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This American PR Firm Has Made 
Millions Representing War Criminals 
and Ruthless Corporations  
 
B Y  L A U R A  S M I T H  
 
 

 
 
 
For more than 50 years, Burson-Marsteller has been the go-to 
mouthpiece for dictators and companies in trouble. 
 
 

 
A group of demonstrators are held by police during an anti-government rally in Buenos Aires during 
Argentina’s Dirty War — the seven-year military dictatorship which resulted in the killing, or disappearance, of 
an estimated 30,000 people. (Horacio Villalobos/Corbis via Getty Images) 
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Emilio Mignone was startled awake by the sound of his doorbell. It was 5 a.m. in Buenos 
Aires in the spring of 1976. He hurried over to the peephole where he saw five men in 
military trousers standing on the other side of the door. 
 
“Who is it?” he asked. 
 
“Open up, it’s the army,” they replied. 
 
When he asked for identification, one of the men waved a machine gun instead. Then 
Mignone, a lawyer and university professor, did something that he would regret for the rest 
of his life. He opened the door. 
 
Emilio assumed that the men were there for him  —  the university where he taught was 
progressive, and he had supported the predecessor to the military government that had 
seized power only six weeks before. But they had not come for him; they were there for his 
daughter. 
 
Monica Mignone was a beautiful 24-year-old educational psychologist with high 
cheekbones and long dark hair. She was sick with the flu in the other room. The men 
ordered her to dress, and before her father could fully process what was happening, she was 
out the door and into the apartment’s small elevator, cramped beside the hulking, machine 
gun-wielding men. She looked terrified. Her family never saw her again. 
 
The disappearance, recounted in Iain Guest’s Behind the Disappearances, was typical of 
Argentina’s “Dirty War.” In the 1970s and 80s, the military dictatorship lead by army 
commander Jorge Rafael Videla, systematically gathered and murdered socialists, 
journalists, union organizers, and people who had ties to the previous administration, in an 
effort to stamp out leftist political dissidence. Victims were interrogated, tortured, drugged, 
and then dropped live from an airplane over the Atlantic. Official inquiries into the death 
toll found that 9,000 people were disappeared, though relatives suggest the number was 
closer to 30,000. 
 
To the world, the Argentine military dictatorship looked quite bad. The Inter-American 
Commission on Human Rights from the Organization of American States was set to hold a 
hearing on human rights abuses and the government was worried about their bottom line. 
Chatter about such things might scare off foreign investors. They needed a public relations 
makeover. 
 
There was one obvious place to go for the job: Burson-Marsteller. 
 
Headquartered in New York City, it is one of the largest PR firms in the world and rescuing 
indefensible clients from public relations disasters has long been their bread and butter. 
For the price of $1.2 million a year, Burson-Marsteller kicked off an ad campaign: cards 

https://books.google.com/books?id=lq_i3wpmBWUC&printsec=frontcover&dq=Behind+the+Disappearances&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwi2yJ-Oj-HUAhUDj1QKHb1gCccQ6AEIKDAA#v=snippet&q=Monica&f=false
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that would be circulated by the government that read in Spanish, “We are right and 
human” — to create an aura of morality surrounding the country. As Temma Kaplan 
explained in her book, Taking Back the Streets, the campaign was “an attempt to discount 
the stories of the disappearances.” For the Argentine government, Burson-Marsteller 
crafted a 31-page advertising supplement in Business Week that read, “few governments in 
history have been as encouraging to private investment … We are in a true social revolution 
and we seek partners. We are unburdening ourselves of statism, and believe firmly in the 
all-important role of the private sector.” The South America expert from London’s 
Observer, would later say, “It was one of the most repulsive exercises in PR that I have ever 
known.” 
 
But among Burson’s clients, that’s not an easy call to make. 
 

 

A worker erects a screen to obstruct views of the Union Carbide plant in Bhopal, India, where thousands were 
killed following a gas leak in December, 1984. (AP) 

 
Harold Burson, who founded the firm in 1953 alongside Bill Marsteller, put a more 
generous spin on their work in 2008, writing, “We are in the business of helping companies 
through difficult situations.” Their client list (which they no longer make public) has, at one 
point or another, included Union Carbide after the Bhopal gas leak disaster that killed 
roughly 15,000 people; the Nigerian government, after it was accused of genocide in the 
Biafran war; Romanian dictator Nicolae Ceausescu; and the Indonesian government 
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shortly after 250 East-Timorese were shot while protesting in favor of independence from 
Indonesia. When the private military company Blackwater shot 14 unarmed Iraqi civilians 
and the company’s founder was called into Congress to testify, Burson-Marsteller was 
brought on to help him prepare. As Rachel Maddow said in 2009, “When evil needs public 
relations, evil has Burson-Marsteller on speed dial.” 
 
Their influence was enormous. As Sheldon Rampton and John Stauber wrote in Trust Us, 
We’re Experts, “Companies like B-M have become important arbiters in determining which 
experts appear on the public stage.” Throughout the years, their work would raise 
uncomfortable questions about what  —  if anything  —  defines morality in the corporate 
landscape. 
 

 
Private security contractor Blackwater was involved in multiple incidents of civilian killings in Iraq, for  
which they retained the council of Burson-Marsteller in 2007. (Ali Yussef/AFP/Getty ) 
 
In his 2017 book The Business of Persuasion, Burson wrote, “Throughout its existence, 
Burson-Marsteller has conducted business with the underlying assumption that living up to 
the highest professional, ethical, and moral standards is not only doing what’s right but 
also doing what’s best for business.” In some instances, this marriage of public interest and 
the bottom line appeared viable. When seven people died from taking Tylenol pills that had 
been laced with cyanide by someone who had tampered with the packaging, Burson-
Marsteller saved the company, restoring the public’s faith by introducing the tamper-proof 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Rv69L61W-2A
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vulnerable. I am reminded of what Albert Raboteau wrote in Slave Religion about the ways 
an overly-spiritualized faith has been used to assuage the guilt of policies that exploit 
(especially) black bodies.3 Could focusing on preaching unity be a new form of spiritualizing 
faith? 
 
A few of my pastoral colleagues in the US, who are engaged in bold preaching and protest, 
have advised me to enjoy my respite from the American church and politics. I have 
considered it, but Dietrich Bonhoeffer4 and Martin Luther King, Jr.5 keep disturbing me. 
 
And, my desk overlooks Nikolaikirche, the cradle of the Peaceful Revolution that energized 
resistance in 1980’s East Germany. Every Monday the church was open for all people. A 
colleague here calls this Leipzig’s original Moral Monday protest, the fruit of which is 
remembered each November 9th as the fall of the Berlin Wall.  
 
Nikolaikirche reminds me of the foolishness of God. Who would use prayer as a form of 
resistance, preaching as a counter to police brutality, and candles as an agent of change? 
Surely only the God who chooses Israel, a people caught in the shadows of superpowers. 
Surely only God, the one who works deliverance as a disruption of Pharaoh’s economy and a 
mockery of Rome’s power. It is this God whose scriptures consistently refer to such 
politicized themes as refugees, immigrants, women and care for the poor and sick. 
 
Living in an international context, I still don’t know exactly what to say to a new 
acquaintance who asks me about the presidential administration or even what I will preach 
next. But, it seems to me that the homiletical question can no longer be whether or not to 
offer a political word. Rather, the question is whose politics does our preaching explicitly 
and implicitly support? 

 
Rev. David Stark is a doctor of theology candidate at Duke Divinity School and an  
elder in the United Methodist Church. He studied at Leipzig University, Germany,  
in 2016-2017. He was a 2015 FASPE Seminary Fellow. 
 
[Note: This article was originally published in International Journal of Homiletics, 2 (2017).] 
                                                 
3 See Albert J. Raboteau, Slave Religion: The “Invisible Institution” in the Antebellum South (New York: Oxford, 
2004) 102-3.  
4 I think specifically of Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s words to Reinhold Niebuhr about why he had to return to his home 
country: “I must live through this difficult period of our national history with the Christian people of Germany. I 
will have no right to participate in the reconstruction of Christian life in Germany after the war if I do not share 
the trials of this time with my people…” (Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works, Volume 16: Conspiracy and Imprisonment 
1940-1945, 1). 
5 “I must confess that over the last few years I have been gravely disappointed with the white moderate. I have 
almost reached the regrettable conclusion that the Negro’s great stumbling block in the stride toward freedom is 
not the White Citizens Councillor or the Ku Klux Klanner but the white moderate who is more devoted to order 
than to justice; who prefers a negative peace which is the absence of tension to a positive peace which is the 
presence of justice; who constantly says, ‘I agree with you in the goal you seek, but I can't agree with your 
methods of direct action;’ who paternalistically feels that he can set the timetable for another man’s freedom; 
who lives by the myth of time; and who constantly advises the Negro to wait until a ‘more convenient season,’” 
(Martin Luther King, Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” August 16, 1963). 
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reviewed the case with me by phone. She then placed mechanical dilators to soften and 
open Carmen’s cervix overnight, and instructed her to return the next morning to 
complete the procedure. 
 
Instead, Carmen showed up that morning asking me to “reverse” her abortion. 
 
My colleagues and I hear all kinds of reasons from patients seeking abortion “reversal”: 
• A husband or boyfriend urged her to have an abortion she didn’t want. 
• A husband or boyfriend persuaded her to keep the baby. 
• Someone told her abortion was wrong. 
• A pregnancy crisis center advised it wasn’t too late to change her mind. 
• She thought about it long and hard, and came to her own conclusion that abortion 

isn’t right for her. 
 
Many expect requests for reversal to become more common. We in the pro-choice 
movement know antiabortion groups are increasingly targeting women undergoing 
medication abortion (in which the patient takes one medication in the clinic that blocks 
critical pregnancy hormones, and a second medication one to two days later, at home, to 
induce miscarriage). They catch the women as they leave the clinic, telling them about an 
antidote to the pill they’ve just swallowed. One prominent website capitalizes on language 
that has traditionally belonged to our side of the debate: “It is your choice to change your 
mind.” 
 
But to “reverse” any abortion once it’s begun is not a simple — or necessarily safe — 
proposition. 
 
To be clear, we are not talking about restoring pregnancy after an abortion is complete 
(a biological impossibility), but rather interrupting certain two-step abortion 
protocols. Such practices (including medication abortion “antidotes”) are 
experimental. Because ethical and practical limitations preclude controlled studies of 
these situations, we have very little data to give women on rates of live births or 
complications after an interrupted abortion. 
 
The best we can do is extrapolate from similar, serious conditions in desired pregnancies, 
such as cervical incompetence (where the cervix starts to open prematurely), preterm 
rupture of membranes, and endometritis (inflammation of the lining of the uterus). Given 
that Carmen’s cervix had been dilated for nearly 24 hours, I felt that what she was asking 
me to do was unlikely to end well, and I told her so. 
 
“That’s OK,” she said. “At least I’ll know I tried.” 
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We in the pro-choice movement must decide how we will respond. 
 
To fall back on the argument that we don’t have enough scientific evidence on reversal 
methods is a cop-out. Eventually, even if only through retrospective case studies, we will 
learn more about the safety and efficacy of these options. At that point, if certain protocols 
prove to be safe for mother and fetus, patients will be left with two morally equivalent 
choices: the choice to have an abortion and the choice to try to reverse it. 
 
To keep women at the center of our movement, we must find an ethical and responsible 
way to care for them, to support their decisions and to stand by our cause. I believe the 
answer lies in reframing the movement and its values. That is, to move away from the 
language of “choice” and toward a language of “trust.” 
 
The “trust women” movement would focus on something unquantifiable and inviolable 
within each woman: her deep, internal knowledge of her own life and body. 
 
Putting such an intangible notion at the center of our movement will make many 
clinicians and activists uncomfortable. They will ask how we are to achieve trust in an 
environment where ideology is constantly being used to undermine medical expertise and 
evidence. In particular, how are we to trust women like Carmen, who change their minds 
overnight, putting themselves and their fetus at risk? 
 
Certainly, the goal of ensuring that each woman’s decision is uncoerced — and final — 
must remain at the center of abortion care. But these decisions are complicated, especially 
for pregnant women, who face an onslaught of messages from all sides that they are not to 
be trusted with their own bodies. 
 
When I trust the woman in front of me, I allow that many factors and opinions are 
influencing her. I believe that she is capable of sorting through it all and making her 
decision, even if it is not the decision I would make for her. 
 
After our conversation, I concluded that Carmen had been sure of her decision to have an 
abortion yesterday, and she was sure of the opposite today. My job was to support her 
decision, safely. 
 
After having her sign yet another consent form, I carefully removed the dilators from 
Carmen’s cervix, wrote a detailed letter to her regular obstetrician, and sent her home. 
 
“Thank you, Doctor,” she said, with tears in her eyes. “Thank you for saving my baby.” 
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I never believed I was saving Carmen’s baby. I believe she will experience a preterm 
delivery of a nonviable fetus or severely disabled infant. I made it clear that this was what 
I expected and feared for her. But in the face of my expert advice and scary-sounding 
consent forms, Carmen stuck with her decision. And I trusted her. 
 
 
 

 
Christine Henneberg, MD, is a family medicine physician in California. She received 
her medical degree from the University of California San Francisco School of Medicine 
and was a 2012 FASPE Medical Fellow. 
 
[Note: This article was originally published in the San Francisco Chronicle on November 9, 
2017.] 
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