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PREFACE

About This Series

When I was a writing teacher, I struggled to get more writing
from my students. More writing, I figured, was more think-
ing, and then more learning. But most of my students
claimed to dislike writing, so I tried to think of ways to make
writing fun so I'd see more of it. Turn on the spigot—more, I
told myself, was better.

I can't be the only one awed by the blogging phenom-
enon, since most blogging is writing, that thing I always
thought everyone tried to avoid. Yet I watch the number of
weblogs rise (a year ago, Technorati, the weblog tracking site,
tracked 2.5 million blogs; as I write this it is tracking
8.7 million) and just think back to the days of trying to
coerce students to write more.

And now—amazingly—there seems to be no end to how
popular writing will become.

I'm not a writing teacher anymore; my career switch has
turned me into an editor, and though I still love to see that
spigot as it gets turned on higher and higher, I also have an
urge to give it direction. Good blogs are updated frequently,
and older posts slip off into the archives, out of sight for
visitors, unless they are overcome by an urge to click around
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on old dates. No one will ever have time to read all this
output, but the Informed Citizen Series will try to get some
of the good writing done on the blogs to stick around.

Writing and Democracy: Political Blogs

Adam Gopnik, staff writer for the New Yorker magazine, has
also been thinking about writing, the Internet, and democ-
racy. According to the web site for the College Board’s Forum
2004 in Chicago, Gopnik participated in a panel discussion
and “described how the bloggers and the massive quantity of
political discussion that took place on the Internet also gave
him a renewed faith in the power of writing. ‘I remember 10
or 15 years ago, there was this notion that language itself,
written language, was just vanishing from the world and we
were going into a world of sound bites and visuals,” said
Gopnik. ‘But if you think about it, the Internet has proven
to be above all a medium of writing.””

Blogs can be about anything, but reading political
blogs—whether theyre highlighting stories major media put
at the back of the newspaper or relegated to 10 seconds on
the newscast, or breaking into rants and heavily opinionated
commentary that would never be found in major news
outlets, or sticking with a story that has fallen off the radar of
other media, or just offering a clipped sentence that directs
you to a news item that just might need your attention—
does have a way of making you feel like more of a citizen.

In an interview with Amy Goodman in March 2005, Juan
Cole, former journalist and professor of Middle Eastern
Studies at the University of Michigan, said this about the
importance of his blog, Informed Comment.
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After September 11 ... I felt a great many igno-
rant opinions were being expressed in our mass
media by people who really couldnt even pro-
nounce the names correctly and had no idea what
they were talking about. And it annoyed me, hav-
ing spentalong time in the region and having stud-
ied it professionally. And in the old days before
the rise of the Internet, it was hard to get one’s
voice out. People think, well, an academic has some
sort of special access, but no. I think a lot of jour-
nalists were convinced that academics can’t write
straight, and you should keep them away from the
public if at all possible. So, I couldnt get my op-
eds published. And my credentials really meant
nothing in the journalistic world. It was only once
I started keeping the weblog and commenting on
al Qaeda and the development of the war on ter-
ror and then especially the Iraq war that the jour-
nalists started reading me for information, and I
often could get access through Arabic sources on
the Internet or in the media to a texture and detail
of information that wasn't available in the west.

Of course, not all bloggers come to blogging with the
extensive background of Professor Cole, but they do come
with something to say and a desire to put it in writing, and
with that a desire to spread information and hold an audi-
ence. And holding the audience is the whole game; blogs that
are not engaging and accurate tend to disappear.

About This Book

I created this book to tell the story of Secretary of Defense
Donald Rumsfeld through the eyes of his blogging critics.
intend the blog posts here to present a collage of critical

Xl
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commentary, some of it lengthy and thoughtful, some of it
quick and to the point, and some of it whimsical. I wanted
two readers to come to this book: the one who already reads
blogs but wants to go back and see what was missed while
reading all the other good blogs (most of these posts I hadn’t
noticed the first time around, by the way; only by research-
ing did I come across much of this material for the first
time), and the reader who does not already read blogs but
wants to take a look at what the Internet has been up to.
OK, there is a third reader: the one predisposed to disliking
Rumsfeld, and who wants to cover more ground in that
regard.

My Ax

I do have an ax to grind. Please note the word crizics in the
previous section. There are many biographies and favorable
stories told of our Secretary of Defense. Midge Decter’s
Rumsfeld: A Personal Portrait and Jeffrey A. Krames 7he
Rumsfeld Way: The Leadership Wisdom of a Battle-Hardened
Maverick are two examples of biographies that give official
portraits of Rumsfeld as a True American Hero. Also,
Rumsfeld’s views and positions are generally given deference
in press conferences and Sunday-morning news shows, not to
mention bloggers not represented in this book. Many
people—perhaps you or some of your friends, neighbors, or
relatives—are partial to Rumsfeld and uninterested in
hearing of his perceived failings. I and the other writers
featured here, however, take a different position, and if you
do not care to read dissent from the official story, and the
basis for that dissent, then this book will certainly not be for
you.
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