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For my father, who proudly shook the hand of Senator John F. Kennedy.



And for my mother, who once said, “You’re supposed to treat people decently no matter who they are. If you don’t know that, you don’t know a goddamn thing.”




Keep cool but care.

—MCCLINTIC SPHERE, IN V.




INTRODUCTION

                                                                                                                                       

The Digital Presidency

When I was coming up, it was a dangerous world and we knew exactly who they were. It was us versus them. And it was clear who them was. Today, we’re not so sure who they are, but we know they’re there.

—GEORGE W. BUSH

The book you are holding had its beginnings in the worst political mistake of my life. 

In early November of 2000, I made the eighteen-hour flight to Los Angeles from Singapore, where I was spending a year, to vote in the first election of the new millennium. I wasn’t returning for the presidential race, which had pulled off the feat of being neck-and-neck without once becoming interesting. Like most people on the left, I had no fondness for Al Gore, who combined Richard Nixon’s clammy ambition with the know-it-all smugness of Hermione Granger. Nor did I find any allure in the fastidiously dreary Ralph Nader ( “I’ll bet he still lives with his mother,” said my own seventy-five-year-old mom, cackling with disdain). That choice deserved, at best, an absentee ballot. I was coming back to help oust my Republican congressman, James Rogan, who not only spearheaded the attempt to impeach Bill Clinton but once earned a 100 percent favorable voting record from the Christian Coalition while getting 0 percent from the ACLU. That was a record worth flying across the Pacific to vote against in person.

And George W. Bush? He was a faintly comical blip on my personal sonar—not to be voted for, of course, but also not to be taken seriously. When I thought of him at all, he came across as a manufactured nonentity who would surely lose. What a prediction! Looking back on it now, I’m embarrassed at how carelessly I’d read the pop culture tea leaves. 2000 was a year in which Gladiator was the touchstone summer smash and went on to be named Best Picture, Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? became the top-rated TV show, and The O’Reilly Factor dominated the bestseller list—not exactly a trifecta to make one think, “The zeitgeist is begging for Al Gore.” Still, at the time, Bush seemed little more than a nepotismal cipher, a blandly “electable” consensus candidate for a Republican Party desperate to reclaim power by seizing the middle ground. Even if he won the election, how much harm could he really do? 

I was far from alone in thinking this way. On election night, after glumly voting for Nader, I went to a party in Topanga Canyon, a onetime hippie paradise that is now a mecca for prosperous bohemians. Not a soul had voted for Bush. As the results came in and it appeared he was winning, the crowd was let down but not overly concerned. The country was prosperous and faced no credible foreign threats, so it hardly mattered that Bush couldn’t name the general (what was his name again?) who’d seized power in Pakistan. People laughed about his verbal pratfalls and mocked his sense of entitlement, which was obviously the size of an aircraft carrier (Gore’s was merely the size of a cruise liner). He was, in Philip Roth’s fine phrase, a mere mist of a man. I remember a writer drunkenly saying that Shrub, as he called Bush, was little more than an historical hiccup, the kind of dispensable space-saver who nearly always succeeds a powerhouse president—“the way his old man follows Reagan for one term, and then—bam!—he’s history.”

Later that night at LAX, awaiting my return flight to Asia, I watched the returns in a skybar, surrounded by businessmen who clearly approved Bush’s apparent victory. Yet even they couldn’t muster any excitement. Nor did their mood dampen when the numbers suddenly got murky and it became possible that Gore might yet pull it out. They, too, sensed that the 2000 election was no big deal. After all, the country was so perfectly divided that neither man, once elected, would dare veer far from the middle of the road. Boarding the plane, I felt confident about two things. The winner would be known by the time I reached Singapore, and Nader had spoken the one great truth of the election: It didn’t matter whether Gore or Bush won. (Trust me, this didn’t seem quite so dumb at the time.) Had a fellow passenger told me then that only three years later President George W. Bush would be reckoned an international juggernaut, I would have nodded politely and moved to another seat where I could watch Erin Brockovich without having to sit next to a loony. 

Which only shows how wrong you can be.

By the time I settled back in L.A. next July, I was startled by how different America felt. The candidate who lost the popular vote—and was handed Florida’s electoral votes under circumstances fishier than anything you’d find at the Miami Seaquarium—was governing as if he’d been given a mandate to bulldoze America to the right. He passed a $1.35 trillion tax cut for the well-off that turned a budget surplus into a deficit, horrified most of the civilized world by cavalierly scuttling long-standing treaties, and turned energy policy over to Dick Cheney, whose top-secret task force was a skybox for Republican donors and lobbyists. Thwarting me at every turn, Bush even named my vanquished congressman, Jim Rogan, the Under Secretary of Commerce for Intellectual Property and Director of the United States Patent and Trademark Office.

Perhaps because he’d scraped into office, Bush was the sorest of winners, treating those who opposed him with a dismissive disdain, and enjoying thoughtless treatment from the media, which tended to portray him as a lazy, malaprop-spouting goofball. Back during the Clinton years, I used to cackle each time the right’s manatee-shaped morality czar, Bill Bennett, galumphed onto a talk show and brayed, “Where’s the outrage?” Six months into the Bush presidency, I was bawling the same thing. And so were millions like me who didn’t merely oppose the president’s policies but his whole vision of America. 

Had it not been for September 11, 2001, Bush’s early performance might well have ruined him. We’ll never know what he would have done without the terror attacks. What’s certain is that Bush has proved to be more overpowering than anyone imagined. In less than one term, he has left a far bigger footprint on American life than Bill Clinton did in two. Perhaps because he was so long considered a lightweight, he’s drawn to grand initiatives and bold strokes. He doesn’t just take big risks, he likes taking them: massive tax cuts, a huge expansion of Medicare, a reconstructed Middle East, the Bush Doctrine of preemptive war. And he’s been unnervingly, unswervingly effective at putting this agenda across.

To his opponents’ great horror, being president is the only thing George W. Bush has ever been any good at. Far from being a middle-of-the-road clock-puncher, he’s a genuine force—a radical conservative, a canny political operator, and, contrary to his endlessly repeated campaign pledge, a divider not a uniter. Has any previous leader been so often compared to both Winston Churchill and Adolph Hitler? Rather than being just a one-term wonder, Bush has become a resonant figure whose true significance remains enigmatic. Is he simply the last gasp of the old ruling order, run by paternalistic white businessmen who think they know what’s best for America, or the first step of a new kind of corporate oligarchy that uses “homeland security” to follow bullying policies abroad and roll back civil liberties at home?

Ever since the assassination of John F. Kennedy, it has become routine to take the measure of a president after a thousand days. At that point in Bush’s presidency (which he cockily began calling “my first term”), one thing had grown clear. If Bill Clinton was the classical analog president—eager to hug the whole world and make everyone love him—Bush is our first fully digital model. He sees the world in ones and zeroes, blacks and whites, eithers and ors, Usses and Thems. And the world has come to return the favor. Every day I receive scads of e-mails that don’t simply detail Bush’s every transgression, real and imagined, but impute to him a kind of wicked omnipotence. He’s the real evildoer, to be blamed for everything from infant deaths in Iraq to the North Korean nuclear crisis to the supposed McCarthyism endured by Sean Penn on his way to his Oscar.

Such feelings aren’t limited to die-hard liberal bloggers with too much time on their hands. Near the end of Operation Iraqi Freedom, which was not the same as an end to the war in Iraq, I attended a wedding banquet in Los Angeles. The restaurant was filled with middle-class guests who, like most Americans, don’t normally spend all that much time thinking about politics. These weren’t activists who took to the streets against the Iraq War, though they probably opposed it; their idea of being progressive is to vote Democrat and recycle Diet Coke cans. Yet these people were even more vituperative about Bush than your average Parisian. They were part of the majority who voted against him in 2000, and most of them dislike him far more today than they did back then. No, “dislike” is too mild. Although conventional wisdom once had it that the right hated Clinton personally while liberals hated Bush for his policies, this quickly stopped being true. Both the hard and soft left despise Bush with a dank, bitter loathing they never felt for his father, Ronald Reagan, or even Richard Nixon, whose Shakespearean monstrosity most liberals secretly held in a kind of reverential awe. Even with five o’clock shadow, grandeur is grandeur.

As we sipped champagne, we had the kind of pleasurably overwrought conversations that have become routine all over the country. We talked about Bush being the worst president ever. We quoted Paul Krugman’s latest screed about how he’s destroying the economy. We abhorred his smug smile, sneered at the way he says “terrist” and “newkiller” (Bush hatred is not without its snobberies), and mocked his habit of using the word “evil” to describe people who are, well, evil. A few minutes after a writer friend once again brought up the “coup” (meaning, of course, the Supreme Court decision that put the President in power), a total stranger admitted that he’d caught himself wishing the assault on Baghdad would turn into another Stalingrad—simply because such a calamity would ruin Bush. 

“I read these polls saying he’s popular,” said a magazine editor, shaking her head, “and I ask myself, who likes this guy?”

The answer, at that point, was more than half of the country. His approval ratings were well over 60 percent, and among Republicans, they were an eerie 97 percent (the sort of numbers you got at plebiscites in Saddam’s Iraq). His supporters have continued to be every bit as strident as his detractors. If Bush-haters believe that they embody enlightened values—why, we’re almost European—his champions are convinced that they are the real Americans, who believe in morality, private property, and limited government (even if the President keeps expanding it). The left often caricatures such people, portraying them as either corporate thieves or red-state dupes who have Rush Limbaugh on their radio, the Good News Bible on their nightstand, and rifles on their gunrack in case they happen to meet any gays, racial minorities, or government agents in black helicopters. While some of the cliché is true—that old pill-popper Rush does have 14 million listeners—most Bush supporters, including evangelicals, are not ideologues. They are ordinary people who want a safe, orderly life for themselves and their kids and fear that American culture has lost its moral bearings.

Even though the Republicans currently control the White House, Congress, and the Supreme Court, many Bush-backers still feel beleaguered, if not downright enraged. Caught in the habit of underdog snappishness, they believe America is constantly being threatened by liberal elites, slippery foreign allies, and loco evildoers such as Osama bin Laden and Kim Jong-Il. That’s why they watch Fox News in increasing numbers, boycott the Dixie Chicks, support school prayer, and still hate Bill and Hillary with an incandescent passion. When George Bush talks the language of Us vs. Them, these folks understand what he means in their bones. And they’re drawn by his air of conviction, eager to believe that he really believes in what he’s doing. More than anything, this is what most Americans want from a leader.

Much of the anger inspired by Bush’s presidency is a predictable liberal reaction to the earlier relentless assaults on Bill Clinton, which, if not exactly a “vast right-wing conspiracy” (its workings were largely out there in plain sight), did mark an attempt to deny the legitimacy of a twice-elected president.*1 The right’s fanatical hatred of Clinton ushered in a new era in contemporary politics remarkable for its absurd lack of proportion. (Remember when scores of Republican congressmen wanted to replace FDR’s head on the dime with Ronald Reagan’s, simply because they were furious about a TV movie that CBS didn’t even have the backbone to show?) Each time someone starts talking about Bush as a new Hitler, I remember the hour I once spent at my parents’ retirement home in West Des Moines listening to one of their neighbors declaim that Clinton was “the most evil man in the history of the country.” (I was tempted to sue on behalf of Charles Manson and Henry Kissinger.) In a broader sense, the feverish passions surrounding both Clinton and Bush are simply one expression of a culture increasingly goaded to extremes by the media’s bottomless need for something exciting to talk about—be it Michael Jackson’s weirdness, the Terminator’s run for governor, Ann Coulter’s self-aggrandizing rants, the trial of Martha Stewart, the American Idol voting, the D.C. sniper, Michael Jackson’s arrest, the murder of five-year-old Samantha Runnion, the saga of New York Times faker Jayson Blair, Michael Jackson’s plea of innocence, the midnight release of Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix, or the endlessly replayed footage, graciously put to music by Fox News, of bombs pounding Baghdad. And, by the way, did I mention Michael Jackson’s preliminary hearing? Americans may no longer join political parties or turn up at the polls, but they do go see Bowling for Columbine or click on The O’Reilly Factor and through this act of spectatorship feel that they’re actually doing something—or at least have the satisfaction of hearing someone articulate their feelings of frustration, impotence, and rage. We live at a time in which hysteria has replaced politics and consumption passes for social action. Fueled by the media’s taste for extreme positions, we spend our lives being confronted with specious either-ors, of which “for us or against us” is only the tip of the iceberg: You either support invading Iraq or you are “objectively pro-Saddam.” You either oppose invading Iraq or you don’t know that Kissinger helped murder Salvador Allende. You either dislike frivolous pop culture or you lack “values.” You either oppose gay marriage or you are antiwedlock, antireligion, anticivilization. Such bogus oppositionalism is our modern American key signature. It’s used to wind us up, get our attention, and open our wallets. Manichaeism sells.

One could find no more fitting president for such a culture than George W. Bush, who, after winning a disputed election, governed as if he’d won in a landslide; who, in the era of great corporate scandals, runs an administration as secretive as Enron; who, in the aftermath of the worst terrorist attack ever committed on American soil, called on his fellow citizens not to sacrifice but to keep shopping. Love him or loathe him, he is the political figure who defines our time, and like John Kennedy or Ronald Reagan before him, he casts a long shadow over our culture. This doesn’t always happen with presidents. No one talks of a Ford Era; when John Updike wrote Memories of the Ford Administration, he was being sly. Nor did the first President Bush loom large in the national consciousness. Although presiding over the fall of the Berlin Wall, the collapse of Soviet communism, and the first Gulf War, George H. W. Bush had, and continues to have, no resonance—his most memorable contribution to American culture was inspiring Dana Carvey’s impersonation on Saturday Night Live. George W. Bush has also been the target of SNL send-ups, nearly all of them inept, yet his cultural reach extends far beyond that. We see his fractured image reflected all around us—in the rise of Fox News, the popularity of Darwinian game shows, the ubiquity of the neocon pundits, the left’s crippling nostalgia, the reemergence of Cold War braggadocio, the $400 million box-office of The Passion of the Christ, the celebration of consumerism as self-expression, and the color-coded algebra of fear that has become part of every American’s psyche. If you put together the President’s policies, the artificiality of our political discourse, the shrieking of our pop culture, and the babble of information that bombards us every day, you have the unreal reality I think of as Bush World. 

This book is a portrait of Bush’s presidency—a critical portrait, although I would like to think not an hysterical one. Unlike so many other recent books, it is not primarily about lies, lying liars, and the great unraveling of our bushwhacked America, although such things do appear in these pages. Nor is it a behind-the-scenes look at the battles between the Departments of Defense and State (suave Colin and quick-draw Rummy going one-on-one) or the backroom whisperings of Dick Cheney, the President’s cloven-hoofed Richelieu. In fact, this is not a political book in the customary sense of the term. Rather, it is a piece of pop mythology that explores the polarized culture of unreality over which Bush rules. Although I will be writing about his official actions (how could one ignore tax cuts for the rich or the open-ended War on Terror?), I’m more concerned here with the ideas, values, images, pop milestones—the unforgettable characters and shared moments—that have defined the presidency of George W. Bush and the politics of our everyday lives. 

In Salman Rushdie’s novel Midnight’s Children, the narrator, Saleem Sinai, tells us, “To understand me you must swallow a world.” The same is true, perhaps even truer, of understanding a president. While I wouldn’t dream of claiming that I’m able to swallow anyone’s world, George W. Bush’s or the reader’s, this book does seek to understand what our forty-third president represents by looking at the culture that he’s helping to create and, equally important, the culture that created him and gave him power. To that end, the following pages offer a guided tour of the Bush World in all its funny, scary, contradictory absurdity: the swaggering brio of our two great white rappers, Eminem and Donald Rumsfeld; the blue-collar shtick of those populist millionaires Michael Moore and Bill O’Reilly; the promise of mass-market fame that is American Idol and the calculated sincerity of literary star Dave Eggers; the anti-gay passion that wants the Constitution to ban same-sex marriage and the huge popularity of Queer Eye for the Straight Guy; the metaphysical horror of Osama bin Laden and the forward-looking symbolism of Condi Rice and Hillary Clinton; the right-wing surge that got Rush Limbaugh hired as an ESPN football commentator (before he blew it) and the left-wing resistance that found literary lions Norman Mailer, Kurt Vonnegut, and Gore Vidal all loudly opposing the Iraq War, an act of conscience so impressive that this trio received that highest of contemporary accolades. Just like Bush’s war team, they were photographed together by Vanity Fair. 

Welcome, friends, to Bush World.




CHAPTER 1

                                                                                                                                       

The Six Faces of 

George W. Bush




Will the Real Slim Shady please stand up

Please stand up, Please stand up

—EMINEM 

On June 4, 2003, President George W. Bush held a diplomatic summit with Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon and Palestinean Prime Minister Mahmoud Abbas at a palace in Aqaba, a small coastal city best known for the Hollywood-fed myth that it had once been captured by Lawrence of Arabia. After the day’s discussions, the leaders strolled together toward the world’s cameras, crossing a bridge built over a swimming pool. It was the kind of culminating image, fat with metaphor—the bridging of divided peoples, the President acting as a uniter—that the Bush White House likes to call “the money shot,” perhaps oblivious of its porn-world associations. The President’s advance team hadn’t just mapped out the leaders’ path, as earlier White House staffs might have done. They had asked the Jordanians to build a bridge over the pool so that Bush and the others could walk over water on their way to the banks of cameras. When the first bridge proved too narrow to accommodate the men side by side, the Bush people had it torn down and a new one built that was wide enough. They were well aware that this visual iconography would matter far more to American TV viewers than anything the President would actually say. 

Ever since Parson Weems cooked up the story of George Washington and the cherry tree, our presidents have come robed in mythology, much of it consciously crafted. In the 1920s, the founding father of American advertising, Edward L. Bernays, was asked to help Calvin Coolidge fight the perception that he was icy and remote. Bernays brought Al Jolson and a cohort of his fellow vaudevilleans to breakfast at the White House, an event that prompted the humanizing headline “President Nearly Laughs”—and opened the gate for events staged by media advisors (or pseudo-events, as Daniel Boorstin termed them). Just as advertising has grown more sophisticated in the last eighty years, so has presidential image-making. If it was by serendipity that the musical Camelot opened less than one month after John F. Kennedy was elected president, it was his widow Jackie who, in her sole interview after his assassination, planted the idea of America happy-ever-aftering in that fantasy of JFK’s White House. 

Spooked by the power of Kennedy’s dashing image, Richard Nixon put himself in the hands of media advisors in 1968, and, as Joe McGinnis famously chronicled in The Selling of the President, they pulled off an extraordinary feat. Tricky Dick was repackaged as The New Nixon, a changed man whose painfully forced smile was something a divided nation could believe in. Small wonder that the Nixon team’s techniques were studied and refined by Ronald Reagan, who invested every manipulated scenario with enormous charisma, and Bill Clinton, who knew all the tricks in The Gipper’s playbook—it wasn’t for nothing that the boy from racy Hot Springs, Arkansas, sold himself as The Man from Hope.

The current White House has scrutinized these precedents and more. No president has controlled his PR more tightly than Bush, who watched aghast as his father lost control of his persona—going from sturdy Cold Warrior to vomiting babbler—and plummeted from 89 percent approval ratings in the summer of 1991 to 37.7 percent of the vote in the 1992 election. Conscious that presidents, like all consumer products, rise and fall on their image, his staff treats each event with the lavish precision of a Michael Mann movie. They’d never let him go on TV wearing a cardigan, as Jimmy Carter did in what’s remembered as his ruinous Malaise Speech. He didn’t actually use the word “malaise,” but such is the power of myth. Bush’s handlers know that they’re courting trouble whenever they put him out there on his own. That’s why he held only eleven solo press conferences in the first three years of his presidency (in the same period, his dad held more than sixty). Like Ben Affleck, who can’t hold the screen all by himself, their man needs to be propped up with crack production design. When he spoke about the scandals at Enron, WorldCom, Arthur Andersen, Merrill Lynch, Adelphia, Dynegy, Rite Aid, and Global Crossing, he stood before a backdrop with the words “Corporate Responsibility” printed again and again as a kind of corroborative wallpaper; when he addressed the nation from Ellis Island on September 11, 2002, an advance team brought in special banks of lights so that the Statue of Liberty would be suitably commanding against the night sky, its pale radiance neatly echoing the blue of the President’s necktie; when he served up a major speech on national security, he was carefully situated before Mount Rushmore, as if auditioning for his spot on the squad. And the White House does this sort of thing almost every day. No less a figure than Michael Deaver, who designed Reagan’s PR blitzes, told The News Hour with Jim Lehrer that the Bush team has taken packaging a president to a startling new level. He called their work “absolutely brilliant,” while conceding that including Bush’s head with the Mount Rushmore quartet may have been going a bit “too far.”*2

Predictably, such transparent but skillful shaping of the President’s image horrifies those who think that Bush is a latter-day Wizard of Oz (conveniently forgetting that Clinton did the same thing, albeit less blatantly). They point with glee to ex–Treasury Secretary Paul O’Neill’s remark that, in cabinet meetings, the President was like a blind man in a room full of deaf people. They wonder if Bush really calls the shots or whether he’s a hologram created by Dick Cheney and Karl Rove. They decry the abyss dividing the way the President is presented and what his administration is actually up to behind closed doors: Did he and Cheney privately joke about that big Halliburton contract in Iraq? Critics want to probe behind the myth and learn exactly who did what and when and why. They want to get “inside” the “real” George Bush.

Why? Much of any presidency’s meaning lies precisely in its constantly changing overlay of imagery, propaganda, rumor, and journalistic blather. To strip them away in search of the “real” president is like trying to find the real onion by peeling away the layers. This is especially true of George W. Bush, who, like John Kennedy four decades before him, has spawned an astonishing number of personas in a remarkably short time, many of them contradictory. Over the last four years we’ve had Bush as Regular Guy, Village Idiot, No-Nonsense CEO, Compassionate Conservative, latter-day Prince Hal, and, of course, Moby Dubya devouring any Democrat foolish enough to stray into his path. None of these myths is without its truth, and each has, at times, served the President’s purposes. What matters here is not so much George Bush the real man as the idea of “George Bush”—the images of the man that America has been peddled over the last four years. 

#1: A Regular Guy

During the run-up to the 2002 congressional elections, Bush broke all records for the number of days a president spent campaigning for his party’s candidates. He seemed to be everywhere. Late one night on cable, supporters at a Republican rally explained why they liked him. Their reasons varied, to be sure (“He’s strong,” “He’s a real leader,” etc.), but were united by a common thread: The President was genuine, straightforward, a regular guy. Or as his advisor Karl Rove likes to put it, “He is who he is.”

There’s no denying that this is a potent tautology, identical to the one favored by no less a mensch than Popeye the Sailorman, but it does beg the larger question: Who is he? At first glance, one thing seems clear. He’s not a regular guy. In fact, Bush could almost be the archetype of the un-regular guy, the spoiled rich kid perpetually mocked by our culture from The Magnificent Ambersons’ unbearable Georgie to the high school snots in those 1980s John Hughes comedies. It’s worth recalling that “Junior” Bush comes not merely from privilege but long-standing privilege. On his mother’s side, he’s related both to the British royal family (he’s a distant cousin of Queen Elizabeth II) and to President Franklin Pierce; on the Bush side, he’s the grandson of U.S. Senator Prescott Bush, an old-school WASP of the Eastern Establishment, and, of course, the son of George H. W. Bush—Congressman, CIA boss, Nixon frontman at the Republican National Committee, Vice President, and Commander in Chief. Like his father, he attended Andover and Yale and then, for good measure, went to Harvard Business School. But his youth, which lasted until he was almost forty, was not exactly impressive. He was a lazy student (specializing in the Gentleman’s C), a tireless party animal with a DWI arrest in Maine, a lousy businessman, and a superb mama’s boy. Countless Americans of his generation followed a similar youthful path and wound up working for John Deere or standing in the unemployment line. They actually completed their military service, though; Dubya couldn’t be bothered. He ducked the Vietnam War by joining the Texas Air National Guard, jumping the queue to get in, and then, as we all now know, shortchanged his service with impunity: His dad was a congressman. Somehow, he wound up a rich man (estimated worth $9–$26 million) and President of the United States.

One might think such a background would have ordinary people fuming. Yet as Paul Fussell and others have so patiently noted, Americans don’t view class in the strict European way. Individuals are defined less by birth, which they can’t choose, than by personal style, which they can. In many ways, Bush does have the manner of a regular guy—his prodigal youth gives him an aura of rebellion against the hoity-toity ways of the elite. He enjoys sports and remains faithful, we’re told, to his wife. He likes folksy plain talk and dislikes people who put on airs. He doesn’t want to know all that much about current events. Even his onetime drinking troubles help establish his ordinary-guy bona fides: Everyone knows someone who’s had alcohol or drug problems, and Americans admire those who fall and pick themselves up. A square during the sixties, when he was an Andover cheerleader and the chief Deke at Yale, he bristles at anything that smacks of bohemia or the counterculture. He is overt about his Christian faith, and in a country that’s ever more openly religious (39 percent of Americans claim to be born again), this does make him far more “regular” than most Democratic politicians, or even his own family.

Where his father always came off as a faux Texan—“deep doo-doo” is not what littered the trail to the Alamo—Junior feels happiest in Texas, preferring the provincialism of its white oligarchy to the big-city ways back east, where people are uppity about his home state. Doubt his credentials, though, and he’ll instantly remind you that he went to Harvard and Yale. While Bush’s love for Texas is genuine—being “home” matters deeply to him—he’s politician enough to milk its symbolism as a political asset; hence his 1999 purchase of a ranch eight miles from the white-flight suburb of Crawford. Located amid one of the most reactionary enclaves in the nation, this sprawling homestead not only lets him escape the media’s prying eye but affords him chances to be photographed wearing cowboy boots and a belt buckle the size of a hubcap, manfully (and Reaganfully) cutting back brush. How many times in his life do you think he’s done this off-camera?*3

It would be wrong to belabor the image of Bush as a weekend rancher, for that’s only a symptom of his real appeal. In a larger iconic sense, his public persona harks back to a vanishing yet still hardy ideal of white American masculinity, one embodied in today’s movies by Harrison Ford, who, rather like the President, is good at making wisecracks that don’t quite mask the surliness lying beneath. Like a less glamorous Jack Ryan or Indiana Jones, Bush comes across as a terse man of action whose pride is that he says what he means, means what he says, and if you don’t like it, too damn bad. The last president to court such an image was Harry Truman, who spent his final decades puffing up his reputation for straight shooting. Most regular guys can’t afford to adopt such attitude—unlike Dubya, they don’t have the connections to escape its consequences—but the fantasy appeals to them. That’s precisely why Bush has been sold as a self-confident straight-shooter by both his handlers and the conservative journalists who have crafted his myth. “George W. Bush doesn’t give a damn what you think of him,” wrote Tucker Carlson in a much-vaunted Talk profile back in 2000, ignoring all the ways this attitude might be insidious (and dishonest) in a man prepared to soft-pedal his right-wing ideology to momentarily woo swing voters. “That may be why you’ll vote for him for president.” 

The Bush team tries to reinforce his virile image by stressing his physicality; perhaps he was a macho cheerleader. We’re told that he runs the mile in less than seven minutes (or did until he injured himself), ending the long national nightmare of Clinton’s jiggly pale thighs. We’re treated to displays like the tail-hook landing on the U.S.S. Abraham Lincoln—his abbreviated time in the Air National Guard came in handy, after all—which demonstrated how dashing the President could be in a flight suit. Norman Mailer has suggested that Bush could have made “a world-class male model,” and though this wasn’t meant kindly, the old brawler was onto a truth: The President never seems looser than when he’s doing something purely physical. Bush was far more relaxed in that flight suit than he’d ever been in a business suit, let alone during any of his rare press conferences. In fact, the more you see him doing official business, the more you sense his tension at having to be presidential. It’s there in his peculiar stride across the White House Lawn, elbows out like a clichéd French pedestrian, palms facing apishly backward (an echo of those ears?). It’s there in the slightly clumsy way he whispers to his foreign guests as they stand before the media. It’s there in the narrowed eyes inherited from his father that greet any question he fears might contain a hidden fish hook.

It’s especially there in the strange workings of his lips. Back in the 2000 campaign, much was made of the Bush “smirk,” and though he trained himself to stop doing it (except during thank-you speeches at fundraisers, where smirking reassures the investors), the constipated little frown that replaced it feels like the dark echo of the expression he’s suppressed. His tight, downturned mouth gives him a slightly sour mien and reminds us that, for all the help he got from his affable dad, he truly is his mother’s son. (Although Barbara Bush has a reputation as a gracious lady, those who know say she’s actually about as kindly as a pedigreed pit bull.) Bush’s ex-speechwriter David Frum describes the President in private as “tart not sweet,” and we feel this. The Bush family hothead—he’s their Sonny Corleone—he often seems to be fighting back a retort he knows he doesn’t dare make. Not surprisingly, he’s at his most compelling and least self-conscious when firing off zingers at the White House Correspondents Dinner or speaking the Wild West lingo of “Wanted Dead or Alive,” whose clichés obviously stir something deep in him. Has there ever been a president who takes such obvious pleasure in announcing violence? Even when it gets him in trouble—like that all-too-succesful “Bring ’em on” to the guerrillas in Iraq—doing so puts him at ease. 

Bush’s often uncomfortable body language embodies a profound inner tension, one possibly linked to the alcohol abuse of his younger years.*4 Like many recovering addicts, he’s possessed of a need for order that borders on rage; chaos is forever flapping its buzzard wings outside his front door. He insists on daily exercise, sets aside time each day for religious study (often waking to it), and, barring World War III, goes to bed each night by 10 P.M. No Nightline for Dubya. The man is hooked on routine. Campaigning for his father in 1992, he required special trips back to his house in Texas; campaigning for himself eight years later, he disliked being away from his own bed, startling the reporters on his press plane by asking if they, too, traveled with their own feather pillow. (Talk about homeland security.) On his first visit to Europe as president, Bush became the only Chief Executive to grumble publicly about jet lag, which must have had his globe-trotting father cringing. There is, after all, only a five-hour time difference between Washington, D.C., and London, and one imagines that Air Force One is considerably more comfortable than the economy seats purchased by regular Americans. Then again, unlike most working people, he’s been softened up by those month-long vacations in Crawford.

His uncommon need for order is shared by his wife, Laura Welch Bush, a onetime librarian who is his most appealing asset: After he said his famous words about wanting Osama bin Laden “dead or alive,” she teased him, “Bushie, you gonna git ’im?” In fact, the sole truly charming moment of the 2000 Republican convention in Philadelphia came during the official biographical video: “When we met, I thought you were an intellectual,” the candidate said to his wife. “And I was,” she replied with the easy rapport of Myrna Loy bantering with William Powell in an old Thin Man movie. When reporters asked what he gave Laura for their twenty-fifth anniversary, he replied with a lewd wink. 

By lots of standards, she does qualify as an intellectual. “Laura has a Texas-size passion for books,” her husband says, and asked her favorite piece of literature, she named “The Legend of the Grand Inquisitor” from The Brothers Karamazov. (She must have been bitterly disappointed the first time she met John Ashcroft.) Still, despite Laura’s warmth and intelligence, she always seems a bit shell-shocked, rarely saying anything that isn’t dull—can you think of a more translucent First Lady? She seems to have never fully gotten over the great trauma in her past. At age seventeen, she ran a stop sign and killed a fellow student at her high school. One can only imagine what demons this would unleash in the mind of a smart, decent girl and what ruses it would take to hold them at bay. All these years later, Laura’s known as a neat freak, continually straightening things up; in one of their houses, she even arranged their books according to the Dewey decimal system. Small wonder that the Bushes’ twin daughters, Jenna and Barbara, should turn out to be girls gone wild who (as James Wolcott noted with wicked accuracy in Vanity Fair) look like they should be jumping out of the cake at a bachelor party. 

Bush’s desire for order in his daily life extends to his habits of mind, which are largely exclusionary. If Clinton wanted to know everything—every name, every policy, every nuance of the Op-Ed pages—Bush prefers not to know. He told Fox News that he doesn’t read the daily papers or feel the need to do so, although he may have said this just to wave a red flag before the easily riled bull of the liberal punditry. Intellectually and spiritually, this devout Christian is most comfortable lunging toward absolutes. Never is this clearer than in his black-and-white opinions of the War on Terror, its rhetoric ranging from vast moral abstraction (Good vs. Evil) to the paranoiac ultimatum “You are either with us or against us,” which became a mantra in his administration. Although modern life’s hardest challenge may be learning to function in the face of tension and uncertainty, Bush reveals a distinctively American impatience with ambiguity. It makes him antsy. He wants to do something about annoying countries like Iraq. As president, Dwight Eisenhower grumbled about how small countries were a pain in the ass with their vanities, internal squabbles, and desire to tweak the powerful, but he knew better than to be sucked in. “We must,” he concluded, “put up with it.” Bush’s instincts run in the opposite direction. Each time the French insisted that the situation in Saddam’s Iraq was more “complex” than the White House thought, this only made Bush want to simplify things by starting the invasion sooner.

This willingness to cut Gordian knots bespeaks one quality of good leadership—the willingness to take decisive action—yet one would feel better about it had Bush ever demonstrated an equal commitment to learning how to untie them. He’s far less curious than his father, who, despite his trouble with “the vision thing,” spent decades learning how things worked. In contrast, George W. has never troubled his head much about ideological principle, administrative functions, or the nuances of policy issues. Like a Hollywood producer, he has “people” to do that.

Possessed of a Crawfordite’s instinctive anti-intellectualism—his cabinet’s deep-dish thinker is, scarily enough, Donald Rumsfeld—he displays a lack of interest in ideas that unnerves even his admirers: Frum describes him as “often uncurious and as a result ill-informed,” and, in an Atlantic Monthly essay favorably assaying “The Mind of George W. Bush,” conservative historian Richard Brookhiser homes in on his lack of imagination. Still, his partisans suggest that such liabilities are outstripped by other intellectual virtues. “Bush has thought systematically about leaders his whole life,” claimed Newt Gingrich, evidently unaware that he’s describing his own hobbyhorse, not the President’s, “and has a very wide repertoire of experiences. . . . He cues off things he probably doesn’t even remember.”

If Bush pays little attention to ideas—“I’m a gut player,” he told Bob Woodward—he’s a stickler when it comes to demanding fealty and ferreting out betrayal: He worked as “loyalty enforcer” for his father’s 1988 campaign. No one in his administration is allowed to upstage him. When Frum’s wife tactlessly credited her husband with coining the term “the Axis of Evil” (what a thing to boast about!), this once-favored speechwriter was soon out the door. Even doubting the President’s intentions comes to be seen as a kind of disloyalty. He finds the very idea of a press conference profoundly insulting—Who are you to question me?—and treats challenges to his policies as if they were questions about his character. Asked about those sixteen fishy words in his 2003 State of the Union address about Saddam’s supposed search for yellowcake uranium in Niger, he behaved as if the charges leveled against the speech somehow concerned the depth of his own convictions. “There’s no doubt in my mind,” he kept saying. “There’s no doubt in my mind. . . . I’m confident in the decision I’ve made.” 

Then again, rigidity of mind need not be a crippling flaw in a leader and may well be preferable to the paralyzing excess of imagination that can show you the pitfalls awaiting any form of action. Few modern politicians talk more vividly than Mario Cuomo, yet he lacked the guts even to run for president. To the horror of his detractors, Bush is completely confident in who he is, even in his limitations, which allows him to transform his vices into virtues—his rigidity makes possible his enormous self-discipline. No president has been better at staying relentlessly “on message”; his lack of intellectual suppleness has proved to be a gift in a TV-centered culture whose citizenry has been suckled on saturation advertising. Where John McCain could hang himself with a thoughtless crack and Bill Clinton often didn’t know when to shut up, Bush has no qualms about repeating the same words over and over.

This is a far cry from the classic stories of ordinary Joes who get political power—from Jimmy Stewart being appointed senator in Mr. Smith Goes to Washington to Chris Rock becoming the Democratic presidential contender in Head of State. In those tales, the regular guy proves his common-man heroism by abandoning protocol and talking from the heart. Not so George Bush. Well aware that he gets into trouble when forced to ad-lib, he sticks to the script as rigorously as Bob Hope. In the process, he has achieved a level of redundancy previously reached by only a handful of monks who spend their lives chanting the same few syllables into the Himalayan void. Although such robotic behavior has proved quite effective, it also has led millions of people to wonder if the president just isn’t very bright.

#2: Dumb

All presidential elections are about fantasies—the dream of a Great Society, a president who will never lie to you, Morning in America. In 2000, the dominant fantasy was that the election did not matter. With its flourishing economy and unchallenged military, the United States apparently faced no critical issues, and neither Al Gore nor George W. Bush did anything to change the perception that politics was essentially meaningless. Both promised to govern from the center. Their contest was not about big ideas or first principles but the mere alignment of power, which party would control the White House.

While the Democrats were always going to nominate Gore, heir apparent to the Clinton legacy, the Republicans desperately needed an electable candidate with high name recognition, able to satisfy the party’s conservative base yet woo swing voters scared by the GOP’s right-wing extremism in the House of Representatives. Bush fit the bill perfectly. He’d been a popular governor in an era when that office kept producing presidents (Carter, Reagan, Clinton); even better, he’d governed a state in which the job is largely ceremonial, so he had no far-reaching ideological track record he would be forced to defend. It was easy to pass him off as the Republican version of a New Democrat. Unfettered by public awareness of what he actually stood for, Bush was free to play the Clintonian game of “triangulation,” stealing key Democratic issues to take the edge off Gore’s campaign. Based on money and calculation by party big shots, his nomination was the modern version of being anointed in a smoke-filled room. 

Of course, Bush was not without liabilities—his nepotistic rise, a gubernatorial career best known for its short hours and long list of executed prisoners. Yet these turned out not to be defining issues. Instead, he became famous for being dumb. The problem really started during a Boston interview, when WHDH-TV’s Andy Hiller ambushed Bush by seeing if he could name the heads of state in some of the world’s hot spots. Asked about Pakistan, which had been recently taken over in a coup by Pervez Musharraf, Bush replied, “General . . . General. I can’t name the general. General.” Not exactly a reply to inspire confidence, especially as he seemed eerily unabashed by his ignorance—you didn’t really expect him to prepare for an interview, did you? Although some reporters thought Hiller’s questions a setup, Bush’s stumbling non-answers were broadcast over and over, transforming his geo-quiz ignorance into the stuff of one-liners on late-night TV: The guy may be good at raising campaign contributions, but folks, he’s as thick as a two-by-four. In his own day, Bush Senior had been mocked for his mastery of telegraphic gibbering—“Message: I care”—but Dubya pushed such inherited inarticulateness to new levels: “Is our children learning?” he once asked, in what remains his masterpiece of illiterate concision. And because he said such things all the time, you couldn’t escape hearing about his latest mangled sentence and malaprop. Bushisms were swapped around water coolers, passed along in e-mails, and eventually collected by Slate’s Jacob Weisberg—who had published three volumes of them by mid-2003.

Although Bush’s linguistic follies are funny—“I know how hard it is for you to put food on your family”—they aren’t prattle. As Mark Crispin Miller has documented in The Bush Dyslexicon, the Rosetta Stone of Bush Speak, the President’s bizarre statements are actually a mother lode of unspoken meaning. Sometimes, his words are a Freudian eruption in which he inadvertently blurts out what he really thinks: “Unfairly but truthfully, our party has been tagged as being against things”; “Higher education is not my top priority.” At others, his failed jokes hint at hidden aggression, as when he weirdly told David Letterman, “I’m a uniter, not a divider. That means when it comes time to sew up your chest cavity, we use stitches as opposed to opening it up.” The studio audience booed.

Most of the time, though, his garbled sentences serve as protective coloration, hiding his ignorance about policies or helping him evade tricky issues, as during one of the 2000 presidential debates: “Gas is a clean fuel that we can burn to—we need to make sure that if we decontrol our plants, that there’s mandatory—that the plants are—must conform to clean air standards. The grandfather plants, that’s what we did in Texas, no excuses. . . .” Such verbal indirection recalls Dwight Eisenhower, whose own legendarily incoherent sentences had method to their madness: Heading off to a press conference about trouble on the islands of Quemoy and Matsu, he told his press secretary, “Don’t worry, Jim, I’ll just go out there and confuse ’em.” One imagines Bush employing a similar strategy himself, although as one might expect from one who suffered from dyslexia, he often appears simply to get stuck in the briar patch of his words, whether he’s referring to “tacular” weapons or waxing philosophical: “There’s an old saying in Tennessee—I know it’s in Texas, it’s probably in Tennessee—that says, fool me once, shame on . . . shame on you. Fool me . . . You can’t get fooled again.”*5

Under normal circumstances, the perception of a presidential candidate as a blockhead would be enough to sink him. Think of poor Gerald Ford, who, in Lyndon Johnson’s memorable phrase, couldn’t fart and chew gum at the same time. But like a prizefight, an election often comes down to a battle of clashing styles, and Bush could not have been luckier in his opponent. Himself the scion of a dynastic political family, Gore inoculated the governor against charges of nepotism, especially as he, far more than Bush, fairly reeked of insider privilege—he had the calibrated smile of one raised inside the Beltway. Although Bush was better born, he was also folksier. Thanks to that, their contest sometimes recalled the famous “Log Cabin and Hard Cider” presidential campaign of 1840, when Virginia aristocrat William Henry Harrison narrowly defeated the humbly born Martin Van Buren in a contest that partly turned on food: While Harrison’s backers claimed that he would be content with hard cider in a log cabin just like regular Americans, Van Buren was portrayed as snooty for enjoying such wicked European indulgences as raspberries. More important, Gore’s preening intelligence changed the way people felt about Bush’s supposed dumbness, which suddenly took on some of the crazy-lingo charm one associates with, say, Casey Stengel. Where it was Clinton’s forte to soften his Rhodes Scholar braininess with unruly appetites that humanized him—he liked a Big Mac and an intern as much as the next guy—Gore reminded people of what they loathed about the homeroom monitor. He even married a girl who wanted to censor icky rock lyrics. Worse, he fell into the classic liberal trap of thinking (a) that it’s enough to be smarter than your opponent and (b) that verbal prowess is the great measure of smarts. Sighing and rolling his eyes during the first presidential debate, he not only made Bush seem like a regular guy but led ordinary viewers to suspect Gore looked down on them: If the guy is this snooty toward the Republican presidential candidate, I can only imagine how he’d feel about me.*6

Even the Vice President’s strengths turned into liabilities. Hailed as a star debater, he was expected to trounce Bush in their head-to-head encounters. When that didn’t happen, the pundits forgave Dubya his evasive, redundant, and dishonest answers; they began suggesting that he had been, to use his splendid term, “misunderestimated.” Unlike Gore, who always wanted to seem a genius, he knew how to be genial. Americans nearly always vote for the happier-seeming candidate, and in 2000, that was Bush. On the campaign trail, he showed off his knack for self-deprecation, making light of his bad grades and delirious grammar. When Gore tried to do the same, his jokes made him seem even more of an android: “I. Am. Mocking. My. Self. To. Show. That. I. Am. Not. Self. Serious.” Although Bush had proved himself more than willing to play political hardball—wooing racist voters in the South Carolina primary by smearing John McCain—he didn’t seem desperate to win. Gore did. Positively Nixonian in his naked longing, he wanted the job so badly that he tapped into something cruel in the national psyche. Even many Democrats knew there would be no small shiver of pleasure in thwarting him.

The comparison to Nixon is fitting, for the 2000 election bore striking parallels to 1960, when JFK beat Tricky Dick in another questionable squeaker. In both elections, the shallow, unaccomplished son of a well-connected family ran against a sitting Veep whose president could have easily won a third term; in both, an evenly matched election turned not on big issues but on the public’s distaste for the Vice President’s personality; finally, in both, the results were so close they allowed for shenanigans. Although both Nixon and Gore were sweaty to win, it was actually their aristocratic opponents who played fast and dirty with the balloting—Kennedy helped by Mayor Daley’s machine in Chicago, Bush by his brother Jeb (and the Supreme Court) in Florida. Never afraid to delegate, Bush simply handed things over to the family’s Mr. Fix-it, James Baker III (from the Houston law firm of Abraxas, Voldemort, Beelzebub, and Baker), whose fate it is to keep saving the Republicans’ bacon yet never win their trust. Even before the election, Bush’s brother Jeb allegedly helped rig the results by knocking tens of thousands of blacks from the voter rolls, and what they did afterward was no less ruthless. Their endgame strategy was brilliant, be it Katherine Harris certifying the election, the so-called “Brooks Brothers Riot” (when Republican operatives stopped the last manual recount of votes in Miami-Dade), or Dubya’s own insistence that the Florida votes had already been counted and re-counted—which was simply false. 

This final lie was, in fact, only one of several big ones that Bush told during the campaign. Why didn’t they get more play? The answer is simple. In the culture of television, every election quickly gels into a simple, self-reinforcing, high-concept story line, and in 2000, the official narrative was that Al Gore was a liar and George Bush was dumb. When America wasn’t being told how vainglorious Al claimed to have invented the Internet or been the model for the hero of Love Story (in fact, he made no such claims), it was hearing all about Dubya’s ignorance or hallucinatory syntax. Ironically, this official narrative had things precisely backward. In this election, Gore was clearly the dummy and Bush the liar. For starters, Gore was so busy trying to win by himself that he arrogantly distanced himself from the White House, letting Bush run against Bill Clinton without having to run against Clintonism. As a member of the Bush family [!] told Joe Klein, “I never understood why he didn’t just turn to George in those debates and ask, ‘Could you remind me, just what is it about peace and prosperity you don’t like?’” Then, after disowning his own president and his administration’s success, Gore duplicated one of Clinton’s most disastrous blunders: He was cold, even hostile to the media. They responded in kind, dwelling on his fibs, scoffing at his last-minute stabs at populism, and sneering at his attempts to be with-it: New York Times reporter Frank Bruni could hardly have been more withering about Gore’s decision to have his campaign video directed by Being John Malkovich’s Spike Jonze. Of course, if Bruni had personally liked Gore, the choice of Jonze would have been a feather in his cap. Journalists have been shamelessly honest about how much they enjoyed needling Gore; besides, the food on his plane didn’t measure up. Where the Vice President offered stale sandwiches and PC treats like Fruit Roll-Ups, recalls Time’s Margaret Carlson, Bush offered “Dove bars and designer water on demand, and a bathroom stocked like Martha Stewart’s guest suite. Dinner at seven featured lobster ravioli.”

While Gore was being dumb, Bush was busy being dishonest. About whether he’d ever been arrested for driving while intoxicated. About his time in the Texas Air National Guard. About his support for a patient’s bill of rights. About his desire for more energy legislation to limit pollution. About being moderate. But his lies and evasions were barely mentioned; indeed, Bush’s whole political vision went virtually unnoticed by a press corps that may have been even less interested in the issues than the public. He helped this process along by brilliantly working reporters, a task that didn’t come to him naturally. He had despised the media since the 1988 presidential campaign, when he felt the press treated his father unfairly: There’s a well-known story of Dubya confronting The Wall Street Journal’s house liberal Al Hunt, who was dining at a restaurant with his wife and four-year-old child. “You fucking son of a bitch,” Bush said, “I’m not going to forget what you wrote.” Twelve years later, he had the self-disciplined professionalism to hide his feelings and do what was necessary. After he lost the New Hampshire primary to John McCain, he and his advisors decided to make him more available to the media, especially those traveling on his plane. This allowed him to use his one-on-one charm, bantering, pinching cheeks, and giving people nicknames (Bruni was “Panchito”), a habit more proprietary than folksy. 

And boy, did it work. The media folks ate it up, guffawing at his jokes like corporate yes-men in a clumsy satire. If you’ve wondered how someone as supposedly dumb as Bush got elected president, you would do well to read Bruni’s book Ambling into History: The Unlikely Odyssey of George Bush and watch Journeys with George, Alexandra Pelosi’s vacuous behind-the-scenes HBO documentary about traveling on the press plane. What a depressing portrait of modern journalism. Forget about reporters doing legwork to tell you things you don’t know about the candidates. Now they’re content just to describe the campaign, to tell you about their lives as “the prisoners in a gilded cell” (to use Bruni’s phrase for the people on the plane). For all his revealing anecdotes, Bruni can barely be bothered to talk about the candidate’s record, his ideas about the economy and Social Security and international affairs, or the sources of his enormous financial war chest. He does, however, find time to slag voters for their lack of interest in the issues. And Bruni was covering Bush for The New York Times, which fancies itself the paper of record. Although Journeys with George is even shallower, it does have one signal virtue: It preserves on videotape just how willing reporters are to kiss the ring of power. If you think North Korea’s parliament is invertebrate . . . 

Even as George W. demonstrates his prowess at joking with media folk he actually disdains (he’d obviously honed his gibes in countless frat houses and locker rooms), the press corps reveals itself as a pack of self-described “lemmings” who weren’t about to risk their access by asking him any tough questions. (When they make him unhappy, he cuts them off.) They do what they are told, ask Bush for his autograph (as if they are hacks interviewing Ashton Kutcher at a junket), and fawn like those desperate chicks on The Bachelor each time he strolls to their area of the plane. Watching such scenes is excruciating, not least because Bush’s attempt to woo the media so obviously pays off. Where the reporters on the Democratic plane actively dislike Gore—dipping their coverage in carbolic acid—the opposite happens with Bush. As The Financial Times’s Richard Wolffe puts it to Pelosi, “He charmed our pants off.”

Just so. The guy everyone thought was Jim Varney turned out to be J. R. Ewing. Still, presidential myths die hard. In the April after Bush assumed office, Comedy Central began airing the mirthless sitcom That’s My Bush, created by South Park’s Matt Stone and Trey Parker, who may well have produced the whole show for the title’s rude double entendre. The whole show was one gag about stupidity—“A Brilliant Man Deserves a Brilliant Sitcom,” went its slogan. In the opening episode, George Bush took a cake in the face and Laura exposed herself at an abortion summit. That’s My Bush was quickly canceled. Not so the pop-culture clichés about Bush’s supposed dimness. Even after the big tax cut, war in Afghanistan, and Bush’s triumphant campaigning in the 2002 elections, Saturday Night Live still opened with a skit in which the President kept getting confused about the number of U.S. Senators. Which only goes to prove, in Bush World, dumb is as dumb does.

#3: The CEO 

Back in 1985, Ronald Reagan threatened to veto a congressional tax increase with a line from Clint Eastwood’s Dirty Harry: “Make my day.” But Reagan had a good-humored cockiness that called for big-screen bravado. Bush does not, and he knows it. His own approach to the presidency can be better summarized in a tagline from the second Dirty Harry movie, Magnum Force: “A man’s got to know his limitations.” 

In the months after assuming the presidency, Bush maintained a comparatively subdued profile. He realized two things: Over half the electorate thought him a Great Pretender smuggled into power by a crooked Supreme Court, and he was taking over from a president whose charisma, like Reagan’s, tended to dwarf everyone around him. It was somehow typical of Bill Clinton that, at age seventeen, he would have been filmed shaking hands with John Kennedy, the sort of mythic image that could be painted on the Oval Office ceiling by a modern Michelangelo. His actual achievements aside, Clinton was a big president, big in size, big in appetites, big in his love of the limelight—he was harder to get off stage than James Brown. Months after leaving office, he still excited newscasters more than his successor, being reviled for his disgraceful pardon of fugitive financier Marc Rich, mobbed by admirers in Harlem, accused of “trashing” the White House and Air Force One on his way out the door. The charge was false, but to steal a line from The Lady Eve, the right needs Clinton as the hatchet needs the turkey. The Bush White House planted bogus stories about looting and vandalism—which were reported with dutiful outrage by the stars at Fox News—then boasted that the new administration wouldn’t speak ill of the former president.

It had always been Bush’s tactic to position himself as the Anti-Clinton. He would replace his predecessor’s sloppy psychological presidency with one attuned to outward respectability (this was termed “restoring honor and dignity to the White House”). Where Clinton was garrulous, Bush would be plainspoken; where Clinton spent his life in that moral gray zone where one ponders “what the meaning of ‘is’ is,” he would see things in biblical black-and-white; where Clinton had a powerful feminist wife who helped shape policy, he would have meek Laura, an admirable adornment who was seen but not heard. In short, his presidency would mark the restoration of an earlier, better America. For if Clinton was the very emblem of the self-indulgent, sexually loose, pluralism-inhaling sixties-fed Baby Boomer—the Establishment version, to be sure—then Bush embodied the return of the paternalistic authority figure of the fifties, back before civil rights, Vietnam, birth control, and women’s lib (all those things tend to merge in the conservative mind) drove the culture to relativistic ruin. With Dubya’s election, the suits were back in charge. No longer would the president be Entertainer in Chief (as Kurt Andersen dubbed Clinton), plunging into crowds to rub up against their love. He’d be that great Republican archetype, the strong CEO who managed the country like a fine-tuned corporation, enjoyed the civilized pleasures of the country club, and knew that the business of America is business. After all, he had an M.B.A. from Harvard, didn’t he?

Now, it was always slightly odd that the President and his people were so eager to promote the myth of Bush as the CEO president. For most of our history, the big boss has not been a beloved figure. People may admire the financial success of John D. Rockfeller, Henry Ford, or Bill Gates, but they know, often firsthand, that such tycoons made their fortunes by being ruthless toward the little guy. And if they didn’t know, there were once muckrakers to tell them—Lincoln Steffens, Ida Tarbell, Upton Sinclair. But in the twenty years after Reagan came to office, American culture drifted into CEO chic. Barking chihuahua Ross Perot was taken seriously as a presidential candidate. The dotcom boom made running a company seem downright bohemian. While business magazines made demigods of bosses like General Electric’s Jack Welch, who fired people first and asked questions later, The New Yorker ran Ken Auletta’s endless profiles of media magnates whose lives were more fascinating than the lousy movies and TV shows their companies produced. Flushed with pride, the CEOs themselves churned out high-profile memoirs chronicling their heroic jaunts across the corporate Rubicon. The muckraker had been replaced by the ghostwriter.

When Bush took office, the fantasy of the conquering CEO was still going strong, so it stood to reason that his marketing team would make a point of telling us how his management style differed from his predecessor’s: The new White House would be run in a businesslike fashion. Staffers wore dark suits and ties, not jeans and sneakers. You heard none of the casual profanity of the Clinton years (let alone LBJ’s soaring cadenzas of obscenity); according to Frum, it didn’t get much racier than “damn.” Bush put a premium on loyalty, which meant that he would tolerate no leaks to the press. (Unless, of course, leaking served his political needs, like outing CIA operative Valerie Plame to discredit her husband, Ambassador Joseph Wilson, who’d blown the whistle on the State of the Union untruths about “yellowcake uranium.”) Above all, the new president was
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