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SYNOPSIS
Divide and Conquer: The Story of Roger Ailes deftly fuses the personal, the political and the just plain surreal as it charts the origin, rise and downfall of Fox News Chairman and CEO Roger Ailes. Variously called a bulldog, a kingmaker, and the Ernest Hemingway of campaign advisors, Ailes was the wizard of Oz. But he collected talent like dolls, and became consumed by paranoia about his own personal security. “I think Roger thought he could control the little genie in the bottle,” said former Fox News personality Glenn Beck. “But he couldn’t.”

The son of a factory foreman, Ailes had a hand in political campaigns in almost every state in the country. He was a key advisor over the last half century to presidents Nixon, Reagan and George H.W. Bush. He was drawn to winners, and loved to be in their sphere—whether a small-town councilman in Cold Spring, New York, or the president of the United States. When President Obama called him “the most powerful man in media” he basked in the glow, and posed smiling alongside the Democratic president he had done everything to undermine. 

Ailes hated what he called “the New York elite.” He was fueled by his resentments, and he bullied the people of Cold Spring – where he had a weekend house - as much as he bullied the people in his professional domain at Fox. He lived his life in fear of bleeding to death, say his longtime friends. Some say it helped him to better understand the fears of others, which he monetized on television, inaugurating the age of “anger TV.” He capitalized on other instincts too, insisting that Fox newswomen wear short, tight dresses, and displayed themselves as explicitly as possible.  “We’re getting the same girls to dance around shinier poles,” he proudly said to the New York Times.

Ailes fashioned Fox News into a ratings powerhouse, with more viewers than all its direct competitors, combined. But he was forced out by the Murdoch family in 2016, amid multiple allegations of sexual harassment. He was eventually locked out of his own building, unable to collect his belongings. Ailes died in May 2017 at the age of 77. How did a tap-dancing hemophiliac become one of the most powerful and divisive executives in American media? As one of his oldest friends says, “the opposite of death, is desire. And because Roger feared his own death, he desired. Mightily.”

******

The project is directed and produced by Alexis Bloom (Bright Lights: Starring Carrie Fisher and Debbie Reynolds) and produced by Will Cohen (Dirty Money). Alex Gibney (Taxi to the Dark Side, Going Clear) served as executive producer.

“I built Fox understanding the pressures, worries and aspirations of average Americans. I love these people.”  - Roger Ailes
“Everybody has an agenda. You have to see what it is they’re after.  Then you can manipulate them.”  - Roger Ailes

“Stand up and twirl for me. I want to see everything.”  - Roger Ailes
###

Interview With Director Alexis Bloom, Producer Will Cohen and Executive Producer Alex Gibney

Alexis, just how influential is Roger Ailes in our current political climate?  He’s been the architect of modern presidential campaigns and some would say the person most responsible for Donald Trump becoming president. Does the specter of Roger Ailes still loom large? Is his influence still felt, even though he resigned in July 2016 and died in May 2017?

AB: Certainly he paved the way for someone like Trump, though I don’t know that Trump was his first choice. He certainly had the relationship with Trump and the history with him whereby he could pivot very quickly to Trump when it became obvious that Jeb Bush wasn’t going to make it. And he did put Trump on every Fox show, and a weekly call in – specifically talking about politics.  That was telling in and of itself.  Roger had these very deep roots in the Republican Party and could have supported or sunk any number of candidates. I think that sort of shaping is key.  Yes, his influence is about Donald Trump, but it’s about much more than that. It’s about the tea party and flame throwing in political life, about making that viable and legitimate and profitable. He popularized flame-throwing political TV, and that has degraded political life. This focus on emotional diatribes and us vs. them and outrage and fear—that’s his legacy. The idea that ‘If you don’t’ vote for us, that man will come and stab you and rape your children,’ that idea was simmering underneath the Willie Horton political ads, and it perpetuates in some way. That immigrants will come and take your jobs and rape your women.  It’s Trump, but it’s also Ailes. I see that as kind of the monumental legacy of Roger. And it’s still very much with us--that general degradation and making it profitable. 

Alex, while I know the documentary has been a couple years in the making, it feels particularly timely now.  How profoundly does Roger Ailes’ influence seep into our current political landscape?  

AG: Trump may be the symptom, but Roger Ailes was the one who cooked up the disease in his laboratory. This film focuses more on the disease than the symptoms. For anybody who was watching the [Kavanaugh] hearings it really does capture something deeper that Roger Ailes did. It’s instructive that Bill Shine [a longtime Fox News exec who went to work for the White House after he was forced out of Fox over his proximity to the sexual harassment scandal involving Ailes] coached Kavanaugh for the hearings. The Kavanaugh hearings were a TV spectacle that was worthy of Roger Ailes. Not just Kavanaugh’s anger and rage. You would expect anger. But it was the bully in him.  The way he spoke to the senator from Minnesota. Ailes was a real bully too. Obviously that’s how he operates with women. And when most bullies get caught, they’re weak; they’re weak at the core.
His story sometimes feels stranger than fiction.  It’s a kind of twisted Horatio Alger story. What surprised you in the process of uncovering his origin story?

AB: I would say that the level of his self-deception and myth- making surprised me.  He was from humble beginnings, but he exaggerated the humbleness of his beginnings with bravado. The story he repeated about his father saying “Jump, Roger, Jump” we found out from his brother and a few reporters that it was highly unlikely to be true. His brother explicitly said ‘There was no way that ever happened.  I shared a room with Roger, I would have known if that happened.’ We thought ‘Why would somebody make that up’? And that happened often. He told Glenn Beck that he had invented the split screen when Neil Armstrong walked on the moon. Also not true. His paranoia also surprised me. He had microphones and cameras in his office at Fox. He had guns in his office drawer. 

Did Ailes parlay his media savvy to intentionally polarize and drive a wedge among people in the United States?

AG: He sensed the points of vulnerability and how to exploit them. He was very canny. That’s the unique aspect of Fox News. It monetizes that discontent and drives a wedge further and further between everybody. By feeding emotions and seeking heat more than light, he makes the news a matter of identity rather than factual inquiry. It’s all about who you are. You watch Fox because ‘Those are the people that I know. Those are the people who understand my fears and my anger.’ It’s not about policy anymore. It’s just about identity and feeding the rage that people who have grievances feel they need to express in order to feel better about themselves. 

Was Ailes first and foremost a showman? Did he actually believe everything he put forth on Fox News? Or did he just have an insatiable appetite for power?

AB: We struggled with this question: Was he an ideologue or was he an opportunist?  Which is better: that you genuinely believe your invective, your rhetoric of outrage, or that you’re just saying it because you think it’s entertaining and people will watch? In my opinion, it’s worse morally and ethically if Roger didn’t actually believe it, if he was just being expedient. And I kind of think he was. He was probably more socially liberal than many of the pundits on Fox. But then I’m not sure that he didn’t believe Obama could’ve been born outside of the US.  He had outlandish beliefs about Obama. He did truly believe he was out to destroy this country. 

WC: Roger is no way a journalist. He’s a showman. But at the same time he’s very adept at using the culture of journalism when it suits him. Going back to his slogan: fair and balanced. He’s implying we will tell you a story that is in the public interest.  When in fact it’s a cloak for carefully sculpted, agenda driven messaging.  He was the king of developing a narrative that hooks, that an audience can ride for months. 

Q: What was your reaction when you learned about how he tried to dominate the small town council and bully a local official in Cold Springs, N.Y, where he had a home?  It’s hard to believe this was the man that Obama allegedly called the most powerful man in media. 
AB: When we learned that Roger assiduously courted Richard Shea after his attempt to unseat him, we were surprised. Here was a man with huge responsibilities at FOX, a man who was running a billion dollar company - and what did he do in his free time? Send Richard Shea magazine articles about himself. Spend hours talking to him on a Friday afternoon. He seemed unusually compelled by Richard Shea - perhaps because Richard was everything Roger wasn’t. A fit, tall, working man, an American who dedicated himself to public service. Richard was a straight shooter and a very fair person. And Roger seemed slightly obsessed with winning him over. Roger wanted control over every aspect of his life, and he pursued people in Cold Spring as compulsively as he pursued people in and around the world of Fox. 

Ailes is obviously a divisive figure. But you don’t vilify him, you focus on his complexity. 

AB: Many people said he was funny and smart and he could be incredibly warm and charismatic. So we were driven to find out more about those aspects of his personality, to see if there was another side of him. 

AG: He was a great storyteller. And he inspired loyalty in a lot of people. You can’t discount that. Glenn Beck says he’s not a monster. That’s important to remember for all of us. We get hung up trying to identify good people and bad people as if they were two distinct species.  When we’re all a little bit of both. 

Alex, How would you sum up Roger Ailes’s manner of connecting with key audiences?  Did he exploit people’s fears and anxieties?

AG: Roger’s particular genius was in understanding the entertainment side, as well as the fear and the loathing. He really had his finger on the pulse of that dark side of the American psyche. When he was a kid, house-ridden by hemophilia, he watched a lot of TV. And he became a genius in understanding entertainment and how it works. One of the things that always works in entertainment is conflict and combat. He was a showman and he understood the entertainment part of combat. I know people from the left who would go on his shows and he would ask them back if they were good combatants. If you can entertain people with conflict, and at the same time understand their fears, -- which is kind of two sides of the same coin--that’s where the sweet spot is for Fox News.  That anger has a spillover, and the wraith that haunts it all is sexual abuse--particularly for a man like Roger Ailes who linked his hemophilia to his mother. He was the aggrieved victim who wanted payback and I think that’s why he understood his audience. 

Ailes blatantly used pretty girls in short skirts to entice viewers, even though he was selling supposedly serious fare. And he boldly made sexual overtures, in quid pro quo style, to women employees or those who sought his professional advice. If they rejected him, he ruthlessly ruined their careers. It must have been painful to hear these women’s stories of how he sidelined them. 

AB: Roger Ailes wasn’t always selling supposedly serious fare. He knew very well he was in entertainment. Some of the fare was serious - Shepard Smith’s news programs, for instance. But a lot of it was entertainment, playful, silly. And some of it was just downright angry (Bill O’Reilly’s show) which was another way of being “showy.” But Roger never self identified as a journalist - he was always focused on the entertainment. That said, he did indeed sideline some women who rejected his offers. (Notably, Megyn Kelly was not sidelined even though she repeatedly rejected his offers.)…Everyone - regardless of gender - should find his behavior reprehensible. One of our interview subjects said: “All we wanted to do was work.” I’d like people to remember that. The victims of sexual harassment aren’t working. All they wanted to do was work. 

You began this project in fall 2016 when Ailes was still very much alive.  Was his death a big shock? 

AB: His death was pretty sudden. He fell. He hadn’t been in and out of hospital. We didn’t have an inclination that he was going to die. Many people were saying he was plotting his comeback.  He was going to get together with Bill O’Reilly and Steve Bannon and put together a new network. He was clearly still in the flow of power.

How did you decide on the 25 people you interviewed in the film?

AB: Everybody in the film knew him very well (with one exception.) They were the kind of people who went to his home, were invited his wedding, or knew his parents. They hadn’t just gone to lunch with him a couple of times. And we tried very hard to keep a centrist audience in our minds when we were making this, so we resisted the temptation to interview big Democrats who would’ve had strong feelings about him. We didn’t interview Valerie Jarrett or David Axelrod about what it was like to be in the Obama administration and come up against Roger Ailes. In fact, there are a lot of Republicans in our film. But the main thing was to speak to people who knew the man behind the reputation.

Was it hard to get people who were close to Ailes to talk to you?

AB: It wasn’t easy. There wasn’t a great motivation for people to speak. They would say ‘Well, he paid my salary. I can’t in good conscience talk about him’. There was also kind of a legal reluctance. Fox has a fairly aggressive group of lawyers at its disposal and its PR department is also very unforgiving. If you write critically of Fox you immediately get a call from their PR person. 

What did it take to convince Ailes’s childhood friends and colleagues, as well as the women he’d harassed, that it would be OK to talk to you?

AB: You have to build a relationship. You have to talk to people about what you’re doing and why, and you have to give them time to consider it. We’d tell people our aim as storytellers. That we want to understand this man, that he had a profound impact on our society and on our political landscape, and we want to hear what he was like from people who knew him best.  Some people wanted to meet with us several times before agreeing to go on camera. 

WC: And some didn’t at all. Some people said yes initially, and then would reconsider.  ‘Do I really want to be out there on the subject? ‘ And they chose not to. 

Several of those interviewed comment on his uncanny ability to read a room and take the temperature of Middle America as well as off in tucked-away corners of the country.

AB: He wrote this self-help book “You are the Message” which was sort of like the bible for public speaking and for corporate people for a time.  With various rules for success like: “You make up your mind about someone in the first 7 seconds.” He thought about this a lot. It wasn’t something casual for him. He studied people and studied how to get what you want from people.

WC: It’s actually another place that Roger was a pioneer. Few were writing corporate self-help yet. 

What would you like to have people think about when they walk out of the theater?

AB: I’d like them to think about the way our world is shaped by people who have been participating, for better or worse, in our democracy for decades. And that it goes beyond tweets. You have to dig deep. It’s not what happened on Twitter yesterday. Or a person you never heard of popping out and doing one spectacular act. I think we’ve all become ambulance chasers in some way.  A longer perspective is valuable.

WC: One reaction I heard someone in a Q and A say was ‘Wow, what an effective person! We need a Roger Ailes of the left to counteract the Roger Ailes of the right.’  Which I think is understandable, but really damaging. The take home I would prefer people think about is the depths of his influence and how it has shaped all media.  CNN and MSNBC participate in Roger Ailes’s version of the news in some respects. And the antidote to Roger Ailes is not a the same flame throwing, from a different ideological place on the spectrum, but rather a move back towards responsible storytelling, which is being lost in our current moment.  I hope it provokes thought about how media is made, and how we consume and participate in it. Is the answer to accept Roger’s trench warfare model of the world? I hope not. 

###
ABOUT THE FILMMAKERS 

Alexis Bloom (Director & Producer) 
Born in Johannesburg, South Africa, Alexis produced widely for the National Geographic Channel, and for BBC World in her early career. She has worked in America since 2001, and has produced extensively for PBS Frontline on both investigative pieces and international stories. Alexis was a producer on the Emmy Award-winning PBS show Rx For Survival (for long-form non-fiction) and was also a producer and director on the NOVA series This Emotional Life. In 2014, Alexis was the recipient of the Producer’s Guild of America Award in 2014 for We Steal Secrets: The Story of WikiLeaks, a feature documentary for Universal Pictures that Alex Gibney directed. In 2017, Alexis was nominated for an Emmy for Outstanding Directing for Nonfiction Programming, and also for Exceptional Merit in Documentary Filmmaking, for Bright Lights: Starring Carrie Fisher and Debbie Reynolds, a documentary film she made for HBO.

Will Cohen (Producer) 
Will Cohen is a long time contributor to the PBS public affairs series FRONTLINE, producing documentaries all over the world. He was part of the team behind Firestone and the Warlord, a joint investigation with ProPublica into the tire giant’s dealings with Liberian strongman Charles Taylor, winner of a 2014 Robert F. Kennedy award, an IRE award for investigative reporting, and two Emmy awards. He was also shortlisted for a Peabody for Chasing Heroin (2016), a two-hour FRONTLINE special presentation about the American opioid epidemic. Most recently, he was a consulting producer on Dirty Money, an investigative series about financial crime and corruption, which premiered this year on Netflix.

Pax Wassermann (Editor)

Pax Wassermann is an editor and producer with over twenty years in film and television. His recent work includes the 2017 Sheffield Grand Jury winner City of Ghosts, 2016 Academy Award nominee Cartel Land, as well as the Sundance premieres Unlocking the Cage and Water and Power: A California Heist. Other past documentaries include Pussy Riot: A Punk Prayer, Devil's Playground, Knuckleball!, Elaine Stritch: Shoot Me, the Sally Mann documentary What Remains, and Which Way Home, which was nominated for an Academy Award in 2009. His fiction work includes Peter Bogdanovich's She's Funny That Way and Noah Buschel's directorial debut Bringing Rain.

Alex Gibney (Executive Producer) 

Alex Gibney is an American documentary film director and producer. Gibney has been called “the most important documentarian of our time” by Esquire Magazine and “one of America’s most successful and prolific documentary filmmakers” by The New York Times. His previous work includes Taxi to the Dark Side, winner of the 2007 Academy Award for Best Documentary Feature, the Emmy-award winning Going Clear: Scientology and the Prison of Belief (2015), Enron: The Smartest Guys in the Room (2005) and Zero Days (2016). His latest films include No Stone Unturned which premiered at the New York Film Festival in September of 2017; and HBO’s Rolling Stone: Stories from the Edge (2017), co-directed by Blair Foster. 

Molly Thompson (Executive Producer for A&E IndieFilms)

Molly Thompson is the founder and head of A&E IndieFilms, the feature documentary production arm of A+E Networks. Since its inception, Thompson has played a central role in helping A&E IndieFilms build a prestigious track record with commercial audiences, major film festivals and critics awards alike. Her track record includes several guild awards, Emmy® nominations and wins, and multiple-category Sundance wins, as well as an impressive four Academy Award® nominations.  Her credits include Divide and Conquer: The Story of Roger Ailes (Alexis Bloom), City of Ghosts (Matthew Heineman), Cartel Land (Heineman), Life, Animated (Roger Ross Williams), Murderball (Dana Adam Shapiro), The Tillman Story (Amir Bar-Lev), and STUDIO 54 (Matt Tyrnauer).

Stacey Offman (Executive Producer)

Stacey Offman joined Jigsaw in 2012 as the executive in charge of production, and development and works alongside Jigsaw founder, Alex Gibney. As Senior Vice-President, Offman oversees and develops the company’s dynamic slate of documentaries including the critically acclaimed HBO film Robin Williams: Come Inside My Mind, the insightful biopic of the actor’s life directed by Marina Zenovich, which premiered at Sundance; The China Hustle, directed by Jed Rothstein, which unearthed a multi-billion dollar financial fraud; Emmy Nominated City of Ghosts, directed by Matthew Heineman; and Zero Days, a Peabody-Award winning Alex Gibney film investigating the story of the classified Stuxnet attack on Iran.

Offman also oversaw the launch of the company’s television branch, and the creation of a robust vertical of non-fiction episodic series, notably “Dirty Money,”

 an explosive series on Netflix, which unveils corruption and financial malfeasance in some of the most influential companies and industries; “The New Yorker Presents” for Amazon Studios produced in collaboration with Conde Nast Entertainment, “Cooked,” a Netflix series based on the Michael Pollan bestseller book; provocative short doc series “The 4%: Film's Gender Problem” for Epix highlights absence of female directors in Hollywood, “Enhanced” for ESPN which looks inside the secret world of modern sports training, technology and recovery, “Rolling Stone,” an anniversary event miniseries for HBO directed by Alex Gibney and Blair Foster on the iconic magazine; “Death Row Stories,” a popular CNN true-crime series produced by Alex Gibney and Robert Redford; and Emmy nominated “Parched” for National Geographic, which zeroes into the world's most vulnerable hot spots for water-related conflict.

For these productions, Offman collaborates with a diverse array of filmmakers, interweaving their talent with Jigsaw's extensive body of work. With each new documentary, Offman cultivates those relationships, putting together the teams that create award-winning films.

With over twenty years in the business, Offman has worked across both film and TV producing numerous high-profile documentaries and non-fiction series across major networks. Prior to joining Jigsaw, Offman was Morgan Spurlock’s producing partner (Where in the World is Osama Bin Laden, What Would Jesus Buy? and 30 Days for F/X). Previously, she served as supervising producer for Emmy nominated Borderline TV and Head of Production & Development at Academy Award® nominated Paperny Entertainment.

Dan Cogan (Executive Producer)

Dan Cogan is an Academy Award®-winning producer and the Executive Director and Co-Founder of Impact Partners, a fund and advisory service for investors and philanthropists who seek to promote social change through film. Since its inception in 2007, Impact Partners has been involved in the financing of over 90 films. Cogan also co-founded Gamechanger Films in 2013. Cogan received his B.A. from Harvard University, Magna Cum Laude, and attended the Film Division at Columbia University's Graduate School of the Arts.
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