, the Bush Republicans huff and they 
puff, but they blow their own house down.”14 Some people think it was actually 
Moore who blew his own house down in 2000 with his support of Nader—
indirectly helping Bush win his first term—and who blew it again in 2004 by 
outraging middle America, helping Bush to a second term.15 

Do backlashes occur on a national level? Yes, but they’re hard to document 
and effortless to deny, because there are so many causes of large effects. It’s easy 
to point to some other cause and say, “There’s the real reason.” Predictably, Moore 
denies the possibility of a Fahrenheit or more broadly, a Moore backlash, pointing 
the finger of blame at Kerry himself. Moore believes he helped spare the 
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Democrats an even larger defeat: “We presented a Bush landslide…Democrats 
need to embrace Hollywood because this is where they need to come to learn how 
to tell a story.”16 Sadly, social scientists aren’t roaming the countryside, randomly 
assigning people to conditions, issuing pre- and post-tests, and calculating 
statistical significance for large cultural phenomena. But that doesn’t mean the 
boomerang phenomena isn’t observable. Consider the following unambiguous 
political backlashes: 
 

• Goldwater’s nascent but militant conservatism in 1964 allowed Johnson to 
contrast himself sharply and win the presidential election, with the help of 
the infamous Daisy ad; 

• The ‘white backlash’ of the late 1960s saw whites reacting to the urban 
riots of 1965-1968. Whites voted overwhelmingly for ‘law and order’ 
candidate Richard Nixon. 

• The riots at the 1968 Chicago Democratic convention caused a long-lasting 
backlash. Two years later, Lloyd Bentson beat a Democrat incumbent in 
the Texas Senate primary by running on the Chicago riot issue.  

• Gingrich’s budget battle and subsequent “shutdown of the government” in 
1995 resulted in broad-based support for Clinton. 

• Some observers believe Rosie O’Donnell helped elect George Bush in 
2000 with her shrill denouncements of firearms. O’Donnell was a vital part 
of the gun lobby’s successful GOTV effort. 
 

The case can be made that several smaller political backlashes occurred in 
the run-up to our recent presidential election: the Wellstone memorial, the CBS 
forgeries, and the Guardian’s Operation Clark County. Does Moore’s movie 
Fahrenheit 9/11 belong on this list?  

 
Exhibit (1) The Wellstone Memorial 

In Minnesota, Democratic Senator Wellstone’s memorial service was 
usurped by political zealots who converted it into an anti-Republican rally weeks 
before the 2002 midterm elections. Republican Senator Trent Lott, who attended to 
pay his respects, was openly booed.17 Governor Jesse Ventura walked out in 
disgust. Sensing damage done, Democratic pollster Mark Penn found that a 
sizeable 68 percent of voters nationwide had heard of the noxious behavior shown 
at the memorial service. He also found that 67 percent of independent voters said it 
made them less likely to vote for a Democrat.18 The backlash almost certainly 
helped Republican Norm Coleman take Wellstone’s senate seat from Democrat 
Walter Mondale.19 Politicos still argue whether the rally in Minnesota helped 
Republicans in other states recapture the senate in 2002. Predictably, Democrat 
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commentators saw little effect, while Republican ones saw a larger one. In several 
2002 senatorial elections, Republican surges were observed to occur at the same 
time the Wellstone memorial story hit its peak. Max Cleland, the Democrat senator 
from Georgia who lost his seat that year, said: “The reaction to the funeral echoed 
through Georgia in a powerfully negative way, which angered Republicans even 
further. So it was an angry electorate that we faced on Election Day.” Cleland 
added: “I’m not blaming the election on that.”  

 
Exhibit (2) The CBS Forgeries 

CBS’ “September Surprise” of forged National Guard records purportedly 
documented Bush’s malfeasance during his Guard service. The forgeries came by 
way of Bill Burkett, who coincidentally described himself as “one of the sources” 
for Moore’s Fahrenheit 9/11.20 Even Kerry’s campaign acknowledged that the 
CBS documents were forgeries, and admitted frustration, since this “distracted 
attention from legitimate questions about Bush’s Guard service.” The story 
probably did much more than that—it likely inoculated Bush against a wide range 
of media attacks, delivering a classic, unintended boomerang effect. Reagan, 
Clinton, and Dubya all learned how to take advantage of the case-hardening 
process conferred by ongoing, overblown, and wacky attacks. The beltway 
playbook states that ‘more attacks are better’ when attempting to tear down a 
politician, and that makes intuitive sense, but we’ve seen plenty of evidence that 
the wrong sorts of attacks have the unintended effect of making the target stronger, 
not weaker. The likes of Begala, Rove, and Carville may believe in The Big Attack 
Theory as if it were a sacred tenet of faith, but too many weak attacks may actually 
‘inoculate’ or ‘teflonize’ a president, diminish the authority of the attackers, and 
mutilate the credibility of the media foot soldiers that forward the assault. Take the 
case of CBS’s crying wolf one too many times: A Gallup poll conducted shortly 
after the CBS forgery scandal found confidence in media accuracy and fairness had 
dropped to 44%, down from 54% a year ago—not CBS’s intended effect! This 
meant the media’s credibility had hit its lowest level in three decades. The same 
poll found that 48% of Americans thought the media was too liberal (as opposed to 
15% who thought it too conservative), a perception that certainly advantaged Bush 
in an America that roots for the put-upon underdog.21 On CBS’s Inside Washington 
show, Evan Thomas, a managing editor of Newsweek, actually put numbers to the 
influence boost provided by a left-leaning media:  
 

“There’s one other bias here: the media. Let’s talk a little media bias here. 
The media, I think, wants Kerry to win. And I think they’re going to portray 
Kerry and Edwards -- I’m talking about the establishment media, not Fox, 
but -- they’re going to portray Kerry and Edwards as being young and 
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dynamic and optimistic and all, there’s going to be this glow about them that 
some, is going to be worth, collectively, the two of them, that’s going to be 
worth maybe 15 points.”22  
 
Of course, it’s hard for the established media to deliver 15 points in the 

midst of a media backlash, when voters are motivated to ‘vote against the media’ 
as many commentators have opined. 

 
Exhibit (3) Guardian’s ‘Operation Clark County’ in Ohio 

The UK’s Guardian may be great at firing up Britain’s Left, but they didn’t 
fully appreciate the psychological phenomenon of reactance when the bright idea 
of writing letters to the American colonists occurred to them. The Guardian’s 
campaign (Operation Clark County) invited readers to urge folks in divided Clark 
County, Ohio, to vote against Bush, who is frequently depicted in their paper as a 
semi-literate ape. Soon, citizens throughout Ohio were receiving missives 
explaining their president’s shortcomings to them. Kerry’s campaign blanched at 
the boomerang potential. So did Democrats Abroad: “We all feel it is not a good 
idea. I think it was unwise. It is so poorly thought-out,” said Sharon Manitta, 
spokeswoman in Britain for Democrats Abroad.23  

What evidence indicated that leftist pressure from the UK might cause a 
backlash in Ohio? Responses from Ohioans like: “Hey England, Scotland and 
Wales, mind your own business. We don’t need weenie-spined Limeys meddling 
in our presidential election.” To a psychologist, this sort of response screams 
“Reactance!”  

Reactance is the well-established phenomenon that, when confronted with a 
restriction or loss of freedom, humans tend to react in order to re-establish those 
freedoms. It’s the reason that teenagers fall in love with people their parents don’t 
like. It’s the reason that people buy firearms just because they hear that a new gun 
law will be enacted. It’s the reason censorship fails to curb the spread of banned 
items or ideas. Censorship alone increases human desire to obtain the restricted 
material, irrespective of what the material is! (Moore himself benefited from this 
phenomenon when Disney declined to distribute his film because of its political 
content—Disney did Moore a big favor! Moore was then able to invoke reactance, 
claim “censorship,” and get more airtime.)  

So having Brits write and tell Americans how to get their minds right, and 
how to vote, was a half-baked idea from the outset. The Guardian didn’t indicate 
what the ratio of positive-to-negative American responses were, but we can guess; 
people generally don’t like being told what to do or how to vote by foreigners. 
Here are a few of the responses cataloged in a Guardian article titled “Dear Limey 
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Assholes”:24 
 

• “Real Americans aren't interested in your pansy-ass, tea-sipping 
opinions. If you want to save the world, begin with your own worthless 
corner of it.” 
• “I just read a hilarious proposal to involve your readership in the 
upcoming US presidential election. At least, I’m hoping that it is genius 
satire. Nothing will do more to undermine the Democratic cause in Ohio 
than having patronising Brits wander around Clark County telling people 
how to vote…” 
• “I used to visit the UK every year. I love the history and culture of your 
country. But after I heard about your campaign to influence our elections, 
I’ve decided that neither myself, nor my family will ever visit again. I'm 
offended by your campaign…” 
• “As an American who is afraid of the terrible ramifications if Bush is 
elected, I commend your efforts to try to get Britons involved. Although 
many Americans would be critical of British people ‘meddling’ with our 
politics and elections, all the world will share in the disaster if Bush is re-
elected…” 
• “Each email someone gets from some arrogant Brit telling us why to 
NOT vote for George Bush is going to backfire, you stupid, yellow-toothed 
pansies. Oh, yeah, and brush your **** teeth, you filthy animals.” 
 
If responses like these prevailed, it signaled a persuasive backlash and 

woefully inept influence at work. For their part, the Guardian briefly defended 
their position: “It has been an operation to give our readers an opportunity to 
express their opinions,” a Guardian editor sniffed, wrapping himself in the banner 
of free speech and self-expression.  

But the Guardian cancelled the project within a short 24 hours of the first 
batch of letters sent. Why? They saw an immediate backlash! The letters were 
energizing the opposition. As the News Telegraph reported: “The missives led to 
widespread complaints about foreign interference in a US election. It also 
prompted a surge of indignant local voters calling the county’s Republican party 
offering to volunteer for Mr. Bush.…There had been mounting evidence that 
urging foreigners to send anti-Bush letters to Clark County—an isolated slice of 
the rural mid-West—was only hurting Senator John Kerry, the Democratic 
presidential candidate.”25 
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Why Backlash? 
Why do influence attempts backlash? I can think of three reasons: 1) the 

message repulses the audience as inappropriate or extreme (like the Wellstone 
memorial); 2) the message is recognized as an attempt to manipulate, so the 
messenger loses credibility while the audience raises their cognitive defenses (as 
happened with CBS’s forgeries); or 3) the message energizes the opposition (like 
the Guardian’s campaign). Is it possible that one of these three responses could 
have occurred to Moore’s Fahrenheit 9/11? Let’s examine them in turn.  
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Was Fahrenheit 9/11 Seen as Inappropriate or Extreme? 
Social science research shows that overly extreme messages cause a 

boomerang effect, where attempted persuasion has the unintended consequence of 
turning on itself with results that are precisely the opposite of what the persuader 
intended. P. Diddy acknowledged this truth after election day: he says he now 
realizes he shouldn’t have told America’s youth to vote George W. Bush’s “ass out 
of office… instead of attacking Bush, it would be better to light a flame under 
young Americans and let them make the decisions.”26 (Apparently, Diddy was 
unable to motivate even his own “Vote Or Die” campaign poster girl Paris Hilton. 
Although she made it to the photo studio for the poster shoot, she was among the 
millions of youths who didn’t make it to the polls on November 2.27)  

Boomerang effects may occur because the audience is more motivated to 
argue against extreme messages;28 or possibly because the audience disparages the 
messenger as lacking in credibility.29 Moore didn’t step away from his movie and 
let it do its work. Therefore, viewers may have reacted to the movie, or to the 
person of Moore himself—it’s hard to disentangle them. Either way, “[Moore] lost 
it by making unfair attacks on Bush, when he could have made fair attacks.”30 
Assuming the role of liberal icon, Moore may have served as a constraining anchor 
on Kerry’s left. Less visible Democrat icons may have been more articulate, more 
similar, more attractive, and more credible—but Moore wasn’t in the mood to 
share the limelight.  

The difficulty for the influencer is in determining what precisely constitutes 
an unfair attack or an extreme message. It turns out, no surprise, that ‘extremity’ is 
in the eye of the beholder. But Moore saw persuasive opportunity with all of his 
three audiences. Of his leftist base he said, “I want to preach to the choir.”31 Of his 
most important audience, the undecided voter, he said, “Any swing voters that see 
my movie will leave having swung.”32 Of the Right he said, “…this is a red-state 
movie. Republican states are embracing the movie, and it’s sold out in Republican 
strongholds all over the country.”33 Whether these lines were spoken by Moore-
the-Partisan or Moore-the-Entrepreneur isn’t clear.  

What is clear is that about 8-9% of Americans choose to see the movie.34 
Those viewers overwhelmingly belonged to a narrow political segment. A Los 
Angeles Times poll found that 92% of the film’s audience favored Kerry.35 For all 
we know, that 92% walked into the movie with the same conviction; by any 
measure this movie appears to have been viewed overwhelmingly by Kerry’s base. 
More informative is that 89% of viewers found Fahrenheit 9/11 to be somewhat or 
completely accurate, leaving just 9% who felt it was somewhat or completely 
inaccurate. Given the many and obvious distortions, inaccuracies, deceptions, and 
persuasive intent found in the film,36 this number may be a better measure of pre-
film audience partisanship.  
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Any evidence of repulsion or backlash from left base? No, the base did not 
consider the film inappropriate or extreme. Partisans appear to be uniquely 
immune to sensing inappropriate or overly-extreme arguments. Just as the hard 
Right was buzzing over the conspiracy of Vince Foster’s blood on Clinton’s hands, 
so the hard Left will be buzzing about Bush-Bin Laden connections and steal-the-
vote conspiracies for years to come. For true believers, the flimsiest support, or 
lack of it, will do just fine. Evidence is optional at the fringes.  

The LA Times found the film “to be wielding less influence among potential 
voters than the filmmaker and his supporters might have hoped…Fahrenheit 9/11 
is drawing an overwhelmingly Democratic audience, and of the Republicans who 
have ventured to see it, few appear to be swayed.” Completely predictable 
reactions from the Left and the Right.   

But what about the all-important independent voters? Did they swing as 
predicted? An important insight into their thinking is revealed in the results of the 
University of Pennsylvania’s National Annenberg Election Survey:37 “a third of the 
independents who saw the movie said it made them think worse of Bush.” Only a 
third? we wonder. The Annenberg survey then adds this cautionary note: “…those 
independents who watched the movie were much more liberal than independents 
generally and had been three times more likely to back Al Gore than Bush in 
2000.” So let’s recap: That means approximately 75% (3:1) of the independents 
who watched the movie had voted for Gore, and of these left-leaning independents, 
approximately 33% thought worse of Bush after viewing Moore’s film. If we 
assume for a moment that the film had no conversion effect at all, just a polarizing 
one—in other words, that it didn’t cause anyone to change positions, it only moved 
people further in the direction they were already headed--we would expect about 
three-quarters of independent viewers to think worse of Bush after the film, not 
one-third. But it didn’t even do that. So how do we explain the 42% of 
independents (three-quarters minus one-third) that should have swung against 
Bush, and should have thought worse of him after seeing the movie?38 That’s a 
mystery that leaves a boomerang among independents as a possibility.  
 
Was Fahrenheit 9/11 Recognized as an Attempt to Manipulate Opinion?  

Was Fahrenheit 9/11 generally recognized as an attempt to influence 
opinion? Largely, yes. The Left thought that was wonderful, and the Right resented 
it deeply—such is the nature of humanity that we can tolerate “good” propaganda 
but are intolerant of “bad” propaganda. And the great part of being a human is: 
each of us gets to choose which is which. The political Center seems to have 
recognized the film for what it was: an extended political advertisement. Maggie 
Renzi, Fahrenheit 9/11’s producer, said: “People ask if we’re trying to affect the 
election. Absolutely yes.”39 Even Moore didn’t attempt to disguise the purpose of 
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the film (how could he?). The big, unanswered question is whether this open 
attempt to persuade was successful in winning hearts and minds. (We know it was 
wildly successful in making Moore rich.) 

A frequent comment heard in the Left’s camp was that Moore’s film was 
timely, necessary, important, compelling, brilliant…but darn it, it presented a big, 
fat target on the top of a hill that was easy to shoot at. Take for example the remark 
of the leftish reviewer who said, “He infuriates me because he makes my 
arguments badly.”40 Or the respondent in the LA Times poll who said, “I’m not a 
fan of the president. If Michael Moore had done the film more truthfully, I would 
have been more impressed with it. But I agree with the main premise.”41  

It wasn’t unusual for opinions from audience members of Fahrenheit 9/11 to 
strike cynical or meta-critical stances that openly acknowledged the one-sided 
influence techniques used in the film: 
 

• “[It] feels like we’re being manipulated into thinking a certain way. If Moore 
had simply left the moment to speak for itself, instead of using the camera to 
‘enhance’ the moment, the moment would have had a much larger 
impact…” 

• “It’s an entertaining movie, with some laughs and some effective cutting and 
pasting to distort the facts and make implications without getting TOO far 
out on a limb--and effective use of music to manipulate our emotions. He’s 
clearly a master propagandist…” 

• “He (Moore) knows he can manipulate the vast library of available tape to 
‘say’ anything he wants it to. It is his stock and trade. It’s the same as what 
they say about statistics--you can get them to say anything you want…” 
 
The problem with one-sided communications is this: they invite (perhaps 

provoke is the better word) the viewer to argue against the communication. That’s 
basic human reactance at work. And when people come up with their own 
objections, they love them like their own children. This is the reason students of 
influence such as myself always emphasize to our clients that one-sided arguments 
are only effective with (1) the already persuaded who are looking for further 
evidence to buttress their positions; and (2) those who will not come into contact 
with arguments from the other side (a remote possibility in a media-heavy 
presidential election). One-sided arguments in a two-sided environment call on 
people to investigate the arguments, to manufacture their own objections to them, 
and to save public face by letting others know that they themselves were not 
duped, manipulated, or persuaded against their will.  

Moore has published a new book, where he explores US international 
relations. The title of the book is Will They Ever Trust Us Again? That same 
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question could handily be asked of Moore’s viewers: Will Audiences Ever Trust 
Moore Again? For most influence “tricks,” a recognized influence tactic is an 
ineffective influence tactic. Perhaps all the people who thought the movie was 
persuasive were simply the people who were hoping it would be persuasive.  

 
Did Fahrenheit 9/11 Energize the Opposition? 

Did Moore and Fahrenheit 9/11 energize the opposition? This answer is 
easy: you bet it did. And herein may lie Fahrenheit 9/11’s largest potential 
backlash effect. In politics as in physics, every action has a reaction. What one side 
sees as a promising assault, the other can leverage to its own purposes. For 
example, toward the end of the campaign, we saw the remarkable instance of the 
Bush campaign using MoveOn.org’s “Bush=Hitler” ads in their own ads! Extreme 
attacks can arm the opponent, and severe actions can have severe reactions. Put 
another way, in the words of one of the Guardian’s contributors:  
 

“We put together an unprecedented ground operation, but it was matched by 
the zealots on the right. We experienced an explosion in the blog world and 
started a nascent liberal radio network, but our message machine was far 
outmatched by the rightwing noise machine… We put forth quality 
candidates in races nationwide, only to see most outclassed and 
outgunned...”42  
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First, there were the direct responses to the film itself: Michael Moore Hates 
America, Fahrenhype 9/11, Celsius 41.11, Weapon of Mass Destruction: The 
Murderous Reign of Saddam Hussein, Confronting Iraq, and Michael & Me. 43 It’s 
likely that future Moore movies will meet with vigorous video defenses, if the 
Right rises to the challenge of a persuasion medium that all but belongs to the Left. 
But more effective than these film responses was Moore’s persona as a threat to 
the Right; as a frightening, powerful opponent that galvanized and rallied 
Republicans. 

Some have proposed Moore lost the election for Kerry because he was the 
first to sling mud over Viet Nam-era service.44 Moore’s criticism of Bush’s guard 
service allowed an opening for the Swift Boat Veterans to respond on the same 
topic, without appearing to have thrown the first stone. Political influence experts 
like Dick Morris become positively gleeful when the opponent comes at them with 
a weak negative attack. Why? It allows them to go negative in turn, without 
looking like vicious attackers—merely indignant defenders. Listen to Morris as he 
recalls the Clinton/Dole duel in 1996:  
 

“The side throwing the negative is at a gross disadvantage. Voters have 
become so suspect of negative ads that the side counterpunching in 
rebuttal has the advantage…I worried that [Dole] wouldn’t take the bait 
and would begin his race with positive ads. …But he didn’t. He pulled 
the positive ad and went on the attack. Once on the attack, we could—
and did—rebut each of his charges and then counterpunch with negatives 
of our own.”45 
 

Even more evidence of Moore’s usefulness to Republicans came at the 
Republican Convention in New York. McCain took aim at Michael Moore (sitting 
in the audience) and Fahrenheit 9/11 when he referred to a “disingenuous film 
maker who would have us believe that Saddam’s Iraq was an oasis of peace, when 
in fact it was a place of indescribable cruelty, torture chambers, mass graves and 
prisons...”46 The audience was visibly energized as they rose up and booed. Moore 
noticed this energy himself, and wrote that “[They] booed my name more loudly 
than Saddam’s or Osama’s.”47 That should have been a clue to Moore of his 
unwitting complicity in Bush’s strategy to take back the White House. A common 
enemy is a powerful uniting force, especially when that enemy is a brother from 
Michigan rather than a thug from Baghdad. And Moore was cooperative enough to 
turn up at the Republican Convention as ‘Exhibit A’ in the Republican Hall of 
Bogeymen. As we say in Los Angeles, “Moore got played.” 

Moore was “played” elsewhere, too: he was used as a rallying tool by the 
RNC in Colorado, who urged voters in ads to vote against Eastern and Hollywood 
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elitists “like Michael Moore.” Moore was the only person mentioned by name. 
(The Republicans won Colorado.) 

In Pennsylvania, Ginny Schraeder, Democratic contender for an open house 
seat, hosted a fundraiser at a screening of Fahrenheit 9/11. Republicans sent out a 
mailer critical of Schraeder’s self-association with Moore and the “hate America 
crowd.” A confrontational debate followed, where Schraeder defended her Moore 
connection and then walked out of the debate. (Schraeder lost the seat to 
Republican contender Mike Fitzpatrick.) 

In his column, “How Michael Moore Got Bush Elected,”48 Jay Ambrose 
opines that “literally millions of the hard-working, responsible, decent citizens of 
this nation just may have had it up to their eyebrows with those Hollywood types 
and others who disdain their intelligence, mock their religion, dismiss their values, 
deprecate their lifestyles and disparage their social contributions.” It may be the 
election results were no more complicated than basic human reactance finding its 
say at the polls.  
 
Conclusion 

It’s frustrating not to have an airtight, data-driven answer to Fahrenheit 
9/11’s effects (pro, con, or lack of them) on the 2004 election. Moore is an 
accomplished director who has mastered at least eleven classic propaganda tactics, 
a topic I addressed in Propaganda & Fahrenheit 9/11.49 But the potential that 
Moore’s movie was persuasively ineffective, or caused the opposite of its intended 
effect, appears to be a possibility. Let’s review the three potential paths to 
backlash: (1) Was Fahrenheit 9/11 seen as inappropriate or extreme? To the left 
base, no; to the right base, yes; but the middle appeared to be disproportionately 
unpersuaded by the film. The results of the Annenberg survey leave the door open 
to the possibility of extreme message rejection. (2) Was Fahrenheit 9/11 
recognized as an attempt to influence? Largely, yes—it appears that relatively few 
people took the film as fact-based documentary. It was recognized by audiences as 
a one-sided political argument, and one-sided arguments tend to invite countering 
arguments from those who haven’t sworn allegiance to the advocated side.50 
Finally, (3) did Fahrenheit 9/11 energize the opposition? No doubt about it. Moore 
took on the American Right—in the process, he won himself fame and millions of 
dollars, while quite possibly helping Bush win the election at the same time. As 
one savvy observer commented, “Don’t expect Michael Moore to be invited to sit 
in the Presidential box at the 2008 DNC.”51  

Will this electoral setback bring us a chastened Moore? Not likely. With 
Fahrenheit 9/11 grossing above $150 million at the US box office, why should the 
failure to influence an election slow him down—why wouldn’t it simply make him 
try harder next time? Moore is already working on Fahrenheit 9/11 and 1/2, 



Draft. For Review Only. Page 14 
Copyright © 2004, Kelton Rhoads, PhD 

 

rumored to be released shortly before the next presidential campaign.52 Moore is 
learning the influence craft as he goes. He has money and talent and the desire to 
win. If he’s clever, he’ll adjust, adapt, and refine his techniques. He’d be much 
more effective if he were subtler and more truthful; he’s a clever man, so he’ll 
likely come to this insight on his own. I expect his future movies to rely less on 
polemical arguments and more on emotional stories, which are harder to refute 
because they are felt, not reasoned. When credible, film has the ability to 
effectively persuade “below the radar.” In comparison to polemical argumentation, 
social science research shows that audiences lower their cognitive defenses when 
listening to involving and emotional stories. But here’s Moore’s dilemma: even if 
his technique gets more subtle and more effective, Moore The Icon is unlikely to 
slip beneath anyone’s radar—unless he is able to miraculously rehabilitate himself 
into a more reasonable and thoughtful persona. If he can accomplish this, Moore 
may be able to claim victory next time. If Republicans can’t master his medium 
and create better films than he can, his chances are that much better.  
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