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      My inspiration for writing this book was unexpected, accidental, serendipitous. 

      
      In early 2017, I was working on a novel, a psychological thriller about a British
         university professor in Paris who finds himself accused of the murder of one of his
         female graduate students. I’d been working on this novel for two years and was getting
         close to a final draft. One day at the American University of Paris, where I’m on
         faculty, a female student in my graduate seminar, Nicole Hanley, approached me with
         a request. She wanted to know if I would consider taking her on as a research assistant.
         She mentioned that other MA students at the university were working as research assistants,
         paid a stipend, to assist professors working on scholarly books.
      

      
      A little embarrassed, I replied that I wasn’t working on a scholarly book at the moment—in
         fact, I added, I was writing a novel. Needless to say, I carefully avoided the subject
         of the novel’s plot. 
      

      
      I could see a vague trace of disappointment in Nicole’s eyes and felt badly about
         letting her down. That sensation of guilt got me thinking about a possible work of
         scholarly nonfiction on which I could embark to justify a stipend paid to Nicole Hanley
         as my research assistant. 
      

      
      It occurred to me fairly quickly that there was indeed a book idea on which I had
         been ruminating for several months. Donald Trump had just been elected, and there
         was a great deal of talk of “post truth” in the media. I had been lecturing on the
         history of propaganda for several years, notably in a course called Media and War
         and, more recently, in preparing a new course titled From Gutenberg to Google. With
         Trump in the White House, I was starting to see patterns and connections between past
         and present. But I was too busy working on the novel to take the idea forward.
      

      
      A few days later, I got back to Nicole to say that I might have a book idea after
         all.
      

      
      That was how this book was born. In the early stage, Nicole spent many hours in Paris
         university libraries searching on databases for scholarly papers that corresponded
         to specific themes and topics I had drawn up on a list. Within a few weeks, I could
         see the clear outlines of a book. The casualty of this new project was my novel. It
         was put on hold for the three years on which I focused and worked on this book.
      

      
      A word on my approach and style in this book. I am a political scientist, which in
         the academic world assigns my scholarly interests and methodology to a specific discipline.
         My approach in researching and writing this book, however, was deliberately expansive
         and open-ended, ranging across several fields—history, philosophy, sociology, politics,
         economics, communications, and others. It’s an approach I grew to admire many years
         ago when, as a graduate student in Paris, I first encountered the seminal works of
         the German-born economist Albert O. Hirschman, notably Exit, Voice, Loyalty and The Passions and the Interests. What fascinated me in Hirschman’s books, now recognized as classics, was how he
         made unexpected and insightful connections between ideas and their far-researching
         consequences, often unintended. I took a similar multidisciplinary approach in writing
         this book, which is expansive in scope and multi-layered in ideas, themes, and arguments.
         I should also insist here that this book was not written for specialists. While I
         endeavored to conduct the research with scholarly rigor, the book is aimed at a wide
         audience of educated readers.
      

      
      My gratitude to Nicole Hanley for prodding me to come up with a book idea so she could
         secure a stipend as my research assistant. I wish also to thank my old friend Adam
         Ostry for going through early chapter drafts and offering helpful feedback and advice.
         Many thanks to my agent, Amanda Jain at Bookends Literary Agency, who placed the book
         with Jake Bonar at Prometheus Books. I am grateful to Jake and his colleagues at Prometheus’s
         parent company, Rowman & Littlefield, for their professionalism and efficiency throughout
         the design, editing, and proofreading. 
      

      
      Now that this book is in the hands of readers, I can return to my novel about a gruesome
         murder in Paris.
      

      
      
   
      Introduction

      
         
         
         
      

      
      At the end of August in 1835, the New York Sun published a story that stunned the world.
      

      
      The newspaper revealed that the eminent British astronomer Sir John Herschel had just
         discovered life on the moon. Herschel’s powerful telescope had observed with astonishing
         clarity a lunar landscape teeming with animal life—herds of bison-like beasts, single-horned
         goats, two-legged beavers, and even more extraordinary, humanoid creatures that resembled
         large bats about four feet tall.
      

      
      At first blush, there was no reason to doubt the veracity of the Sun’s extraordinary revelation. Sir John Herschel, L.L.D., F.R.S., founder of the Royal
         Astronomical Society, was the world’s most distinguished name in his field. His illustrious
         father, renowned astronomer William Herschel, had discovered the planet Uranus and
         was known for his belief in the possibility of extraterrestrial life. What’s more,
         the source for Sir John Herschel’s astounding discovery was a scientific article published
         in the prestigious Edinburgh Journal of Science. Everything added up. It had to be true.
      

      
      The Sun’s scoop was a massive coup for the upstart penny paper struggling to survive in the
         crowded New York newspaper market. The Sun stretched out the story over an entire week, adding fantastic details with each edition.
         Thousands of New Yorkers clamored to get their hands on the latest installment about
         Sir John Herschel’s “Great Astronomical Discoveries.” Other American newspapers, embarrassed
         to have missed the story of the century, scrambled to catch up. The New York Times conceded that the Sun’s story was “possible and probable.” The New Yorker, for its part, declared: “The promulgation of these discoveries creates a new era
         in astronomy and science generally.” Soon European papers were offering the Sun large sums to reprint the original six-part series. 
      

      
      The story was, of course, a complete fabrication—the first silly-season hoax in the
         history of journalism. Not a word of it was true. Sir John Herschel was real, but
         he had never made any claim about discovering life on the moon. The prestigious Edinburgh Journal of Science was authentic too, but was now defunct. The “Great Moon Hoax,” as it became known,
         was an extravagant pseudo-science satire, mocking widespread credulity in an era when
         people were prepared to believe just about anything—including, apparently, that herds
         of bison, reindeer, and zebra were roaming through lush lunar valleys.
      

      
      For the Sun, the Great Moon Hoax was a huge commercial success. Circulation shot up to more than
         40,000 copies, making the Sun the biggest-selling newspaper in the world. The Great Moon Hoax was so successful,
         in fact, that it gave birth to a whole new genre in journalism. For decades, hoax
         stories flourished in newspapers, filling their pages with alarming tales of bloody
         massacres, escaped zoo animals, and the unearthing of petrified men. Journalists didn’t
         let facts get in the way of a great story. By the end of the century, fabricated news
         would provoke diplomatic incidents, even wars, between nations. 
      

      
      In today’s internet era of “fake news,” the outlandish stories hatched in Victorian-era
         newsrooms seem oddly familiar. And yet we debate the proliferation of false information
         as if it were an alarming new trend. Today, fabricated news does more than astound,
         shock, and distract. Many claim pervasive misinformation is debasing public discourse
         and corroding democracy. Over the past few years it has become commonplace, even clichéd,
         to observe despairingly that we are living in a “post-truth” age. 
      

      
      According to the accepted chronology, the post-truth era emerged from the political
         turmoil of 2016. It was indeed an annus horribilis for the truth. The year started with a carnival of deceptive claims and outrageous
         lies in the run-up to the Brexit referendum in Britain and ended with the spectacle
         of falsehoods and slander during the American presidential election campaign. Donald
         Trump’s stunning victory appeared to demonstrate that truth no longer mattered in
         politics. People believed what they wanted to believe. News wasn’t fact-checked; it
         was gut-checked. 
      

      
      Trump was a perfect icon for the post-truth era: real-estate tycoon, casino magnate,
         Wrestlemania showman, and reality TV celebrity. His media persona belonged to the
         realm of fantasy. He made no bones about his disregard for truth; he professed it
         as a virtue. Throughout his flamboyant business career, Trump’s motto had been “truthful
         hyperbole.” As he boasted in his autobiography, The Art of the Deal: “I play to people’s fantasies. People may not always think big themselves, but they
         can still get very excited by those who do. That’s why a little hyperbole never hurts.
         People want to believe that something is the biggest and the greatest and the most
         spectacular. I call it truthful hyperbole. It’s an innocent form of exaggeration—and
         a very effective form of promotion.” Twenty years later, Trump brought his “truthful
         hyperbole” credo to politics. And it worked. Americans who voted for Trumped believed—or
         wanted to believe—his inflammatory rhetoric. Once installed in the White House, his
         penchant for hyperbole, exaggeration, and outright falsehoods continued, unrestrained
         by the duties of high office. His boasts and tirades on Twitter became the object
         of satire. Newspapers such as the New York Times and Washington Post began publishing tallies of his steady flow of false statements.
      

      
      Donald Trump was not, of course, the first American presidential candidate to arrive
         in the White House on a wave of false promises. Politics, in America and elsewhere,
         has long been animated by hype, distortions, and lies. In may be a regrettable fact
         of modern democracy, but deception and dishonesty are indispensable to winning and
         exercising power. As Hannah Arendt observes in her essay “Lying in Politics”: “Truthfulness
         has never been counted among the political  virtues, and lies  have always been regarded as justifiable tools in political dealings.”[1]  
      

      
       For Donald Trump’s critics, however, he was in a league of his own. Trump took lying
         to a whole new level. Hillary Clinton, his rival for the White House in 2016, accused
         Trump of waging an “all-out war” on truth, facts, and reason. “When leaders deny things
         we can see with our own eyes, like the size of a crowd at the inauguration,” said
         Clinton, “when they refuse to accept settled science when it comes to urgent challenges
         like climate change. . . . It is the beginning of the end of freedom. And that is
         not hyperbole. It’s what authoritarian regimes through history have done.”[2]  
      

      
      At the end of 2016, the Oxford English Dictionary declared post-truth as Word of the Year. Two months after Trump’s inauguration, Time magazine’s cover was solid black featuring three words in large scarlet letters:
         “Is Truth Dead?” 
      

      
      The question was almost apocalyptical. Donald Trump’s presidency, it seemed, was a
         symptom of a malaise that went much deeper than the crass claims of political contests.
         The curtain had come down on an entire epoch. Nearly three centuries ago, Enlightenment
         thinkers had framed our modern constitutions proclaiming truths as self-evident. The
         Latin word for truth—veritas—was embedded in the mottos of our great universities. Our understanding of what is
         true and false was shaped by unwavering adherence to values based on reason and verifiable
         facts. Now the consensus around those cherished values was shattered. 
      

      
      In our “post-truth” age, it seems the distinction between truth and falsehood is no
         longer discernible. Worse, it is considered irrelevant. Values are relative, subject
         to personal opinions. In politics, widespread suspicion of facts has opened a breach
         for demagogues—in America and elsewhere—to come peddling their dangerous fictions.
         The fundamental values that underpin liberal democracy, with all its imperfections,
         are under threat. Some claim that the liberal model is obsolete. Religious fanaticism
         and populist nationalism are spreading throughout the world with passionate intensity.
         Authoritarian regimes appeal to those who have abandoned values based on reason. Convinced
         that there is no such thing as objective truth, they are embracing subjective identities
         based on group belonging—tribe, nation, religion, race—and their moral reasoning is
         shaped by these loyalties.
      

      
      How did our relationship with truth become so troubled? 

      
      Many blame social media—Twitter, Facebook, Google, YouTube—for our “post-truth” crisis.
         Online networks provide a powerful platform for the dark, irrational impulses of the
         human psyche. The obsession with clicking, liking, commenting, sharing, and retweeting
         has unleashed a vortex of slander, hatred, falsehoods, and lies. The internet has
         pushed opinion toward the fevered extremes where conspiracy theories thrive and irrational
         arguments overwhelm reasoned discourse. The result is a polarized culture of distrust,
         anger, even violence. Democratic elections are manipulated, sometimes by agents of
         foreign states, by spreading disinformation on Facebook. Political advertising, once
         a game of familiar boasts and exaggeration, is now a sinister sphere of viral deception
         and lies. The solution, many believe, is to regulate social media by policing speech
         and banning falsehoods. But who decides what is true and false?
      

      
      Others attribute our “post-truth” crisis to distrust in experts and institutions.
         Putting trust in professional elites was no small achievement in modern societies.
         Trust is essential for social cohesion because it establishes a consensus about collective
         truth. We count on trusted sources—teachers, doctors, scientists, judges, journalists,
         priests—to tell us the truth. Today, however, people are suspicious of truths that
         come from experts. The devastating consequences of global financial crises on the
         lives of ordinary people, and the cynical spectacle of political corruption, exacerbate
         these attitudes. People are also distrustful of the media, which they lump in with
         the elites that they deeply resent. Donald Trump’s tirades against “fake news,” and
         his promises to “drain the swamp,” tapped into these hardened feelings of distrust
         toward the establishment. The terms fake news and post truth have become weaponized in a bitter culture war between the disenfranchised and the
         entitled. 
      

      
      Still others point to the influence of “postmodern” culture to explain our disavowal
         of truth. In the postmodernist worldview, there are no objective truths. Its adherents
         claim that the only thing we can rely on is our subjective perspective. They reject
         the rationalist foundations of the Enlightenment—reason, facts, objectivity—as a coercive
         system of Western “neoliberal” domination. Even scientific truths are suspect. The
         evidence behind climate change and vaccinations is disputed. Many today, especially
         young people, have embraced this cultural hostility toward objective truth. They have
         retreated into personal beliefs, subjective feelings, emotions, and group identity
         as the basis for truths they feel they can trust. 
      

      
      If this seems despairing, it might be asked: What is wrong with subjectivity, feelings,
         and emotions? No one disputes that modern rationalism has produced great achievements
         in science, medicine, and technology. Yet rationalism has also driven us to dominate
         the natural world to satisfy our own selfish aims. The social consequences of unbridled
         capitalism, the catastrophe of climate change, the devastation of forests and wildlife,
         the horrors of factory farming—all are the brutal legacy of uncontrolled rationalism.
         Perhaps our grave error has been to neglect our subjective, instinctive, and emotional
         connection with the world we inhabit. 
      

      
      Like reason, emotions have a cognitive basis in the human psyche. Our imagination
         and feelings provide access to profound truths, self-transcendence, and the sublime.
         When we engage with works of art, we are immersed in deeply subjective experiences.
         Reading the poems of Baudelaire and the novels of Virginia Woolf, listening to the
         symphonies of Mozart and Mahler, contemplating the paintings of Van Gogh and Edward
         Hopper—all bring us just as close to truths about life as scientific knowledge does
         about the objective world. As the German romantic poet Goethe wrote, “Each sees what
         is present in their heart.” The entire thrust of the Romantic movement in the nineteenth
         century—which gave us the poetry of Byron and the symphonies of Beethoven—was an emotional
         rebellion against the excesses of rationalism. If poetry, art, and romantic passions
         belong to the realm of unreason, surely it is an irrationality that we cannot easily
         live without. Artists are the most powerful commanders of human aspirations because
         they create values and truths. As the poet Shelley famously asserts, “Poets are the
         unacknowledged legislators of the world.”[3]  
      

      
      It may be comforting to know that these questions have been debated for a very long
         time. We have been attempting to understand the nature of truth—and the temptation
         of lies—since the cradle of every civilization. In ancient Greece, philosophers regarded
         truth as the loftiest goal of all knowledge. Yet the Greeks held different views on
         the nature of truth. Plato, who believed in objective values, associated truth with
         abstract ideals independent of both the physical world and our consciousness—an idea
         that would later sit well with Christian theologians. Aristotle oriented the question
         of truth toward the empirical, practical, and rational. The Stoics, like Aristotle,
         advocated a virtuous life, though warning against excessive emotions, cautioning that
         they lead to errors in judgment. The Epicureans, on the other hand, believed we should
         maximize pleasure and minimize pain. The Sophists, for their part, were skeptical
         toward religion and contended that nothing can ever be known and truth is an illusion.
         One of the most famous Sophists, Protagoras, stated that “man is the measure of all
         things.” In other words, there are no absolute truths, only truths we construct for
         ourselves. 
      

      
       Another enduring insight into truth comes from the ancient Greek poet Archilochus,
         who gave us the familiar comparison of the fox and hedgehog. “The fox knows many things,”
         stated Archilochus, “but the hedgehog knows one big thing.” The fox is known for its
         guile in the pursuit of practical goals, adaptable in different circumstances. The
         hedgehog, by contrast, steadily stays the course, emboldened in its ability to roll
         up into a ball with its spines facing outward. The fox has many modes of survival;
         the hedgehog has only one. Archilochus’s fox-and-hedgehog metaphor inspired the modern
         philosopher Isaiah Berlin to formulate a model that helps us understand the different
         ways we think, feel, and act. Many of us are like the cunning fox, pursuing many ends
         but through actions based on partial knowledge. Practical truths, while useful, are
         disconnected from a coherent moral principle. Others are like the hedgehog, behaving
         according to a single principle that provides unifying purpose. Their lives are guided
         by one coherent vision. The story of the fox and hedgehog illustrates the human dilemma:
         Should we accept our incomplete knowledge, or should we persist in our quest for certainties
         procured by truth? In our “post-truth” era, it seems that foxes far outnumber hedgehogs;
         or, at least, their vision of truth is more in fashion. The acceptance of partial
         truths, even a wholescale rejection of the possibility of truth, appears to be the
         hallmark of our age. The hedgehog nonetheless has its defenders. They insist that
         life with moral purpose must be based on a coherent system of values. What separates
         foxes and hedgehogs is how they perceive the world, and how their perceptions determine
         their actions.[4]   
      

      
      A simpler approach to truth, also stretching back to the ancient Greeks, asserts that
         something is true if it corresponds to reality. When we agree that we see the same
         thing, and it exists as we see it, it must be real—and therefore is true. That sounds
         reasonable enough. But can we really trust what we see? Take, for example, the famous
         photo of a woman’s dress that went viral on the internet. Millions of people were
         puzzled by the photo because they did not see the same thing. Some saw a white and
         gold dress; others saw a blue and black dress. The issue remained unresolved when
         the celebrity couple Kim Kardashian and Kanye West announced to the world that they
         could not agree on the color of that dress. Kim saw white and gold, Kanye saw blue
         and black. How is it possible that people can observe the same object and yet see
         something completely different? Can we rely on our own perceptions to ascertain what
         is true? Perhaps this can help explain why there are so many disputes over how we
         perceive political leaders and interpret the declarations they make. 
      

      
      It is also argued that truth not only is what we see but also must be coherent with
         what we already know to be true. Things are true when they are consistent with our
         prior knowledge. If told that the sun will rise tomorrow morning, we don’t doubt it.
         But if told the moon is teeming with intelligent life, we probably will disbelieve
         it. The sun rising every morning is coherent with what we know to be true. Intelligent
         life on the moon, however, is inconsistent with established knowledge. And yet, as
         the Great Moon Hoax demonstrated, people sometimes show astounding credulity against
         their better judgment. Others prefer to see truth as pragmatic, the result of our
         practices, commitments, and engagements in the world. Truth, in short, is what has
         withstood the test of human inquiry. We simply know things to be true. This view sees
         truths as useful tools that help us navigate through reality. 
      

      
      It could be argued, however, that some falsehoods can be useful. Those who believe
         in astrological predictions, or in the medicinal benefits of powdered rhino horns,
         may well claim that, despite all scientific evidence to the contrary, they “work”
         for them. People often turn to astrology and spiritualism in times of crisis when
         they are searching for something to believe in. It might be asked, therefore, whether
         assertions of truth based on personal belief can be accepted as valid given that they
         are outside the parameters of rational, evidence-based inquiry. In the public sphere
         of reasoned discourse, what status should be accorded to personal convictions based
         on “faith” and proclaimed as truth? The question is especially pertinent today. Astrology
         is enjoying a resurgence of popularity with millennials.[5]   Religious fundamentalism, too, is surging back as a powerful political force in
         many parts of the world, including the United States.
      

      
      What is accepted as true, and rejected as false, changes over time. For centuries,
         the Catholic Church asserted as doctrine that the earth stood at the center of the
         universe. This truth found its source in biblical Scripture. Anyone who dared refute
         this dogma—such as the astronomer Galileo—risked persecution, torture, even death.
         Today, no rational person believes that our planet is located at the center of the
         universe. Galileo’s vindication appears to demonstrate that, in the end, truth always
         prevails. Or as the nineteenth-century philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer observed, truths
         are at first ridiculed, then triumphed as self-evident. When all is said and done,
         we always get it right. The march of civilization is a narrative of constant self-correction.
         It’s a reassuring thought, but it doesn’t quite happen that way. Errors in science
         are corrected and never return to reassert themselves as true. But history demonstrates
         that we stubbornly fail to learn moral lessons from the past—and indeed keep repeating
         them. The quest to discover truth has not followed a trajectory of constant linear
         progress. It has been a tortured journey down a twisted path with false prophets lying
         in wait at every turn. Schisms over the question of truth have triggered great upheavals,
         ignited revolutions, toppled monarchies, shaken entire civilizations, and inflicted
         horrendous suffering on the world. The march of folly is alarmingly persistent. 
      

      
      The chapters that follow attempt to untangle the threads of history’s vast narrative
         tapestry—from ancient Rome to the present—with an aim to help better understand our
         own “post-truth” crisis. The book is organized in six periods. The first section,
         “Caesar’s Things,” covers ancient Rome starting with Julius Caesar’s conquests, the
         collapse of the republic, the imperial rule of Augustus, and the irrational reign
         of Nero. The second section, “Icons and Iconoclasts,” examines the rivalry of popes
         and Byzantine emperors in early Christianity, the myths of sacred kings Charlemagne
         and Alfred the Great, and the fanatical monk Savonarola’s assault on papal authority.
         The third section, “Twilight of the Icons,” focuses on the Renaissance period when
         the printing press unleashed a vortex of dissent, starting with Martin Luther’s religious
         rebellion and the English Civil War through to Enlightenment ideas and their consequences
         for France’s divine-right monarchy. The fourth section, “Empire of Lies,” covers the
         post–Industrial Revolution era of scientific discovery and commercial newspapers that
         manipulated public opinion at a time of emerging nationalism—Bismarck’s Germany, France
         under Napoleon III, and the Spanish-American War. The fifth section, “Supermen, Supermyths,
         Superpowers,” examines the twentieth century of mass media and propaganda techniques
         exploited by the “big lie” ideologies of Nazi fascism and Soviet communism. The final
         section, “The War on Truth,” brings the book to the present, analyzing our current
         “post-truth” crisis and the cultural zeitgeist that facilitated the astounding rise
         and political triumph of Donald Trump. 
      

      
      The juxtaposition of truth and lies in the book’s title is deliberate. The book explores the question of truth by tracing
         the history of lies. Our approach is not didactic: the narrative does not compile
         a catalog of lies and examine each example to draw lessons for our own age. The astute
         reader will grasp the connections between past and present. Also, we use lies in the broadest sense of the term—myths, tales, legends, superstitions, ideologies,
         propaganda, disinformation, and so on. The book’s main premise is that, throughout
         history, truth and lies have been opposite sides of the same coin, double-faced, intimately
         connected, difficult to distinguish, circulated as legitimate currency. They have
         cohabited the same space, like strange bedfellows, in our collective psyche. The dilemma
         between truth and falsehood is not always presented as a clear choice. Both are intertwined
         in the same narrative, each making claims on our values, loyalties, commitments, and
         conduct. It is often said that people lie for a reason; otherwise they would tell
         the truth. This book endeavors to discover those reasons and their consequences. 
      

      
      This central argument is explored on three levels—or three “battlefields” in our collective
         psyche. First, the tension between reason and irrationality. Second, the rivalry between
         competing narratives about truth. Third, the combat between authority and dissent.
      

      
      First, the tension between reason and irrationality is deeply embedded in our collective
         experience. For the ancient Greeks, reason was associated with the sun god Apollo,
         who represented the rational principle of logos. In contrast to reason’s luminosity was the dark zone of mythos, embodied by the god Dionysus, who represented irrational impulses and bodily indulgences.
         Logical and objective, logos inhabits our minds. Emotional and subjective, mythos fills our hearts. Logos produces reasoned discourse; mythos inspires tales, legends, and myths. 
      

      
      On the surface, reason and irrationality are counter-forces battling in the human
         psyche, like the split personality of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. One is reasonable,
         civilized, and respectable; the other irrational, unstable, and monstrous. When we
         turn to history, some epochs (such as the Enlightenment) appear to have been shaped
         by values based largely on reason, while other periods (like Nazi Germany) were animated
         by mass hysteria and collective madness. The argument in this book is that reason
         and irrationality are not turned on and off like a light switch. They are both constantly
         present, operating simultaneously, embedded in the psyche of every epoch. The Romans
         were profoundly rational, with codified laws and spectacular feats of engineering;
         yet at the same time they remained extraordinarily superstitious. Early Christianity
         asserted religious doctrine as truth, yet Church theologians integrated principles
         of reason into arguments for the existence of God. The Enlightenment was, like ancient
         Rome, rational and humanist, though religious fanaticism persisted. In France, Louis
         XIV was known as the “Sun King” because of his commitment to the Apollonian principles
         of reason. But as we shall see, his Versailles court was rocked by a sordid scandal
         about sorcery, soothsayers, palm readers, and poison plots in the king’s most intimate
         circles.
      

      
      Some eras, it cannot be doubted, are drawn more toward rationalism while others fall
         under the spell of collective hysteria. At certain points in history, the interplay
         between reason and irrationality breaks down and one side overwhelms the other. At
         the height of the Italian Renaissance, the illuminated monk Savonarola mesmerized
         the citizens of Florence to the point where they submitted themselves to a fanatical
         theocracy. In modern Germany, the evil ideology of Adolf Hitler entranced an entire
         population from the same German culture that had produced Mozart, Immanuel Kant, and
         Albert Einstein. The lessons of history leave no doubt: reason can be defeated by
         irrational passions, frequently with tragic consequences. These lessons can help us
         understand the assault on truth today that, it is feared, is undermining the cherished
         values of liberal democracy. Many deplore the rise of populist demagogues in our politics,
         but it has been the inevitable consequence of values that prepared the ground for
         their triumph. 
      

      
      Second, rivalry between competing claims on truth, each with its own propaganda narrative,
         has been an enduring dynamic throughout history. Here the tension is between truth
         and lies. Dressing up falsehoods in the guise of truth is a powerful human impulse.
         As we have noted, people lie for a reason.[6] In ancient Greece, Plato cautioned that truths are dangerous. He argued that rulers
         must invent stories—or “noble lies”—to hold society together in a common purpose.
         As we shall see in this book’s first section, Julius Caesar penned a chronicle of
         his military conquests to fabricate his own heroic legend in a political rivalry with
         his enemies in the Roman Senate. Later, emperor Augustus commissioned the poet Virgil
         to write an epic narrative, The Aeneid, to celebrate the imperial glory of Rome. Both works of literature were mythos at the service of Roman propaganda. Centuries later, monks were Christian spin doctors
         spreading Church propaganda in the form of tales about miracles, the intercession
         of saints, and the heroic exploits of sacred kings. Throughout Christendom, any narrative
         that challenged official Church dogma, defended as the “gospel truth,” was punished
         as heresy. This was Galileo’s fate, forced to recant even though objective truth was
         on his side. It may explain, at least in part, why later scientists such as René Descartes
         accommodated religious dogma in their metaphysical speculations. 
      

      
      Machiavelli took Plato’s “noble lie” further by advising the prince that he must be
         duplicitous, forge myths, and deceive when it was necessary for the greater good.
         The spirit of Machiavelli’s cunning advice is still present in today’s backrooms,
         boardrooms, and war rooms. Over the past century, despite professional journalism’s
         claims on objective truths, we have been bombarded with a dizzying onslaught of false
         narratives in the form of propaganda, disinformation, PR hype, media bias, false advertising,
         and spin doctoring. The Soviet regime’s propaganda newspaper was titled Pravda, which in Russian means “truth.” Stalinist truths were Orwellian doublespeak: anything
         can mean its opposite. In the Soviet Union, communist ideology was proclaimed as a
         science. Thus, the horrendous lies behind a brutal dictatorship sought legitimacy
         in the claims of scientific rationalism. In our modern democratic politics, falsehoods
         are sometimes called “alternative facts.” They may be false, but no matter, so long
         as they are believed to be true. 
      

      
      We are indeed often attracted more to compelling lies than to rational truths. One
         has only to follow the irrational exuberance that drives stock market speculation
         to euphoric heights before the inevitable crash. And yet every stock, however dubious,
         had a great story. Our cultural attraction to a great story can render us susceptible
         to believing just about anything. Some argue that history itself is little more than
         an elaborate narrative of falsehoods.[7]   We delude ourselves in the present and commit the same self-deception when reconstructing
         the past. History is a self-deceiving act of the imagination. Or as Napoleon Bonaparte
         observed, it is “a set of lies, agreed upon.” Legends and myths have remarkable tenacity.
         We still repeat the myth that Nero “fiddled while Rome burned,” even though it never
         happened. And many believe that Marie-Antoinette uttered the supercilious remark,
         “Let them eat cake,” despite the lack of any historical evidence. We believe it, and
         keep repeating it, because we want to believe it’s true. 
      

      
      Third, the combat between authority and dissent plays out in an inexorable power struggle
         to impose values about truth. Disputes over truth are fractious, and often violent,
         because much is at stake. Monopolizing truth confers power. But as Shakespeare warned,
         uneasy lies the head that wears the crown. Forces of dissent inevitably mobilize around
         rival claims on truth. Following the collapse of the Roman Empire, Christianity emerged
         as its successor, whose power was founded on a new ideology. It took a thousand years,
         but the Church finally began to lose its grip on power in the Renaissance. One group
         of dissenters were scientists such as Galileo, who challenged the official Church
         narrative about the cosmos. Another assault was led by determined religious reformers—first
         Savonarola in Italy, then Martin Luther in Germany, followed by Henry VIII in England.
         During the Enlightenment, scientists and philosophers rejected the supernatural and
         challenged religious dogma with arguments based on reason.
      

      
       In the modern era, bureaucracies and professions accumulated tremendous power by
         monopolizing information and expertise based on objective truths. One of those professions
         was journalism, which in liberal democracies controlled the news agenda as a powerful
         “fourth estate.” In today’s internet era, the power of these professional elites has
         been undermined by rival voices on social media. These mobilized forces of dissent—and
         disinformation—are frequently hostile to the values of objective truth and the elites
         who proclaim them. It was against this turbulent backdrop that Donald Trump triumphed
         politically in America by promising to “drain the swamp” of corruption that many of
         his supporters associated with traditional elites. This book’s final chapter explores
         how Trump was not a false prophet of a “post-truth” age, but rather an inevitable
         political apotheosis in a culture that had already rejected and abandoned the possibility
         of truth.
      

      
      The book concludes with reflections on a way forward as we consider new approaches
         to the question of truth and the future of liberal democracy. If the past teaches
         us anything, it is that democracies do die.[8]   Democracy died in ancient Greece. It died in ancient Rome. And it died in modern
         Germany. Today it is increasingly under threat in many countries in the grip of authoritarian
         populism—Russia, Turkey, Venezuela, Brazil, Hungary, to name only a few. Some would
         add the United States to the list. Corroded trust and rising intolerance are pushing
         politics in many countries toward demagoguery. The pendulum, it seems, is swinging
         from reason to unreason, from truth to falsehoods, from the trusted authority of established
         institutions to the passionate intensity of dissent. Going forward, how can we affirm
         values around truth in a public sphere of reasoned discourse in which diverse voices
         and values can be acknowledged?
      

      
      Our anxiety about a post-truth era is perhaps a reason for optimism. The fact that
         we are so fiercely debating truth is a sign that we recognize its vital importance.
         Despite our stubborn instinct for distorting, concealing, and rejecting truth, we
         have remained just as steadfastly committed to affirming its existence. That extraordinary
         paradox is the subject of this book.
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      Part I

      Caesar’s Things

      
         
         
      

      
      
      
      Chapter 1

      I Came, I Saw, I Published

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      Julius Caesar is recognized as one of the greatest military commanders in history.
         He conquered Gaul, invaded Britain, then prevailed in a bloody civil war to emerge
         as unrivaled master of Rome.
      

      
      More than two thousand years later, we still pay tribute to Caesar’s legend in our
         daily lives. The month of July is named after him. We use his famous expressions—“the
         die is cast” and “cross the Rubicon”—in everyday situations. The words kaiser and czar for “king” are derived from his surname.
      

      
      Julius Caesar is less known for something else that secured his exalted place in historical
         legend. He was a master of PR and spin.
      

      
      Caesar famously declared, “Veni, vidi, vici”—I came, I saw, I conquered—to describe his conquests. But he neglected to insert
         a fourth verb, much more important than the famous three. Caesar not only came, saw,
         and conquered—he published. He observed, assessed, noted, and recounted his saga to a multitude of admiring
         fans among ordinary Romans. Caesar was the first major figure in history to leave
         behind a detailed written account of the events in which he was the protagonist. 
      

      
      Caesar’s decade-long conquest of Gaul produced his most famous tome, The Gallic Wars.[1]   The book remains a classic, admired for its terse and unadorned Latin. Caesar’s
         chronicle is an ethnographic treasure trove, brimming with detailed observations about
         the Celtic and Germanic tribes that he encountered and vanquished. The book is also
         a horrifying narrative of unspeakable brutality and quasi-genocidal slaughter. It
         is estimated that Caesar’s armies killed 1 million people and sent another million
         into slavery. Yet contemporary Romans who followed the Gallic Wars chronicles did not react with moral outrage. Caesar’s military victories in “barbarian”
         Gaul were a triumphant assertion of the superiority of Roman civilization. They also
         won Caesar the adulation he craved. In that respect, The Gallic Wars remains one of the greatest PR coups ever. It could be claimed that Caesar achieved
         another historical first in pioneering the art of personal branding. 
      

      
      A question that constantly comes up, however, is Caesar’s reliability as a narrator,
         or to put it more bluntly, his credibility. Was Caesar telling the truth? How much
         of what he described in The Gallic Wars can we trust as factually accurate? 
      

      
      A careful reading of Caesar’s chronicles provides us with insights into his character.
         Most published memoirs are motivated to some degree by vanity and self-justification.
         Julius Caesar was no different. He had a massive ego. He was also excessively vain,
         combing over his bald spot and constantly fussing over his physical appearance. He
         was notoriously thin-skinned, quick to anger, rebutting his critics with vitriolic
         attack. The Gallic Wars chronicles also reveal a great deal about Roman values and attitudes toward truth.
         Ancient Rome, with its codified laws and vast network of aqueducts, was a highly rational
         civilization. At the same time, however, Romans turned to superstitions, legends,
         and myths for truths that shaped their understanding of the world. The collective
         Roman psyche was simultaneously inhabited by rational designs and irrational impulses.
         Caesar understood this dichotomy in the Roman zeitgeist. As a chronicler of his own
         military conquests, he was attuned to the power of heroic mythology in Roman culture.
      

      
      Officially, Caesar wrote his chronicles as an annual report to the Roman Senate. In
         Caesar’s day, the Senate was stacked with his enemies in the patrician oligarchy,
         called “Optimates.” Though Caesar was a patrician by birth (his family claimed to
         be descended from the Trojan hero Aeneas and the goddess Venus), in politics he was
         a reformist member of the opposing populist part, called the “Populares.”[2]   His family clan may have been illustrious, but Caesar was far from rich—in fact,
         he was often in debt. This put him at great disadvantage in electoral politics. Politics
         in the Roman republic was driven by money. Only the rich could afford to stand for
         elected office. This explains Caesar’s early career dependency on his rich and powerful
         sponsor, Crassus. A military commander who had gained glory by putting down Spartacus’s
         slave revolt, Crassus was the wealthiest man in Rome—a classic example of the “millionaire
         soldier-politician” tradition in the Roman republic. Caesar needed Crassus’s patronage
         to rise in politics. Winning elections usually involved massive vote-buying. Politicians
         lavished gifts on voters, including wine distributed in commemorative cups. After
         the happy beneficiary drank the wine, the name of the politician to vote for was clearly
         inscribed at the bottom of the cup. This subtle form of corruption was difficult to
         police due to a blurred legal distinction between electoral bribery (ambitus) and generosity (benignitas). Vote buying was so rampant in the Roman republic that, as the statesman Cicero
         noted, the massive inflow of dirty money during elections made interest rates soar.
      

      
      Caesar was no stranger to these corrupt practices. A nephew of the great Roman general
         Gaius Marius, from an early age Caesar had been battle-hardened in the cut-throat
         world of Roman politics. As a young man, he had been forced to go into hiding during
         a bloody political purge. Later in life, he was elected Pontifex Maximus, chief priest
         of Rome’s state religion. He also served as governor of Hispania Ulterior in modern-day
         Spain. He was first elected consul, putting him at the pinnacle of Roman political
         power, in 59 BC when he was entering mid-life at age 41. It marked the beginning of
         his alliance of convenience with Crassus and the powerful Roman general, Pompey, another
         rich soldier-politician. Their triumvirate was cemented by Pompey’s marriage to Caesar’s
         daughter, Julia.[3]   
      

      
      Caesar’s first political act as consul was to decree that all senatorial proceedings
         be published in the daily political bulletin, the acta diurna populi Romani. He also ordered that all Senate speeches and votes be posted publicly in the Roman
         forum. This bold reform threatened to pry open the Senate’s closed-door proceedings
         and secret votes. It also transformed Roman politics by creating an open public sphere
         where information, buzz, and gossip circulated freely. Wealthy Romans began sending
         scribes to the forum to read the acta and take notes, jotting down bits of news, sometimes copying entire speeches. Information
         was power. The acta was, in effect, the first “newspaper” in Western history.
      

      
      Caesar’s reformist legislation and strong-arm political tactics made him many enemies,
         especially among the patrician Optimates in the Senate. The senatorial oligarchs were
         hugely relieved when, a year into his consulship, Caesar left Rome to take up the
         governorship of Transalpine Gaul. The move put Caesar out of the loop. Some believed
         his motivation for seeking the post in Gaul was financial. By plundering barbarian
         territories in northern Europe, he could pay off massive debts accumulated during
         his office-seeking career. That was undoubtedly true, but Caesar had another agenda
         when he arrived in Gaul in 58 BC. If his enemies in Rome believed he would vanish
         into obscurity, they were cruelly mistaken. For Caesar, his rustication was a fabulous
         opportunity not only to build a war chest but also to produce a heroic narrative that
         would prepare the ground for his political comeback. More than just an annual report
         to the Senate, his chronicles from Gaul were published as an epic saga worthy of Homer
         and Virgil. And Julius Caesar was the hero of his own story.
      

      
      Caesar’s literary project showed that he shrewdly grasped the media dynamics of his
         day. Romans were profoundly humanist, passionately engaged in the here and now, driven
         by a lust for fame, obsessed with leaving to posterity a trace of their time in this
         world. Ancient Rome was also an information-rich society. Romans had a voracious appetite
         for news, gossip, myths, legends, and exotic tales. Authors pandered after notoriety
         by writing in every form—novels, poems, satires, dramas, epic poetry. Statesmen such
         as Cicero—who wrote classics on politics, morality, and philosophy—carefully managed
         the publication of their own works and orchestrated publicity campaigns to generate
         public interest. Cicero once urged a historian friend to write up a flattering account
         of his consulship, adding: “The idea of being spoken about by posterity pushes me
         to some sort of hope for immortality.”[4]   Julius Caesar, too, had cultivated literary ambitions since his youth. He had even
         tried his hand at a dramatic tragedy about Oedipus. As a politician many years later,
         he was instinctively keyed into the power of storytelling.
      

      
      Rome’s buzzing literary culture received a boost from new publishing technologies.
         The Greeks had been attached to the oral tradition, producing spoken-word epics such
         as Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey. During Caesar’s lifetime in the first century BC, the Roman republic was emerging
         as a print culture. Oratory remained important, but public life was increasingly structured
         around the written word. In Caesar’s day, a new type of retail merchant (called a
         librarius, from Latin liber for book) was driving a burgeoning book trade. Rome didn’t have a “book industry”
         in the modern sense. With no mechanized printing presses, Roman books were copied
         by hand, a task usually assigned to literate slaves and freedmen. Copies of all forms
         of writing—letters, speeches, books—were circulated, read, and declaimed in public
         forums. Romans even had book format wars: the choice was between parchment and papyrus.
         For documents and books sent over long distances, papyrus was favored. Reed pens dipped
         in ink were used to write on sheets of papyrus before rolling them up into cylinder
         scrolls around a rod with knobs at both ends. For shorter distances, Romans scribbled
         messages written with a stylus on waxed parchment tablets mounted in wooden frames.
         For educated Romans, the exchanged notes and letters with these new technologies were
         in many respects engagement in ancient “social media.”[5]  
      

      
      When Caesar arrived in Gaul as a military commander, he had an intimate knowledge
         of how buzz worked in Rome. He published The   Gallic Wars chronicle not as a single-volume memoir published after the fact. He wanted his followers
         to experience his military expeditions in real time. He recounted battles on the fly,
         reporting from the front line, sending dispatches back to Rome in staggered installments,
         knowing they would be read and declaimed in public forums. Caesar was careful to build
         suspense, publishing The Gallic Wars as a serialized book, with each new installment eagerly awaited by readers.[6]  
      

      
      The book was not a solo project. Caesar benefited from a loyal team of aides to produce
         and promote his narrative. During his eight years in Gaul, he spent the cold winter months dictating his exploits
         to his trusted general, Aulus Hirtius. Hirtius sent Caesar’s texts to two loyal lieutenants
         back in Rome, Lucius Balbus and Gaius Oppius, who were in effect Caesar’s image handlers
         operating a well-oiled publicity machine. In their marketing campaign for The Gallic Wars, nothing was overlooked. The manuscript in hand, Balbus and Oppius ensured that copies
         of Caesar’s chronicles were widely distributed throughout Italy. They also organized
         public readings of each new installment. This was common practice in literary circles
         in ancient Rome. Ordinary citizens gathered in public squares to hear readings, called
         recitatio. Many Romans knew The   Gallic Wars chronicles from these public performances. Caesar shrewdly understood his target
         audience. His story was aimed at ordinary Romans. By appealing directly to Roman public
         opinion, Caesar cut through the senatorial elites who regarded him with resentment
         and fear. Caesar’s chronicles were, in that respect, a masterful storytelling exercise
         in political spin targeting a specific segment of the population.
      

      
      With a careful eye on his own image, Caesar scrupulously justified his motives and
         actions in Gaul. He insisted that his legions were intervening in Gaul out of necessity
         and duty. His military campaigns, he claimed, were a response to urgent requests for
         aid from friendly Celtic tribes under attack from rival barbarian peoples. The necessity
         to morally justify his military conquests can be measured by the magnitude of human
         slaughter inflicted by Caesar’s army. According to his own account, in the aftermath
         of a battle against Germanic tribes pushing into Gaul from modern-day Switzerland,
         his Roman armies killed or enslaved some 250,000 people. In the spring of 55 BC, Caesar’s
         legions were ambushed by another wave of Germanic tribes marauding into Gaul. The
         Germans killed seventy Roman soldiers in their attack. Caesar took immediate revenge,
         showing no mercy. His armies massacred every single man, woman, and child in the German
         camp. Caesar’s narrative speaks of horrific cries as his soldiers butchered thousands
         of Germans fleeing in panic. His legions slaughtered more than 400,000 people as revenge
         for seventy dead Roman soldiers. To justify butchery on this scale, Caesar played
         the “us and them” card. His chronicles portrayed the Germanic tribes as a bellicose
         and uncivilized people who, lacking agriculture, were constantly attacking neighbors
         for plunder. It was Rome’s duty to stop them.[7]  
      

      
      Was Caesar’s narrative accurate? Or was he exaggerating the extent of Roman slaughter
         to excite bloodthirsty patriotism back in Rome? It is impossible to confirm or dispute
         Caesar’s claims, if only because he was the unique witness to the events he described.
         The only modern means of corroboration are archaeological digs of ancient battlefields.
         After one Roman battlefield was unearthed near Kessel in modern-day Netherlands, archaeologists
         estimated that Caesar’s armies had slaughtered between 150,000 and 200,000 people
         belonging to two Germanic tribes—roughly half the number claimed in Caesar’s chronicle.[8]   Still, the massacre of nearly 200,000 people—men, women, children—is horrifying
         to contemplate.
      

      
      Caesar’s narrative reached its crescendo with the historic defeat of the Gallic warrior
         Vercingetorix at the Battle of Alesia in 52 BC. Vercingetorix came closer than any
         other Celtic ruler to defeating Julius Caesar. Vercingetorix made the fatal mistake,
         however, of retrenching in the citadel town of Alesia, giving Caesar an opportunity
         to starve him out through siege warfare. Caesar’s legions constructed twenty-foot-wide
         fortifications and dug water-filled trenches around the elevated Celtic town. It was
         an extraordinary feat of tactical engineering that included gruesome details. The
         Romans mined the no-man’s zone around the citadel with spikes, traps, spurs, and lily-covered
         pits concealing sharpened logs that mortally impaled anyone who fell in. In his chronicles,
         Caesar glossed over these grisly aspects of the Alesia siege. Fortunately, a fuller
         story was later provided by the ancient Roman historian Cassius Dio. The encircled
         Gauls, worn down by the siege, released hundreds of women, children, and elderly onto
         the mined no-man’s land between the walled city and Caesar’s fortifications. Vercingetorix
         was hoping the Romans would show them mercy. But Caesar was unmoved. Unable to escape
         or return to the citadel, the women, children, and elderly perished slowly, dying
         of starvation in full sight of their Celtic loved ones. Vercingetorix finally surrendered,
         laying down his arms and prostrating himself before Caesar. Caesar had Vercingetorix
         put in irons and sent to Rome, where he was later strangled to death, the customary
         fate of trophy prisoners. 
      

      
      Following the Roman victory at Alesia, Caesar informed the Senate that Gaul was subdued.
         All the Gallic peoples had been brought under Roman domination. It marked the end
         of an entire civilization. The Gauls were, over time, assimilated into the culture
         of their new masters, adopting Roman manners, religion, culture, art, institutions,
         and the Latin language. But the birth of the Gallo-Roman society came at great human
         cost. Caesar’s armies massacred 1 million human beings. His conquest of Gaul was a
         genocidal crime. But there was no controversy, no outrage, no war crimes tribunals.
         Only victory and glory for Julius Caesar.
      

      
      As a work of literature, Caesar’s chronicles were a smashing success. As one ancient
         historian reported: “The impact of his adventures in Gaul was immediate.”[9]   Influential figures such as Catullus and Cicero were extravagant with praise. Cicero
         gushed that Caesar’s memoirs were “cleanly, directly and gracefully composed and divested
         of all rhetorical trappings.”[10]   Caesar’s friend and ghostwriter, Aulus Hirtius, observed that “these memoirs are
         so highly rated by all judicious critics” that historians could never improve upon
         them.
      

      
      The question of Caesar’s reliability as a narrator remains a puzzle. How much of The Gallic Wars was true? Or to put it inversely, how much was fabrication, exaggeration, and blatant
         lies?
      

      
      That Caesar was describing real events cannot be doubted. It is almost certain, however,
         that he was selective with facts. The ancient Roman historian Suetonius, who admired
         Caesar’s chronicles, noted however that, according to the soldier-historian Asinius
         Pollio, they “were put together somewhat carelessly and without strict regard for
         truth; since in many cases Caesar was too ready to believe the accounts which others
         gave of their actions, and gave a perverted account of his own, either designedly
         or perhaps from forgetfulness.”[11]   Caesar played up his victories, but was less loquacious about his setbacks. He
         was sketchy, for example, about his invasion of Britannia, even though it was the
         first time a Roman had ever set foot on British soil. This can perhaps be explained
         by his motives for invading the British Isles. Suetonius tells us that Caesar crossed
         the channel in the hope of finding pearls; but the main reason was probably plunder
         and pillaging to bring slaves and minerals back to Rome. He certainly encountered
         the local Britons at close range, describing them as a strange and exotic race with
         woad-dyed blue skin and shaved bodies except for head and upper lip. He also observed
         that British women kept their hair long and loose and were sexually shared between
         groups of ten or twelve men. Caesar put a brave face on two separate Roman confrontations
         with the Britons, recounting skirmishes along the coast and inland. It appears, however,
         that he retreated hastily after his fleet was partially destroyed in gales. Caesar
         nonetheless recounted his invasion of Britain as a great military victory. Back in
         Rome, a public twenty-day Thanksgiving was decreed to celebrate his conquest of the
         cold and rainy island that, a century later, would become a Roman province.
      

      
       Whether Caesar’s chronicles were factual was not of paramount importance to his contemporary
         Roman audience. For all their great achievements in the arts and sciences, Romans
         were not scrupulously attached to factual truth. While Romans ranked veritas among the greatest virtues, their relationship with the truth was ambiguous. That
         ambiguity was symbolized in the Roman goddess of truth, Veritas, depicted as a young
         virgin dressed in white and holding a hand mirror. She was believed to be hiding at
         the bottom of a sacred well—elusive, like the truth. The goal of virtuous Roman citizens
         was to pursue and discover the truth. But they were ready to make allowances for fiction,
         especially regarding their own history.
      

      
      This indulgence also applied to ancient Roman historians, who were not particularly
         devoted to factual truths. The Roman satirist Lucian wrote a book, How to Write History, in which he criticized “the fashion to neglect the examination of facts.”[12]   Roman historians were not fussy about excavating archives, poring over documents,
         and examining artifacts. Some historians, such as Tacitus, did painstakingly consult
         documents. Tacitus embraced the motto sine ira et studio   (“without anger and fondness”) to underscore his dispassionate objectivity. Most
         Roman historians, however, were not meticulously interested in fact-based truths.
         They regarded truth not as factual, but as essentially moral. Roman histories were
         designed to arouse patriotic emotions with legends and myths about heroism and reversals
         of fortune. This blurred distinction between fact and fiction in Roman culture was
         inherited from the Greeks. In Plato’s Republic, Socrates asserts that, while it is preferable to be truthful in writing about historical
         events, it is acceptable to invent stories (or “lies”) so long as they are useful.
         Romans took the same attitude toward historical writing. As classicist Mary Beard
         observes in her book SPQR: A History of Ancient Rome: “There is often a fuzzy boundary between myth and history (think of King Arthur
         or Pocahontas). . . . Rome is one of those cultures where that boundary is particularly
         blurred.”[13]   In a word, Roman histories contained a heavy dose of mythos—stories and legends whose goal was not factual accuracy, but moral edification.[14]  
      

      
      A classic example of Roman history as myth is the legend of Lucretia, the beautiful
         wife of a nobleman who was raped by the Roman prince Tarquin. Lucretia denounced her
         rapists and committed suicide by stabbing herself to preserve her virtue. That dramatic
         event triggered the overthrow of the Roman monarchy and creation of a republic whose
         leaders henceforth swore that Rome would never again be ruled by kings. The rape of
         Lucretia—later immortalized by Botticelli and Shakespeare—thus became the founding
         act of the Roman republic in 509 BC. Whether Lucretia was a real figure from history
         was uncertain. But for Romans, the legend’s basis in fact was unimportant. The history
         of Rome itself took inspiration from a founding myth about twin brothers, Romulus
         and Remus. According to legend, the two boys were the offspring of a raped vestal
         virgin, Rhea Silvia, daughter of King Numitor, a descendant of the great Trojan warrior
         Aeneas. Offspring of a rape, the infants were abandoned in a basket on a bank of the
         Tiber. Suckled by a she-wolf called Lupa, they were later adopted by a shepherd named
         Faustulus. Later in life, Romulus killed his brother Remus and went on to found the
         city of Rome. For Romans, this legend gave meaning to their collective existence and
         established a mythic connection with ancient Troy. 
      

      
      When writing his chronicles, Julius Caesar was acutely aware that his tales of conquest
         fit into this literary convention that blended history, legend, and myth. He knew
         that he was writing in a genre that was not scrupulous with facts. The full title
         of the work, Commentaries on the Gallic Wars, made it clear that his chronicles were based on his personal interpretations of
         events. The moral tone of The Gallic Wars, moreover, was consistent with other Roman historical writings about battles with
         the volatile barbarians. In Caesar’s day, there was a great popular appetite for tales
         of Roman military heroes vanquishing the barbarian Celts. Generations of Romans were
         raised with terrifying tales about the Celtic warlord Brennus, who, in the year 390
         BC, had invaded Italy, sacked Rome, and occupied the city for months. 
      

      
      Caesar’s audience would have been familiar with these tales. They were indifferent
         to the exigencies of factual truth in The   Gallic Wars. Romans wanted a cracking good story. And Caesar delivered.
      

      
       

      ***

      
       

      Following his conquest of Gaul, Caesar was rich, powerful, and famous; his military
         campaigns in northern Europe were the stuff of legend. He expected to return to Rome
         cheered by the masses in a triumphal procession. 
      

      
      The conservative Optimates in the Senate saw things differently. They had resented
         Caesar since the days of his consulship when he issued meddling decrees that checked
         their prerogatives. Caesar was now politically isolated. After the violent death of
         Crassus on the battlefield in 53 BC—the enemy Parthians had poured molten gold down
         his throat—the triumvirate was over. Pompey no longer considered himself Caesar’s
         ally. Their family connection had been extinguished by the death of Caesar’s daughter
         Julia—Pompey’s wife—five years earlier in 54 BC. Pompey was now on the side of the
         senatorial Optimates, who were hostile to Caesar.
      

      
      Caesar’s fiercest critic in the Senate was Marcus Cato, a powerful voice among the
         conservative Optimates. Great-grandson of the great Roman statesman Cato the Elder,
         the young Cato was a champion of liberty who had built his reputation combating corruption
         and defending the constitution. He and Julius Caesar had a long and complex relationship.
         Cato’s half-sister Servilia had been Caesar’s mistress and confidante. Caesar was
         also a surrogate father to Servilia’s son, Brutus. But these intimate family connections
         did little to endear Caesar to Cato. The two men despised each other. Cato did not
         count himself among the fans of Caesar’s Gallic Wars chronicles. In fact, he was so horrified by Caesar’s accounts of slaughtering Germanic
         tribes that he threatened to have him arrested, impeached, and turned over to his
         barbarian enemies. But Caesar commanded legions. And there was nothing more threatening
         to the Senate than a triumphant military commander marching on Rome. Warning his fellow
         senators that Rome had more to fear from Julius Caesar than from the Celts and Germans,
         Cato obtained a Senate resolution ordering Caesar to disband his armies and return
         to Rome as a private citizen.
      

      
      At first Caesar attempted to negotiate the terms of his return to Rome. But he feared
         a trap that would lead to a trial and exile, if not execution, for longstanding allegations
         of corruption against him.[15]   After Caesar refused to make any concessions, the Senate declared him an enemy
         of the people. Now Caesar’s hand was forced. In early January of 49 BC, he made his
         famous decision to march on Rome with one of his legions. That historic moment gave
         birth to two famous metaphors signifying a point of no return. When Caesar “crossed
         the Rubicon,” there was no going back. And while crossing the narrow river in northern
         Italy, he declared, “The die is cast!” (in Latin, alea iacta est!). 
      

      
      Caesar’s march on Rome triggered a five-year civil war that opposed his legions and
         the Optimate army commanded by his former ally Pompey. True to form, Caesar seized
         on the new conflict as another opportunity to spin a narrative in his own favor. This
         time his chronicle was titled The Civil War.[16]   Shorter than The Gallic Wars, his account of the Civil War was written in the same tone of self-justification,
         omitting events that might call into question his own motives. Caesar portrayed himself
         as a great hero of the Roman people who had been double-crossed by the old elitists
         in the Optimates camp—notably Pompey, Cato, and Cicero. 
      

      
      The book’s climactic episode was Caesar’s victory over Pompey at the Battle of Pharsalus
         in Greece in 48 BC. Pompey fled to Egypt to seek the aid of the Egyptian boy king
         Ptolemy, brother of Cleopatra. But Ptolemy, under the influence of his eunuch regent
         Pothinus, decided to placate Julius Caesar with the corpse of Pompey. When Pompey
         was in a small boat coming to the Egyptian shore to be received by Ptolemy, he was
         murdered by officers guarding the Egyptian king. They hacked off Pompey’s head and
         threw his body into the sea. The decapitated head was presented to Caesar. Instead
         of receiving the gruesome trophy with satisfaction, Caesar recoiled in horror. But
         with Pompey out of the way, Rome was finally at his feet.
      

      
      Caesar now had only one enemy left: Cato the Younger, his old adversary in the Senate.
         In 46 BC, Cato was in North Africa raising a mercenary army to fight Caesar’s legions.
         Caesar tracked Cato down in modern-day Tunisia and cornered him in the town of Utica.
         Realizing there was no way out, Cato preferred to die honorably than beg for Caesar’s
         clemency. On the final night of his life, he quietly read Plato’s Phaedo, which recounts the suicide of Socrates. The following day, Cato retreated to an
         empty room and, pulling out a dagger, ripped open his stomach until his bowels spilled
         out.[17]   Cato was dead at age 48. Learning of Cato’s suicide, Caesar remarked, “Cato, I
         grudge you your death, as you would have grudged me the preservation of your life.”[18]  
      

      
      News of Cato’s death quickly reached Rome. Cicero was so moved by the tragic news
         that he dashed off a panegyric, titled Laus Catonis, celebrating Cato’s honor and heroism. When Caesar returned to Rome, Cicero’s pamphlet
         was feverishly circulating in the capital—today we would say it was “going viral.”
         Exasperated at being upstaged by Cato’s dramatic suicide, Caesar fired off a rebuttal,
         titled Anticato, and published it immediately. The Anticato has not survived, but we know its contents through references and citations in Caesar’s
         lifetime. It was a vitriolic diatribe pouring scorn on Cato’s entire life. Caesar
         cataloged Cato’s vices, including his fondness for wine, his alleged avarice, and
         his failed marriage. He repeated a vile rumor that Cato, following the death of his
         brother Caepio, had passed his sibling’s ashes through a sieve looking for traces
         of gold. Caesar’s pamphlet was odious slander.
      

      
      It might be wondered why Julius Caesar, at the very moment he was about to seize power
         in Rome, took the trouble to dash off a mean-spirited pamphlet that smeared the reputation
         of a greatly admired Roman who was no longer alive to defend his own honor. Surely
         the moment called for dignified silence. Caesar’s outburst, if morally questionable,
         was not an egregious gesture in ancient Rome. Innuendo, slander, and character assassination
         were standard weapons in Roman politics. On the level of tactics, Caesar doubtless
         realized that, while he’d won the civil war, he was losing the PR war. Cicero’s tribute
         to Cato was creating negative buzz. Caesar had no choice but to go on the offensive.
         
      

      
      When Caesar finally returned to Rome, the republic was no more. Proclaimed dictator
         for ten years, Caesar carefully created a cult of personality around his own person.
         Public celebrations featured elaborate spectacles, entertainments, and a triumphal
         procession. In Caesar’s parade, prisoners from Gaul, Egypt, Africa, and Asia were
         marched in chains before cheering Romans. And as Suetonius tells us, crowds applauded
         the words “Veni, vidi, vici,” displayed on a massive placard held aloft over Portus. Suetonius adds that the
         slogan was Caesar’s boast that his victories had been so decisively swift.[19]   Another Roman tradition during triumphal processions was the presence of a slave
         seated in the carriage behind the victorious general, whispering in his ear, “sic transit gloria mundi”—a reminder that he was mortal and glory was fleeting.
      

      
      It was advice that Caesar should have heeded. But it was too late. Corrupted by absolute
         power, he was carrying himself like a monarch. When returning to Rome from a Latin
         festival in Alban Mount, a crowd cheered him, shouting, “Long live the king!,” using
         the word rex for king. Caesar replied, “Caesarem se, non regem esse ”  (“I’m Caesar, not king”).
         The ancient historian Plutarch tells us that Caesar was troubled when the crowd fell
         silent after his response. It’s possible that Caesar was simply clarifying his name.
         He could not have been unaware, however, of the longstanding Roman hostility toward
         kings embedded in their collective imagination by the rape of Lucretia legend. Suetonius
         recounts that Caesar made a great display of false modesty by eschewing the title
         “king,” and ensured that his avowed humility was written up in the acta so it was known publicly. But in private, Caesar did not oppose statues of himself
         being placed next to those of ancient Roman kings.[20]  
      

      
      For the Roman senators who had long resented Caesar’s ambitions, his attitude toward
         the title “king” was suspiciously ambiguous. So was Caesar’s new habit of wearing
         high red boots that, evoking the traditional footwear of Rome’s early kings, caused
         offense in republican Rome. Caesar was also said to have reacted with anger when a
         diadem on one of his statues was removed. At the festival of Lupercalia, when Caesar’s
         trusted lieutenant Mark Antony attempted to place a golden crown on Caesar’s head,
         his gracious refusal of the honor appeared suspiciously rehearsed. These were mistakes
         that Caesar could have avoided. His biggest mistake, though, was accepting the title
         of dictator perpetuo—dictator in perpetuity. For his enemies in the Senate, it was a bridge too far. They
         realized that the only way to curtail Caesar’s power was by eliminating him.
      

      
      The Ides of March in 44 BC is the most famous assassination in history. But did it
         really happen as described in the annals of history? Or was Caesar’s murder, like
         so many events in ancient Rome, another legend mixing historical fact and fiction?
      

      
      According to legend, Caesar ignored omens of plots against his life. A month before
         the assassination, an Etruscan soothsayer named Titus Spurinna had warned him that
         he should fear for his life for the next thirty days. The bad omen, he warned Caesar,
         came from the entrails of a sacrificed bull earlier that day: the animal had no heart.
      

      
      Romans took omens seriously. Soothsayers such as Spurinna were well-connected and
         enjoyed high status. For a civilization whose philosophy, institutions, science, and
         architecture were based on the principle of reason, Roman belief in oracles and divinations
         was on the surface paradoxical. Superstition was pervasive in Roman society. Romans
         also interpreted natural events—comets, thunderbolts, flight patterns of birds—as
         unfavorable portents. The ancient writer Petronius, in his famous Satyricon, gives an account of several Roman superstitions, including tales of werewolves and
         witches and belief that a rooster’s crowing is a bad omen. The Roman satirist Juvenal
         published scornful commentaries on the attraction of astrologers and fortune-tellers
         who, he remarked sarcastically, foretold the future in the entrails of frogs.[21]   Romans also believed that dreams provided forebodings. In Roman mythology, King
         Latinus learns in a dream oracle that his daughter Lavinia will not marry a Latin,
         setting the stage for her marriage to the Trojan hero Aeneas, who will go on to found
         Rome. In the official Roman religion, augurs and sibylline oracles acted as official
         priests. It was not uncommon for Roman rulers to consult soothsayers, or haruspices, who read omens in the warm entrails of freshly sacrificed animals.
      

      
      On the morning of the Ides of March, thirty days after the original omen, Caesar had
         a disquieting dream in which he shook the hand of the god Jupiter. Caesar’s wife Calpurnia
         begged him not to leave the house. She herself had a premonition in a dream the previous
         night. But Caesar, known to reject superstitions, brushed aside these omens. His business
         at the Senate was too important.
      

      
      By coincidence, that morning Caesar came across the soothsayer Spurinna again.

      
      “The Ides of March have come,” said Caesar with a smile, dismissing Spurinna’s prophecy.
         
      

      
      Spurinna replied that the Ides of March had come, but they had not gone.[22]  
      

      
      As a final precaution, Spurinna performed more animal sacrifices and read more entrails.
         The omens were still bad.
      

      
      That is the legend. It is gripping ancient crime drama, even though we know how it
         ends. But did it really happen? There is
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