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See, sons, what things you are!

How quickly nature falls into revolt

When gold becomes her object!

For this the foolish over-careful fathers

Have broke their sleep with thoughts, their brains with care,

Their bones with industry;

For this they have engrossed and piled up

The canker’d heaps of strange-achieved gold;

For this they have been thoughtful to invest

Their sons with arts and martial exercises:

When, like the bee, culling from every flower

The virtuous sweets,

Our thighs pack’d with wax, our mouths with honey,

We bring it to the hive, and, like the bees,

Are murdered for our pains.



—HENRY IV, PART 2
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Introduction
Prince Hal in Houston

The commonwealth is sick of their own choice.

—HENRY IV, PART 2

If you had to explain the second Bush presidency through the lens of a single day, the day to choose would be May 1, 2003, when George W. arrived by fighter jet on the deck of the USS Abraham Lincoln. Pulling off his white aviator’s helmet and hopping down onto the deck of the aircraft carrier, he embraced cheering sailors just returned from Afghanistan and the Persian Gulf. Removing his parachute harness, Bush exchanged a few surly words with the pool reporters covering the event. Had the president taken the controls of the plane from the co-pilot seat? Yes, I flew it! Did he enjoy it? Of course I liked it!

Those who criticized Bush for playing soldier that day missed the way in which he was playing a specific soldier: his dad, circa 1944. After twice zipping past the aircraft carrier, the president’s Navy S-3B Viking executed a perfect tailhook landing. Hitting the deck at 150 mph, the fighter plane caught the steel wires stretched across the flight deck and screeched to a halt in less than four hundred feet. This was the dangerous maneuver his father executed more than a hundred times as the pilot of a Grumman TBM Avenger, over the same ocean, in World War II.

Back when he applied to the Texas Air National Guard in 1968, George W. had a simple explanation for an officer he hoped would help him get in. “I want to be a fighter pilot because my father was,” he said. Like most other members of his social class, Bush was of course eager to avoid Vietnam. He didn’t volunteer for the air force or navy, where he could have flown real combat missions. But that doesn’t mean his cover story wasn’t also true. Nearly everything he did in his youth represented an attempt to emulate his beloved, successful father—with unimpressive and sometimes farcical results. Only following a midlife crisis at forty did he begin to succeed. The triumphant arrival was an apt metaphor for George W. Bush’s life and career to that moment. After years of trying to be like his father and failing, as a student, athlete, businessman, and politician, George Junior had finally gotten it right. On the third pass, his plane safely executed the difficult landing.

Lest anyone miss it, the message of the day was spelled out on a giant banner stretched across the ship’s tower: MISSION ACCOMPLISHED. Bush patted backs, posed for pictures, and shook hands with the ship’s crew members, who surely would have borne him aloft if not for the presence of the Secret Service. As the sailors cheered from the observation deck, Bush looked up and raised both arms over his head, the body language of triumph. Every gesture of the president’s that day spoke to his feelings of personal as well as national vindication. The mission he thought he had accomplished was not just vanquishing Saddam Hussein, but overcoming his father’s shadow. For that brief, shining moment, righteous purpose and psychological need were fully joined.

That evening, the president appeared live from the deck of the ship to announce the end of major combat operations in Iraq. “In the battle of Iraq, the United States and our allies have prevailed,” he declared. The invasion had been “carried out with a combination of precision, speed and boldness the enemy did not expect—and the world had not seen before.” Bush then spoke directly to the men and women on the ship: “Your courage—your willingness to face danger for your country and for each other—made this day possible.” His exultant declarations built to a stern warning to other dictators not to defy his will. “Let tyrants fear,” Bush proclaimed.

A little over a year later, this dramatization of the son’s pride was followed by a vignette of his father’s pain. Bush Senior has always made a point of not taking criticism from his children personally. In 1998, he wrote an affecting letter to his two sons in politics, telling them to feel free to challenge his views, and not to worry about people drawing contrasts unflattering to their father. But by mid-2004, Bush Senior couldn’t help feeling wounded by some of his oldest son’s comments. During the 2004 Republican convention in New York City, the former president appeared on Don Imus’s show, where the host asked about George W.’s statement in an interview with The Washington Times that he didn’t intend to send mixed signals to the Iraqi people or to “cut and run early, like what happened in ’91.”

“I didn’t like that much,” George H. W. Bush told Imus. “Frankly, it hurt a little bit.” The elder Bush usually kept such thoughts to himself. This was the first time he had publicly disagreed with his son, and he quickly backtracked. After saying that he was proud of what his own administration had done during the first Gulf War, the former president minimized what might have appeared as criticism by adding, in a classic bit of Bushese, that he didn’t want to sound like “the nutty father unleashed out there. We don’t need that. I had my chance.”

But Bush couldn’t resist saying a few words more. The Bush presidents, father and son, are not introspective men and they fiercely resist any form of psychological explanation. “I don’t think he personally felt that ‘I have to compete with my dad,’” the elder Bush went on. “You read all this psychobabble stuff and I know that it’s not true…. These damn issues now for me, they don’t matter. What does matter to me, though, is if they have assigned things to him in some salon in the Upper East Side of New York that he is trying to get out from under some shadow to escape his father and to have his own legacy and not his dad [sic]. Maybe there were people around him four years ago who felt that way.”

Read this answer closely, and you can track the father’s surrender to the reality of his son’s challenge: It’s not true. It’s psychobabble. It bothers me that elitist snobs say it. My son’s political advisers are responsible for it.

The father-son relationship lies at the very core of the second Bush presidency and its spectacular, avoidable flame-out. All sons compete with their fathers. But the term competition doesn’t begin to do justice to the Oedipal complexities of this particular relationship. George W. Bush has been driven since childhood by a need to differentiate himself from his father, to challenge, surpass, and overcome him. Accompanying those motives have been their precise opposites, expressed through a lifelong effort to follow, copy, and honor his father. These contradictory impulses have no psychological novelty beyond the degree to which the parties involved repress and deny them. Neither does George W. Bush’s long-running battle with his younger brother Jeb, whose relationship with both parents is less tormented and more straightforwardly devoted. What makes the family drama unusual—and important to outsiders—is the way it played out on a national and world stage.

George W.’s leadership of the Bush family implicates not just his father, mother, and siblings, but cousins, uncles, aunts, ancestors, and descendants. When 41 gave 43 his chair at the head of the table at the family compound in Kennebunkport over Christmas in 2002, the younger Bush disparaged the gesture, brushing it off in a way that family friends report injured his dad’s feelings. But the head-of-family role is real. George W. Bush has understood since deciding to run for president that he was assuming leadership of a political clan, and that the Bush past as well as the Bush future rested on his shoulders. Part of what the second Bush presidency represented from the start was an effort at vindication, not just for a father turned out of office by people the Bushes detest at a glandular level, but for the family and its multigenerational political venture as a whole.

Emphasizing that Bushes work collectively to advance the family’s reputation points toward a dynastic interpretation they like even less than they do being put on the couch, as both 41 and 43 call it. Where “psychobabble” suggests that they have invisible motivations and buried differences, “dynasty” implies for them something even worse, that the House of Bush is an enterprise based on class rule and economic interest. To the Bushes, a quasi-Marxist reading is even worse than a pop Freudian one.

It is not up to the Bushes to decide how we understand them. But they’re right in the sense that both the psychological and the economic readings, in the forms we usually get them, are too schematic, too pat. The reason we need a more nuanced understanding at the end of the second Bush presidency is the magnitude of the Bush failure. In one sense, George W. Bush’s two terms in office have merely been lost years, a period of ineptitude, neglect, and falling behind on a variety of domestic and international problems. But the Bush period also looks like something worse, a moment in which the power and prestige of the United States diminished in relation to the rest of the world. George W. Bush bears direct and personal responsibility for the fiasco in Iraq, which looks increasingly like a national disaster on the order of Vietnam or Watergate. Because of his decisions, America has squandered much of its global leadership role, making itself weaker diplomatically, militarily, and economically. After its victory in the Cold War, the United States lost respect, support, and influence. This may take a generation to fix, or it may never be fully fixed, in which case the second Bush presidency will mark the beginning of a long-term decline in American status. This didn’t have to happen. We need to make some sense of how it did.

This book isn’t intended as an indictment. It is an attempt at explanation. I don’t want to add to the long shelf of books arguing that Bush has fallen short—of his own aims in education, energy independence, and spending restraint, and by declining to address major problems like health care, global poverty, and climate change. Instead, I’m going to skip ahead to the next stage by assuming he has failed as president—something that few people without a financial stake in defending him still dispute with much conviction. As with the post-Watergate period, what comes next is a reckoning with the long national nightmare from which we will soon emerge. After a presidency that resembles a plane crash, we need to examine the political wreckage around us to try to understand what went wrong. I believe that there is a black box when it comes to the Bush presidency, and that it is filled with a series of relationships—familial, personal, religious, and historical. Only by examining the president in these contexts can we understand how the country finds itself in its current predicament.

Of course, all presidents have relationships that influence the course of their presidencies—think of Franklin Roosevelt’s with Harry Hopkins, or Bill Clinton’s with Hillary Clinton, or Richard Nixon’s with Henry Kissinger, or Lyndon Johnson’s with the Kennedy brothers. But with none of these presidents do even the closest relationships explain ultimate success or failure. Nearly all of Bush’s predecessors, including his father, have been understood to be autonomous actors. They pursued politics, developed ideas about the world, and reacted to historical events. None appears today as a subsidiary or a function of anyone else. But looking at George W. Bush as the sum of his views or a product of his times doesn’t get you very far. For most of his life, George W. Bush did not engage with public affairs. Bush basically blew off the 1960s, the Vietnam War, and Watergate. Ideas have never interested him except as tools. He didn’t tune in to domestic policy in any serious way until he was in his forties or into foreign policy until his fifties. History had little impact on him until he became a shaper of it. For this reason, a study of George W. Bush’s character is unavoidably a study of the people closest to him. Without them, his story would not be about politics at all.

The story begins and ends with his family drama. Like no president since John F. Kennedy, George W. Bush came to us as part of a pre-established dynasty. He pursued a political career because of the expectations and pressures that came from being an heir apparent in the House of Bush. But unlike Kennedy, Bush has always been a prickly nepotist. He accepted the leg up, but bristled at the stigma and rejected the very notion of self-doubt. Bush showed his dependency even in the context of asserting his independence. Rather than play the role desired by his parents, he commandeered the stage and rewrote the drama himself, casting his relations in the parts he chose for them.

He cast others in the roles of his relatives. There is a reason that Karl Rove has been the most influential political adviser of the modern era; that Dick Cheney has been the most powerful vice president; and that Condoleezza Rice has been personally closer to Bush than any other national security adviser or secretary of state to any other president. These have been not just Bush’s aides, but an idealized, alternative family he has constructed around himself. This family has its own chosen ancestors—Winston Churchill and Ronald Reagan. It has its own form of worship, recovery movement evangelicalism. It has its own imaginary homestead, in Crawford, Texas. Being caught in two family webs—the one of his birth and the one of his devising—makes George W. Bush no less responsible for his actions than any of his predecessors. But it does frame his choices and actions in an essential way. Every one of his politically important relationships has served to mislead him, or if you prefer, played a part in the way Bush has misled the country.

I’ve structured my account around these relationships. The first chapter explores Bush’s connection to the ancestors on his father’s side of the family and dwells on his curious affinity for one he knew only as a child, his great-grandfather George Herbert Walker. Chapter 2 focuses on the relationships within Bush’s nuclear family and tries to explain his complicated pattern of emulation and repudiation of his father, as well as his long-standing rivalry with his younger brother Jeb. Chapter 3 looks at Bush’s relationship with God. It reexamines, with some skepticism, the familiar story of Bush’s midlife crisis and concludes that faith is far less significant to him and his choices than he has led people to believe. Chapter 4 revisits Bush’s political rise through the lens of his involvement with Karl Rove, which I argue set his presidency on a wrong track from the beginning. Chapter 5 is about how Bush’s relationship with Dick Cheney led him to misconceive his war presidency after September 11. Chapter 6 proposes a way of looking at how all of these relationships—with his father, Cheney, and God (as well as Rice and Donald Rumsfeld)—misguided George W. Bush’s foreign policy, and provoked his fateful decision to go to war with Iraq. Chapter 7 delves into Bush’s relationships with a series of ancestors he has chosen at various moments: Theodore Roosevelt, Abraham Lincoln, Winston Churchill, Harry Truman, and Ronald Reagan, and the way that thinking by historical analogy has sustained his delusions.

My approach to politics is a kind of close reading: to look again at what’s already known, and sometimes well known. It is a prejudice of journalism to privilege the classified and the withheld above the open public record. I believe the opposite: that our inability to understand decisions and deciders stems less from any lack of information than from a failure of examination and imagination. In pursuit of leaks and scoops, we journalists often miss what’s hiding in plain sight. The key that unlocks the mystery of political motivation is seldom hidden in a locked vault. It’s usually right in front of us, in the words of decision-makers, who even when they are trying to dissemble and conceal, end up revealing far more than they intend.

Accordingly, this is principally a work of analysis and interpretation, not news reporting or historical narrative. I have no personal dislike for George W. Bush and never have. When I first covered Bush, as a reporter for Slate during the 2000 presidential campaign, I got a sense of his twitchy, aggressive charm during off-the-record conversations on his campaign plane. One evening, he interrupted the conversation he was having with some Texas reporters about baseball to raise his bottle of O’Doul’s and shout to the cameramen getting trashed at the back of the plane, “I love drunk people! I used to be one of ’em!” He would be a great guy to have a (nonalcoholic) beer with, something his Democratic opponent surely wasn’t. He was comfortable in his skin and fun to be around, which is why after he beat John McCain in the primaries, I spent more time reporting from the Bush bubble than from Al Gore’s.

But while I appreciated Bush’s gift for filling up a room, I can’t claim ever to have been an admirer. I came away from the 2000 campaign unimpressed by what he had to say on every subject other than baseball. Though smarter than he sounds in the selective quotations I’ve collected in several volumes of Bushisms, Bush appeared to lack any real engagement with the serious work of government or the compelling questions about policy. Whenever anyone pressed him on issues, he played back the same tape of calculated bromides. I found him incurious and intellectually lazy.

That view evolved as I wrote this book, but only somewhat. Bush is more intelligent than I thought he was in 2000 and, after seven years in office, he is considerably more knowledgeable. What strikes people as a lack of smarts is attributable in part to a language problem, and in part to his peculiar brand of anti-intellectualism. Bush is a man who would rather be underestimated than esteemed, who would rather have everyone think he’s thick than have anyone think he’s trying to look sophisticated. But despite his hidden layers, Bush remains a fundamentally limited person. As I’ve tried to understand more deeply who he is, what he thinks, and why he does what he does, the question of blame has become less interesting to me. Driven by family demons, overflowing with confidence, and lacking any capacity for self-knowledge, Bush seems to me to have done precisely what we should have expected of him. My feelings follow the sympathy Sigmund Freud expresses in the study of Woodrow Wilson he wrote with the American diplomat William C. Bullitt. Freud and Bullitt argue that Wilson’s inability to process aggressive feelings toward the man he called his “incomparable father” left him increasingly messianic and detached from reality. “And finally, when one compared the strength of the man to the greatness of the task he had taken upon himself, this pity was so overwhelming that it conquered every emotion,” Freud writes in his introduction. I was originally going to call this book “The Bush Detour,” thinking of the Bush presidency simply as lost time for the country. But as I studied George W. Bush, I came to think of the story as a tragedy because of the way the president’s inability to master his feelings toward his parents drove decisions with terrible consequences not just for him, but also for America and the world. To state it simply, the Bush Tragedy is that the son’s ungovernable relationship with his father ended up governing all of us.

Bush’s is an Icarus story—the crash to earth of someone who does not comprehend his limits or his motives. Being president was something beyond Bush’s capacities in a way he didn’t recognize. It is something he should never have been given a chance to do, and I continue to fault those who gave him the opportunity to fail more than I fault him for trying. With Bush’s approval rating dipping into the 20s, we can safely say that the commonwealth is sick of its own choice, not just in the sense of the country being disillusioned with Bush, but in the sense of the country having brought the malady upon itself. The commonwealth had every reason to know better before and not just after, and especially the second time around.

For help in understanding the Bush family, I would like to thank the above-quoted William Shakespeare. As a guide for political reporters, Shakespeare remains underrated. Political science and a lot of political journalism explain the behavior of politicians mostly in terms of interest and ideology. Shakespeare reminds us that their motives tend to be more complicated than that, and that however much they may try to obscure them, politicians do in fact have inner lives. If sometimes used to turn rascals into cartoons—think LBJ as Macbeth or Nixon as Richard III—Shakespearean analogies can also remind us to look harder at family, religion, national myth, at character. When we are confronted with a political breakdown, Shakespeare advises us to look deeper and judge less.

With the Bushes, father and son, we have the benefit of an archetype that fits so well it’s uncanny: the story of Prince Hal. I’m not the first to employ this conceit—it came up often after September 11 and in the immediate aftermath of the invasion of Iraq, when the prevailing wisdom held Bush to be a heroic wartime president. Conservatives back then often compared George W. to Henry V, the swaggering monarch Hal became. But I think there’s much more in the comparison—and much more in Henry IV, Parts 1 and 2, than in Henry V. The chief themes of these plays are the hidden themes of our nation’s political life for the
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