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 Introduction

For those used to a diet of oatmeal politics, Sarah Palin is a fiery bowl of moose chili. In a landscape of calculation and careerism, she’s a snowmachine roaring across the tundra. In an age of compromise, she stands out as a conviction politician. So far as I can tell, she has four core beliefs:


	Things go better with God.

	Yay, Alaska!

	Let’s drill that sucker.

	Curse you, political establishment.



Palinisms occur when Palin expresses one of these views in her idiosyncratically involuted syntax (“It is from Alaska that we send those out to make sure that an eye is being kept on this very powerful nation, Russia”); when she expresses two or more of them in combination (“God’s will has to be done, in unifying people and companies to get that gas line built, so pray for that”); or when she says anything at all in her imitable my sentence went on the Tilt-a-Whirl and got nauseous way (“And I think more of a concern has been not within the campaign the mistakes that were made, not being able to react to the circumstances that those mistakes created in a real positive and professional and helpful way for John McCain”).

 But the best Palinisms of all result when the huntress encounters something she wasn’t hunting for—that is, when Sarah Palin comes into contact with most anything to do with domestic, foreign, or economic policy. It is this situation that generates those priceless let me tap-dance and, also, sing for you a little song while you come up with a different question moments. One such was the juncture in her mind-boggling 2008 interview when Katie Couric asked Palin to name a Supreme Court decision she disagreed with, other than Roe v. Wade. Surrounded by hostile forces, out of cartridges for her Remington, she bravely held her ground and kept pulling the trigger:

 


 Palin: Well, let’s see. There’s—of course in the great history of America there have been rulings, that’s never going to be absolute consensus by every American, and there are those issues, again, like Roe v. Wade, where I believe are best held on a state level and addressed there. So, you know, going through the history of America, there would be others. But, um.

Couric: Can you think of any?

Palin: Well, I could think of any again that could best be dealt with on a more local level maybe I would take issue with. But, um, you know as a mayor and then as a governor and even as a vice president, if I am so privileged to serve, I would be in a position of changing those things, but in supporting the law of the land as it reads today.


 


 Tina Fey’s caricature of Palin as an unprepared high school student trying to bluff her way through an oral exam by mugging and flirting hits its mark not merely because of the genius of the mimicry, but because of its fundamentally accurate diagnosis of Palin as bullshit artist. Palin’s exuberant incoherence testifies to an unusually wide gulf between confidence and ability. She is proud of what she doesn’t know and contemptuous of those “experts” and “elitists” who are too knowledgeable to be trusted. This curious self-regard echoes through her book, Going Rogue, described by the critic Jonathan Raban as “a four-hundred-page paean to virtuous ignorance.”

The issue is not that Palin, thrust upon the national stage with little warning, still doesn’t know all the details. That’s understandable. The issue is that she rarely appears to have the slightest grasp of what she’s talking about even when she’s supposed to know what she’s talking about. For instance, in one of the 2008 campaign’s most surreal examples of rhetorical excess, John McCain said Palin “knows more about energy than probably anyone else in the United States of America.” A few days later, she offered a sample of her expertise in a town hall meeting: “Oil and coal? Of course, it’s a fungible commodity and they don’t flag, you know, the molecules, where it’s going and where it’s not . . . So, I believe that what Congress is going to do, also, is not to allow the export bans to such a degree that it’s Americans that get stuck holding the bag without the energy source that is produced here, pumped here.”

 Bushisms, which I collected for many years, often hinged on a single grammatical or factual error. Palinisms, by contrast, consist of a unitary stream of patriotic, populist blather. It’s like Fox News without the punctuation. It is so devoid of content that it hardly deserves the adjective “truthy.” Let’s call it “roguey.” Palinisms do not have to contain actual evidence of rogue thinking, though; they just have to capture the rogue spirit. It’s “Yes, we can, in spite of Them.”

 The non-Sarah Dittoheads among us have to decide whether to regard this babble—favoring creation science, aerial wolf-shooting, and freedom of the press, so long as the press is “accurate”—as scary or funny. During the 2008 campaign, when there was a real chance that Palin could become the automatic successor to an impulsive, elderly cancer survivor, I found it more scary than funny. After McCain lost, and after Palin terminated her governorship in the effusion of furious gibberish known as her resignation speech, I have found it mostly funny. To be alarmed by Palin today presumes a Republican Party suicidal enough to want her to do more than run its weekend paintball games.

So the spirit of Palinisms is something to be enjoyed. And we can be sure it’s a gift that will keep on giving, for, as she says in her book, “God doesn’t drive parked cars.” Be warned: The one driving her pickup onto the Fox airwaves and into the Twittersphere is hungry for red meat, hard to reason with, and in a big hurry to get going.

 


 —Jacob Weisberg
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 THE TONYS

 


“I don’t know if I should Buenos Aires or Bonjour, or . . . this is such a melting pot. This is so beautiful. I love this diversity. Yeah. There were a whole bunch of guys named Tony in the photo line, I know that.”

—Addressing a Charity of Hope gathering, Hamilton, Ontario, April 15, 2010

 


COP

 


“I’m not politically correct. I am not one to be a word police.”

—Fox interview with Chris Wallace, February 7, 2010


 


 GOOD HOCKEY

 


“It’s so good to be here in Michigan, where folks love the good hunting and fishing and the good hockey . . . You’re proudly clinging to your guns and religion.”

—Speaking at the Defending the American Dream Summit, Clarkston, Michigan, May 1, 2010
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 CONTINENT

 


“So we discussed what was going on in Africa. And never, ever did I talk about, Well, gee, is it a country or is it a continent, I just don’t know about this issue.”

—Fox interview with Greta Van Susteren, November 11, 2008

 


READING

 


“All of ’em, any of ’em that have been in front of me over all these years.”

—On which newspapers she reads, CBS interview with Katie Couric, September 30, 2008


 


 MEDIUMS

 


“The way that I have understood the world is through education, through books, through mediums that have provided me a lot of perspective on the world.”

—CBS interview with Katie Couric, September 25, 2008

 


INTERVIEW I

 


“Obviously, sometimes I never knew what I was getting into in an interview. Obviously!”

—Addressing a Charity of Hope gathering, Hamilton, Ontario, April 15, 2010


 


 MEAT

 


“If God had not intended for us to eat animals, how come He made them out of meat?”

—Going Rogue
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 THE HAND OF GOD

 


“But then somebody sent me the other day Isaiah 49:16, and you need to go home and look it up. Before you look it up, I’ll tell you what it says, though. It says, ‘Hey, if it was good enough for God, scribbling on the palm of His hand, it’s good enough for me, for us.’ He says in that passage, ‘I wrote your name on the palm of my hand to remember you,’ and I’m like, ‘Okay, I’m in good company.’”

—On writing notes on her hand for her Tea Party Convention address, at a speech in Calgary, Alberta, March 6, 2010


 


 CHECKS AND BALANCES

 


“I’m the mayor, I can do whatever I want until the courts tell me I can’t.”

—On spending $50,000 to redecorate the mayor’s office in Wasilla, Alaska, as quoted in Salon, September 17, 2008
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 FRONTIER

 


“It is from Alaska that we send those out to make sure that an eye is being kept on this very powerful nation, Russia, because they are right there.”

—CBS interview with Katie Couric, September 25, 2008
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 FASHION

 


“I wore my best pair of Carhartts, clogs hand-painted by Alaska artist Romney Dodd, and a T-shirt that said FREEDOM.”

—On how she dressed for the signing of a bill, Going Rogue
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 LOVE

 


“Todd and Christy, this is before they got married, and I remember you guys hooked up at the Alaska State Fair, ’cause Christy, was our, um, she was my nanny when my kids were real little and now my kids are real big.”

—Speaking at the Wasilla Assemblies of God church, Wasilla, Alaska, June 8, 2008
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 PRIVATIZATION

 


“We took government out of the dairy business and put it back into private-sector hands—where it should be.”

—Resigning as governor, Wasilla, Alaska, July 3, 2009

 


UNCLEAR

 


“I’m very, very pleased to be cleared of any legal wrongdoing . . . any hint of any kind of unethical activity there. Very pleased to be cleared of any of that.”

—On a legislative report asserting that she’d broken the state’s ethics law and abused her power in the Troopergate scandal, conference call with Alaska reporters, October 12, 2008


 


 COLOGNE

 


“With the gray Talkeetna Mountains in the distance and the first light covering of snow about to descend on Pioneer Peak, I breathed in an autumn bouquet that combined everything small-town America with rugged splashes of the Last Frontier.”

—Going Rogue
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 GRIZZLY

 


“You don’t want to deal with moms who are rising up. There in Alaska, I always think of the mama grizzly bears that rise up on their hind legs when somebody’s coming to attack their cubs, to do something adverse toward their cubs. No, the mama grizzlies, they rear up, and if you thought pit bulls were tough, you don’t want to mess with the mama grizzlies, and I think there are a lot of those in this room.”

—Speaking at the Susan B. Anthony List fundraiser, Washington, D.C., May 14, 2010


 


 WORDS

 


“There’s been so many words, Ed, over the state of Alaska, we being the head and not the tail, and, um, I see things now in the works it seems like, things like, that’s coming to fruition. Things are perculating!”

—Speaking at the Wasilla Assemblies of God church, Wasilla, Alaska, June 8, 2008

 


ABUNDANTLY

 


“We built a subcabinet on climate change and took heat from outside special interests for our biologically sound wildlife management for abundance.”

—Resigning as governor, Wasilla, Alaska, July 3, 2009


 


 GOD

 


“I can do my job there, in developing our natural resources, and doing things like getting the roads paved, making sure our troopers have their cop cars and their uniforms and their guns, and making sure our public schools are funded. But really, all of that stuff doesn’t do any good if the people of Alaska’s hearts isn’t right with God.”

—Speaking at the Wasilla Assemblies of God church, Wasilla, Alaska, June 8, 2008
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 BIG FOOT

 


“And I just say bless you. And you guys are just a bunch of cool-looking Christians also. Ben, I don’t know you well yet, but looking at you, I bet people are thinking they’re going to be interested in Jesus Christ through you because of the way you look: this redheaded Sasquatch for Jesus! You look good!”

—Speaking at the Wasilla Assemblies of God church, Wasilla, Alaska, June 8, 2008
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 POTATOES

 


“I always remind people from outside our state
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