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CHAPTER 1



THE POSTMODERNIST



On the night of September 9, 2009, a still highly popular President Barack Obama spoke spiritedly to a joint session of Congress. He had summoned the members of both parties to introduce his plan to transform American health care. The promises he made that night were many and, to most in the television audience at least, sounded fresh. “Nothing in this plan will require you or your employer to change the coverage or the doctor you have,” said the president. “Let me repeat this: Nothing in our plan requires you to change what you have.”

If the assembled Democrats found reason to applaud, the Republicans did not. There was little about the proposals that appealed to any of them. Nor could they have liked being scolded by Obama for the “scare tactics” they had presumably used to block reform and the “partisan spectacle” they had presumably created. “Well, the time for bickering is over,” Obama warned the presumed bickerers sternly. “The time for games has passed.”

Simmering throughout this public spanking was an obscure five-term South Carolina congressman named Joe Wilson. He had taken abuse long enough. When Obama denounced as false the claim that this proposed health care system “would insure illegal immigrants,” Wilson could hold his tongue no longer. “You lie,” he said, but widespread Republican grumbling drowned him out.

Obama elaborated, saying, “The reforms—the reforms I’m proposing would not apply to those who are here illegally.” Now Wilson burst out even louder, “You lie!” and this time there was no crowd noise to cover him. A distracted Obama turned his head to the source of the outburst, and as he did, the Democrats erupted in the kind of indignant gasp one hears in a playground before the cry of “I’m telling.”

For his part, Wilson promptly apologized. “While I disagree with the president’s statement,” said Wilson soon after the speech, “my comments were inappropriate and regrettable. I extend sincere apologies to the president for this lack of civility.” Apology or not, respectable Republicans rushed to the microphones to denounce Wilson’s remarks, and Democrats rushed to their direct mail vendors to exploit them.

Forgetting for the moment that Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid had admittedly called President George W. Bush a “liar” on multiple occasions and a “loser” at least once, the Beltway punditry convinced itself that Wilson had done something unprecedented, had led his party across a rubicon of coarseness into a brash new world. Unaware perhaps that a Democratic congressman from his home state had once clubbed a Republican senator nearly to death, House Majority Whip James Clyburn from South Carolina called Wilson’s behavior “embarrassing” and “a new low” for the state’s congressional delegation.

Missed in the hubbub over Wilson’s remark, however, was the particular nature of his locution, “You lie.” He might have said, “That’s a lie” or, “You’re lying,” but, in fact, Obama’s health care reforms did not apply to illegal aliens. No one really expected that promise to hold, but technically Obama was not lying. As history records, Wilson could have safely shouted out “That’s a lie” on at least five other occasions during that same speech. He did not. Instead he made the existential declaration “You lie.” So saying, Wilson spoke to what he saw as the very essence of the man: Sinatra sings, Astaire dances, Obama lies.

Five years later, almost all Republicans and more than a few Democrats would agree with Wilson’s assessment. Obama has subjected America to what Marc Thiessen described in the Washington Post as “a fundamentally dishonest presidency.” This was not easily accomplished. It took a near perfect alignment of environmental factors to elevate to the White House a man who, in the words of the veteran civil libertarian Nat Hentoff, “doesn’t give a damn, because he can get away with whatever he wants.”

Get away Obama does. Before his second term was halfway through, Obama would be caught in major lies on any number of critical issues, such as the terrorist assault on the Benghazi consulate, the IRS’s targeting of the Tea Party, the Fast and Furious gunrunning operation, and Obamacare, among others. Yet it has almost always been Fox News or the conservative blogosphere that has done the catching. The major media, excluding Fox News, have done their best not to notice. The Obama faithful have done their best not to know. And Obama has kept on fabulating.

Obama’s distinctive upbringing had much to do with making him the serial fabulist he has become. Many who have studied the president have been led astray by trusting Obama’s own accounts of that upbringing. Like Obama himself, they have focused on his father and Obama’s “dreams” thereof and slighted the parent who really shaped him, his mother, Stanley Ann Dunham. Although she indulged the young Obama in many ways, Dunham failed to give him a genuine sense of who he was. The parent of a mixed-race child in a world with monolithic expectations, she could have infused him with the most powerful and compelling of all identities—that of an “American.” She did the opposite.

In one of the more believable passages in his 1995 memoir, Dreams from My Father, Obama told one revealing story about his mother’s allegiances. During their years together in Indonesia, Dunham’s then-husband, Lolo Soetoro, asked Dunham to meet some of “her own people” at the American oil company where he worked. She shouted at him, “They are not my people.” Obama absorbed the attitude. Even as a boy, he saw his fellow citizens abroad as “caricatures of the ugly American,” and they would not grow prettier over time.

Obama and Dunham—“a lonely witness for secular humanism,” according to her son—were hardly unique among liberals in their shared disdain. Condescension, in fact, may be the most enduring of liberal traits. Sinclair Lewis had his Babbitts. H. L. Mencken had his booboisie. Obama would have those benighted souls in backwater Pennsylvania who “cling to guns or religion or antipathy to people who aren’t like them or anti-immigrant sentiment or anti-trade sentiment as a way to explain their frustrations.”

When he returned to Hawaii as a ten-year-old, Obama struggled to define who he was. Given what he knew about Americans, he could hardly have wanted to be one. As to being an African American, all he knew was what he saw on TV. And so he told his new schoolmates that his father was a prince and his grandfather a chief of a great African tribe. The story worked on his classmates and almost on himself. “But another part of me knew that what I was telling them was a lie,” he writes, “something I’d constructed from the scraps of information I’d picked up from my mother.” For the next forty years, Obama would continue constructing identities for himself: high school stoner, college Marxist, New York intellectual, Chicago Alinskyite, Harvard cosmopolitan, African American ward heeler, all-American presidential candidate. He would continue constructing identities for himself into his presidency, and it is around these identities that this book is structured.

By the time Dreams from My Father was written, Obama had picked up enough postmodern patois to rationalize these identity shifts and the lies needed to ease the transitions among them. Like pornography, postmodernism is hard to define but easy to spot. In Dreams, Obama showed all the symptoms. He acknowledged spending much of his life “plugging up holes in the narrative”—one of the many references to “narratives,” “fictions,” “poses,” and “grooves” that constitute the “stitched-together” nature of his life. The result is a biography that cannot be trusted.

Even a supportive Obama biographer like David Remnick called Dreams a “mixture of verifiable fact, recollection, re-creation, invention, and artful shaping.” An equally friendly biographer, David Maraniss, agreed. “The character creations and rearrangements of the book are not merely a matter of style, devices of compression, but are also substantive,” wrote Maraniss, four years after his protective 2008 biographical piece in the Washington Post helped Obama get elected. “We didn’t understand why his politically calculating chameleon nature was never discussed,” an aide to Hillary Clinton told Remnick. “We were said to be the chameleons, but he changed his life depending on who he was talking to.”

Obama’s early influences—such as his communist mentor in Hawaii, Frank Marshall Davis; and his Marxist professors and friends at Occidental College—did not encourage truth telling. Although leftists are not uniquely guilty of lying, they are uniquely guilty of lying as a conscious strategy. As Vladimir Lenin once reportedly said, “A lie told often enough becomes the truth.” Although Obama did not drink deeply at this well, he drank deeply enough to be intoxicated with its spirit.

Obama’s appearance mattered at least as much as his influences. He had the good fortune of growing up thinking and acting much as white liberals do but in the body of a black man. He believed what they believed and spoke as they spoke. They noticed, they approved, they marveled. “I mean, you got the first mainstream African-American presidential candidate who is articulate and bright and clean and a nice-looking guy,” said Joe Biden of Obama in early 2007. In still another unwittingly honest revelation, Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid found comfort in Obama’s having “no Negro dialect.”

By the time Obama emerged as a national candidate, every major newsroom in America—save one—was chockablock with people who thought like Biden and Reid or Maraniss and Remnick. All serious surveys of journalists’ political preferences have shown a leftward skew, one that has been only getting sharper over time. It is harder to calculate newsroom attitudes toward race, but the collective media indulgence of well-spoken black liberals—black conservatives get no such pass—is impossible to deny. As the beau ideal of the progressive wish-dream, Obama would enjoy an unprecedented immunity from major media criticism. This did not encourage truth telling, either by him or by the media.

Obama’s first public controversy is worth revisiting, as it shows just how early in his political career he adopted lying as strategy. At the time, late 1999, Obama found himself challenging two black candidates for Congress, each of whom favored gun control as conspicuously as he did. One was the former Black Panther Bobby Rush, whose seat in the US House of Representatives Obama coveted; the other a fellow state senator, Donne Trotter.

His opponents sensed the same vulnerability that Jesse Jackson would exploit years later, namely Obama’s felt lack of authenticity as a black man. “He went to Harvard and became an educated fool,” said Rush during the campaign. “Barack is a person who read about the civil-rights protests and thinks he knows all about it.” Trotter was rougher still. “Barack is viewed in part to be the white man in blackface in our community,” he said. “You have only to look at his supporters. Who pushed him to get where he is so fast? It’s these individuals in Hyde Park, who don’t always have the best interest of the community in mind.”

Shortly after Christmas in 1999, Obama missed a critical vote on the Safe Neighborhoods Act, a gun control measure in the Illinois state senate. Rush and Trotter promptly let the voting public know that Obama had abandoned Chicago in its hour of need. The front-page headline of the January 5, 2000, edition of the Hyde Park Herald, a community newspaper, captured the spirit of the brouhaha: “Obama Misses Gun Law Vote, Draws Criticism from Rivals.” What made the missed vote so awkward for Obama was that when Governor George Ryan desperately tried to find him, he was doing some holoholo time in the Aloha State. His opponents seized the opportunity to show how very unblack such a sojourn was. Trotter, for one, described Obama’s absence as “irresponsible” and a “dereliction.” Rush’s campaign spokeswoman meanwhile pointed out that while some public officials were trying to get guns off the streets of Chicago, “other public officials are on a beach in Hawaii.”

When contacted by the Herald, Obama swore that he intended to be in Springfield for the special session, but his “18-month old daughter had a bad cold,” and he “determined it was too difficult to make a nine-hour flight.” Said the Herald in something of an understatement, “Rush didn’t buy Obama’s explanation.” Apparently, not many others did either. A week later, Obama felt the need to employ his monthly Herald column in his own defense.

Obama titled the column “Family Duties Took Precedence.” It was so maudlin and misleading that he might as well have titled it “How Checkers Ate My Homework.” To undo the narrative laid down by his opponents, Obama had to create a counternarrative that positioned him not as the self-serving outsider Rush and Trotter imagined but as the very incarnation of responsible fatherhood. To make this plotline work, Obama would ground his excuse in a foundation of half-truths and flat-out lies.

As to the first issue, why he went to Hawaii on this “extremely short trip,” Obama claimed, “Our visit is the only means to assure my grandmother does not spend the holidays alone.” He traced the solitude of his grandmother, Madelyn Dunham, to the deaths of her daughter and husband. Obama neglected to say, of course, that the daughter—his mother—spent little time in Hawaii and had died four years prior, and that the husband—his grandfather—had died four years before that. To account for his grandmother’s not coming to Chicago, Obama endowed her with a “variety of ailments.”

As to the second issue, why he stayed once the vote was scheduled, Obama sensed correctly that ten-footers on the North Shore would not impress his South Side constituency. So he cited once again the illness of baby Malia, now elevating her “cold” to a “flu.” This was a necessary adjustment to explain why Michelle could not have stayed with the baby. “We hear a lot to [sic] talk from politicians about the importance of family values,” Obama pontificated at the saga’s end. “Hopefully, you will try to understand when your state senator tries to live up to those values as best he can.” If no one else did, the individuals in Hyde Park bought the story. Obama got the editorial support of the Hyde Park Herald and the majority of white votes, but even with that support, he secured only 30 percent of the votes district-wide. “I was completely mortified and humiliated,” Obama would later tell Remnick.

In the future, Obama would improve his storytelling. To sell himself to America, black and white, he would have to. He would further refine his pitchman’s talents to sell a center-right nation a variety of unwanted left-of-center nostrums. As Obama sensed, his line of goods would have forever remained on the political shelf had he honored truth-in-labeling laws, but he did not feel the need. His allies on the left had been finessing labels for years: racial preferences to affirmative action to diversity; abortion rights to pro-choice to reproductive rights; global warming to climate change; gay marriage to marriage equality; liberal to progressive.

Obama has been able to advance this ignoble tradition for two reasons. One is obvious: the media let him. The second needs explanation. Like any gifted sleight-of-hand artist, Obama has had his audience focus on the wrong object. The pundits debated his ideology—Marxist, socialist, progressive, pragmatist—and even his religion—Christian, Muslim, atheist—but they rarely questioned his commitment. Yes, those ten-footers in Hawaii likely did mean more to Obama than gun control laws in Illinois. Although immersed in leftism since childhood, he never left the shallow end of the pool. He proved so adept at breaking promises because he did not care deeply enough to keep them. What mattered more was that he be seen striking the right pose, finding the right groove, spinning the right narrative.

For a quick example, one need look no further than the first major promise he broke as a national candidate. Back in September 2007, when his candidacy was still a long shot, Obama vowed, “If I am the Democratic nominee, I will aggressively pursue an agreement with the Republican nominee to preserve a publicly financed general election.” This promise appeared virtuous and cost him nothing. It was classic Obama.

By June 2008, Obama had renounced the pledge. Like everyone else with eyes, the Washington Post attributed the renunciation to his “groundbreaking success in raising money.” Still, in spite of the evidence, Obama hoped to maintain the reformer’s pose. This meant, as it often did, creating a complex fiction. So he told the Post that, of course, he still supported the idea of public financing. Unfortunately, though, the current system was “broken” and favored Republicans who had “become masters at gaming” it. Given these circumstances, he would carry the banner of reform into the breach as virtuously as the rules of war allowed. In this instance, even before his party nominated him for president, Obama had set the pattern: make a promise, break it if need be, find a high-minded excuse, blame the Republicans. The media would move on quickly. They almost always did.



READ MY LIPS: NO NEW TAXES



All presidents exaggerate their accomplishments. All presidents finesse the truth on national security issues. Many presidents, perhaps most, lie about their personal life. But few presidents get really and truly nailed on a lie. In the modern era, President Dwight Eisenhower may have been the first. He lied about the mission of a U-2 spy plane over the Soviet Union, and he publicly owned up to it only after the Russians produced the plane and the captured pilot. At the time, the lie itself was a major news story, in no small part because Eisenhower did not have a reputation as a liar.

The first president since Eisenhower to draw intense fire for a specific “lie” was George H. W. Bush. To fend off his conservative primary challengers during his 1988 campaign, Bush promised not to raise taxes or introduce new ones. He solidified the promise at the Republican National Convention when he said memorably and defiantly, “The Congress will push me to raise taxes and I’ll say no. And they’ll push, and I’ll say no, and they’ll push again, and I’ll say, to them, ‘Read my lips: no new taxes.’” Bush was not intentionally lying, but like Obama, he lacked the conviction to honor his own pledge. When the tax-hikers pushed, he yielded much too readily.

Richard Nixon was a special case. In 1950, his opponent in the California race for the US Senate, Helen Gahagan Douglas, gave him the nickname “Tricky Dick.” The name stuck in no small part because Nixon-haters in the media made it stick. They were still smarting from Nixon’s lead role in outing one of the most formidable liars in American history, the establishment golden boy and Soviet agent Alger Hiss. Tricky or not, Nixon never got tagged with a memorable lie. His enemies would accuse him of countless things—dirty tricks, war crimes, break-ins, cover-ups—but lying was just one out of many misdeeds, real and imagined.

Still, had it not been for the doggedness of the Washington Post, history might well remember Richard Nixon as the president who won forty-nine states in his reelection bid and brought peace to Vietnam. Nixon did try to call attention to the shenanigans of his two Democratic predecessors, Kennedy and Johnson, each of whom had stretched the laws of God and man as far as Nixon did. But by the early 1970s the media had little interest in sharing Republicans’ laments. Liberals had reached a critical mass in America’s newsrooms, and the information flow was being filtered accordingly.

In the 1990s two phenomena tested the effectiveness of the late-century media filters. One was the Internet. The other was the Clintons. On January 26, 1992, America writ large first met Hillary Clinton. Earlier that month, an Arkansas state employee, Gennifer—with a “G”—Flowers, confessed to a tabloid that Bill Clinton had been dallying with her for some twelve years. In a desperate attempt to save Bill’s candidacy for president, the Clintons agreed to be interviewed by Steve Kroft on CBS’s 60 Minutes. To his credit, Kroft forcefully stuck it to the Clintons. In the not-so-distant past, journalists expected the truth from public officials, even Democratic front-runners for the presidency. Starting with this interview, the Clintons would dramatically lower that expectation.

When Kroft asked Bill if he had had an affair with Flowers, he answered, “That allegation is false.” Hillary, her hands lovingly intertwined with Bill’s, nodded in affirmation. Later in the 60 Minutes interview, Bill swore, “I have absolutely leveled with the American people.” He had done no such thing.

The Clinton era was a turning point in the history of journalism. Although liberals had been on a long march through America’s newsrooms for years, it was not until after the Republican sweep of Congress in 1994 that they largely abandoned their role as watchdogs. America has always had scoundrels, but never before had the media collectively championed one, let alone two.

Throughout Clinton’s presidency, Bill and Hillary lied as necessary to protect the Clinton brand. Appalled by Hillary’s performance in particular, the usually restrained columnist William Safire notably designated her “a congenital liar” in a 1996 New York Times op-ed titled “Blizzard of Lies.” In the piece, Safire made no reference to Clinton’s sexual misadventures. He referred instead to Hillary’s commodity trading scandal, her obstruction of justice in the aftermath of the death of White House counsel Vince Foster, her role in the Whitewater affair, and her machinations in a grubby in-house scandal known as “Travelgate.” In each case, wrote Safire, “She lied for good reason.” Lying preserved Bill Clinton’s shot at reelection and possibly even spared Hillary a pantsuit of prison orange.

Six years and a day after she lied on 60 Minutes to protect Bill’s candidacy, Hillary finessed the truth on the Today show to protect his presidency. “There isn’t any fire,” she told Matt Lauer about the “smoke” surrounding her husband’s involvement with an intern, Monica Lewinsky. Unlike Steve Kroft in 1992, Lauer did not challenge her. He shifted his inquiry from the charges facing the president—perjury and obstruction of justice—to the fairness of independent counsel Ken Starr’s “thirty-million-dollar” investigation. This was all the license Hillary needed to introduce a new and memorable subplot. “The great story here,” she said ominously, “is this vast right-wing conspiracy that has been conspiring against my husband since the day he announced for president.”

The late Christopher Hitchens easily saw through the subterfuge. Said he of the Clintons in his indispensable book No One Left to Lie To, “Like him, she is not just a liar but a lie; a phony construct of shreds and patches and hysterical, self-pitying demagogic improvisations.” The proudly left-of-center Hitchens took his title from a quote by David Schippers, a Democrat and the chief investigative counsel for the House Judiciary Committee. Said Schippers for the ages: “The president, then, has lied under oath in a civil deposition, lied under oath in a criminal grand jury. He lied to the people. He lied to his Cabinet. He lied to his top aides. And now he’s lied under oath to the Congress of the United States. There’s no one left to lie to.”



THE WHITE HOUSE HAS BEEN CAUGHT IN A LIE



It was not easy being a Democratic pundit while memories of the Clintons’ skullduggery were still fresh. Some future historian may want to trace the genesis of the left’s strategy to restore the reputation of two chronic liars, one of them a serial sexual predator, but the operational tactic quickly became clear: its apparatchiks would debase the word “lie.”

An article by Jerry White from September 28, 2001, on the World Socialist website—one of a thousand comparable articles—showed how the strategy played out. White, a future Socialist Equality Party presidential candidate, began his article with the words “The White House has been caught in a lie.” The lie, White reported, was that a terrorist threat against Air Force One had forced George Bush to avoid Washington until late on September 11. Although White did not suggest any real rationale for the lie beyond Bush’s presumed cowardice, he strung together enough half-truths to convince the willing. “If Bush lied about his activities on the day of the attacks,” he argued, “why should anyone assume he has not lied about the government’s investigation, the identity of the perpetrators, the motives and aims of US war preparations, and the intent and scope of expanded police powers demanded by his administration to wiretap, search and seize, and detain suspects?” Why indeed?

The strategy quickly migrated from the fringe to the center. The summer of 2004 witnessed the publication of three mainstream books that reinforced the “lie” motif. Each had the word “lies” in the title, applied not to the Clintons, but to Bush and others on the right: Joe Conason’s Big Lies, Al Franken’s Lies and the Lying Liars Who Tell Them, and the most serious of the three, David Corn’s The Lies of George W. Bush: Mastering the Politics of Deception. Although the release of the books does not appear to have been coordinated, the strategizing that inspired them had to occupy more than a few man-hours at Ebenezer’s on Capitol Hill.

On the plus side, Corn created a durable framework for evaluating presidential honesty. Starting with the basics, he quoted the ethicist Sissela Bok’s standard definition that a lie “is an intentionally deceptive message in the form of a statement.” Because intention is hard to discern, Corn elaborated, writing that “if a president issues a statement, he or she has an obligation to ensure the remark is truthful.” If the statement proves to be untrue, Corn continued, the president “has a duty to acknowledge and correct any significant misstatement he or she utters—especially if that slip somehow worked to his advantage.” Appropriately, Corn extended this obligation to the president’s spokespeople. It may be useful to summarize Corn’s theorizing mnemonically as the FIG factor. A politician “lies” when he or she says something false, either intentionally or fully indifferent to the truth, with the hope of securing some advantage or gain. “False” is a more precise word here than Bok’s “deceptive.”

For reasons only partly strategic, the George W. Bush presidency drove legions of the left-leaning into an irrational and unprecedented media madness that sought its rationale in Bush’s presumed dishonesty. The SFGate columnist Mark Morford perfectly captured the movement’s thinking, such as it was, in a 2008 article headlined, without irony, “The 935 Lies of George W. Bush: Yes, you already knew. But now they’re actually quantifiable. Like, say, stab wounds.”

The fashionably cynical Morford began with the understanding that presidential lying was something of a “national pastime,” sort of like baseball. The game Morford chose to play, however, was a semantic one. Although he conceded Bill Clinton lied, he insisted he did so “in a harmless civil lawsuit.” The House of Representatives obviously had a different understanding of the word “harmless.” Its members impeached Clinton, only the second president to be so honored. The Supreme Court had a different take too. In 2001, the justices disbarred Clinton from ever practicing law before the high court. The Arkansas supreme court did not think perjury harmless either. That court suspended Clinton’s law license for five years and ordered him to pay a $25,000 fine.



BUSH LIED, PEOPLE DIED



In The Lies of George W. Bush, Corn subverted his own fundamentals by declaring in the book’s opening sentence, “George Bush is a liar.” Although an imperfect president, Bush was not a liar, and Corn could not make the case that he was. For the six years including his first term and the campaign that preceded it, the major media did all within their power to make Corn’s research easier. The same folks who ignored Clinton’s sordid sex-and-drug romp through Arkansas spent reportorial man-years trying to document Bush’s alleged cocaine use, turned a twenty-five-year-old DUI into a national scandal on election eve, and twisted themselves into knots—CBS’s Dan Rather most spectacularly—trying to prove that Bush did not dot every “i” and cross every “t” in fulfilling his National Guard duty.

Despite all the media help, Corn was hard-pressed to establish one lie of consequence that Bush told as president or even as candidate. The lack of evidence did not deter him, however, from libeling Bush as a president “who soils the Oval Office with lies.” Corn wrote this, by the way, just three years into the Bush presidency. The only explanation other than strategic agitprop for such stunning bile is BDS, Bush Derangement Syndrome: what the pundit and psychiatrist Charles Krauthammer diagnosed as “the acute onset of paranoia in otherwise normal people in reaction to the policies, the presidency—nay—the very existence of George W. Bush.”

Corn, for instance, took Bush to task for the harmless claim “I’m a uniter, not a divider.” In fact, Bush had reason to say that when he first campaigned for president. In 1998, he was reelected governor of Texas with 69 percent of the vote, including 49 percent of the Hispanic vote. If that were not proof enough of his bipartisan appeal, he had the endorsement of every major Democratic politician in the state.

Three days after being sworn in as president, the “polarizing” George Bush proposed his signature piece of legislation, an education bill known as No Child Left Behind (NCLB) cosponsored by the liberal lion Senator Ted Kennedy. Politics does not get more bipartisan than that except perhaps in 2006, when, as President Obama phrased it, “the unlikely trio of John McCain, Ted Kennedy, and President Bush came together to champion [immigration] reform.” If these efforts by Bush polarized anyone, it was his conservative base. And yet Corn’s indictment of Bush on this count is no stronger than any of the others made in his contorted book.

To be fair to Corn, though, he was not as deranged as the “Bush lied, people died” crowd on the question of weapons of mass destruction. Still, Corn accused Bush of being “crafty and disingenuous” in the way he represented the findings of past UN inspections. Among the experts Corn cited in opposition to Bush’s position on WMDs was the former chief UN arms inspector Richard Butler. Corn did not mention, however, that in the year 2000, before politics clouded the picture, the Australian Butler published a book whose very title affirmed Bush’s anxiety, The Greatest Threat: Iraq, Weapons of Mass Destruction, and the Growing Crisis of Global Security.

After being booted from Iraq in late 1998, Butler considered Iraq’s ongoing plea of innocence “the blackest lie,” and no one knew Saddam’s capabilities better than Butler. Corn made a fuss about the four-year gap in information from 1998 to 2002, but others exposed to the same evidence came to the same conclusion. Said Senator Hillary Clinton in October 2002, “In the four years since the inspectors left, intelligence reports show that Saddam Hussein has worked to rebuild his chemical and biological weapons stock, his missile delivery capability, and his nuclear program. He has also given aid, comfort, and sanctuary to terrorists, including al Qaeda members.”

A corollary to the “Bush lied” trope was “Bush knew.” As Ben Smith reported in Politico, Ohio University and Scripps Howard did an extensive poll in 2006 that asked, “How likely is it that people in the federal government either assisted in the 9/11 attacks or took no action to stop the attacks because they wanted the United States to go to war in the Middle East?” More than half of all Democrats answered “very likely” or “somewhat likely.”

As to why Bush wanted to go to war in the Middle East, the opposition could never quite agree on what Bush stood to gain, the essential “G” in the FIG factor. Suggestions included avenging an assassination attempt on his father, exploiting Iraq for oil, harvesting votes for future elections, enriching Halliburton, and/or providing “the Israeli government with greater wherewithal to impose its terms and conditions on the Palestinian people”—this last possibility suggested by the other Joe Wilson, the so-called whistle-blower spouse of the utterly fabulous CIA agent Valerie Plame. There was no political gain, however, in claiming that Saddam had large caches of WMDs and then not finding them—no logic either. Most famously, the Clinton-appointed CIA director George Tenet assured Bush that the case for WMDs was a “slam dunk.” It obviously was not.

In the run-up to war in late 2002, the great majority of those prominent politicos who would later denounce Bush as a liar agreed with Butler, including the two Democrats who ran against Bush for president. Said the former vice-president Al Gore in September 2002 of Saddam, “We know that he has stored secret supplies of biological and chemical weapons throughout his country.” Two years later, Gore, now a borderline 9/11 truther, was saying of Bush, “He betrayed this country! He played on our fears. He took America on an ill-conceived foreign adventure dangerous to our troops, an adventure preordained and planned before 9/11 ever took place.”

As a member of the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence, Senator John Kerry, Bush’s opponent in 2004, had access to all the intelligence that Bush did. Said Kerry in October 2002: “I will be voting to give the President of the United States the authority to use force if necessary to disarm Saddam Hussein because I believe that a deadly arsenal of weapons of mass destruction in his hands is a real and grave threat to our security.”

In September 2013, as secretary of state, John Kerry said publicly that as a US senator he “opposed the president’s decision to go into Iraq.” In fact, Kerry voted to authorize the war. As the Washington Post noted, “This is at least the second time since becoming secretary that Kerry has asserted that he opposed the 2003 invasion of Iraq while serving as a Democratic senator from Massachusetts.”

In truth, Democrats had a near monopoly on real, FIG-factor Iraq lies. When Vermont governor Howard Dean burst out of the Democratic primary chute in 2003 howling against the war, his opponents began to fudge their prior support. They did so to secure an advantage, namely to keep pace with Dean. In 2008, Barack Obama forced Hillary Clinton to do much the same. In 2004, the media largely obliged the fudgers and focused their wrath on a Republican president who, despite great temptation, faced the facts of a difficult war at least as honestly as had his predecessors, if not more so. In the final analysis, the one statement that met Corn’s definition of a lie was that bumper-sticker favorite, “Bush lied, people died.”



CHAPTER 2



THE AFRICAN AMERICAN



In February 2001, as part of an oral history of black America, Julieanna Richardson interviewed then–state senator Barack Obama. Richardson seemed to capture the thirty-nine-year-old politician as he was—cautious, ambitious, and more than a little vain. Although the social philosophy on display in the interview did not vary much from that expressed in Dreams from My Father, at least not in content, the tone was much softer.

Obama told Richardson that his childhood in Hawaii was “idyllic” and that “the image that [he] had of being a black American was almost exclusively positive.” He added, “All the children around me were of some mixture, and so I was not unusual or untypical in Hawaii.” He mentioned not a single racial affront.

Obama was either deceiving Richardson or deceiving the readers of Dreams. The evidence suggests the latter. David Remnick, the author of The Bridge: The Life and Rise of Barack Obama, conceded that Obama “darkens the canvas” in Dreams and that many of the grievances cited were “novelistic contrivances.” The biographer David Maraniss, the author of Barack Obama: The Story, said much the same thing, claiming Obama portrayed himself as “blacker and more disaffected” than he really was. As to motive, the much too generous Remnick insisted that Obama “heightens whatever opportunity arises” to score a racial point, “obviously” because he was going “after an emotional truth.”

It was never about “truth,” emotional or otherwise. Obama cataloged his racial slights, real or imagined, to redefine himself as an African American and to forge a political bond with the black community. Dreams was published in 1995, the same year that Obama launched his political career. Although seriously calculated, Dreams was too revealing in too many troubling ways—drugs, the Reverend Jeremiah Wright, the communist Frank Marshall Davis—to boost an aspiring presidential candidate. Almost assuredly, the manuscript was fine-tuned to launch a future mayor of Chicago, a career path actually aided by the allusions to Wright and Davis.

“I met [Obama] sometime in the mid-1990s,” Obama’s mentor Bill Ayers would later tell Salon. “For the first two years, I thought, his ambition is so huge that he wants to be mayor of Chicago.” A friend of Obama’s, Cassandra Butts, traced that ambition back at least to Harvard. “He wanted to be mayor of Chicago and that was all he ever talked about as far as holding office,” she would tell the Chicago reporter David Mendell, author of the valuable 2007 biography Obama: From Promise to Power. The young Obama modeled his career’s trajectory on that of his political hero, the late Chicago mayor Harold Washington. Washington had moved from the Illinois state senate to Congress to the mayoralty. Obama took that first step and tried for the second. Dreams rooted Obama in the Chicago experience and in the progressive tradition thereof. As such, it was finely calibrated to attract the black–lakefront liberal coalition needed for a Democrat not named Daley to achieve high office in Illinois.



NOT AS LONG AS YOU SAY “BARACK” RIGHT



In reviewing Maraniss’s biography of Obama, Ben Smith of Buzzfeed “counted 38 instances in which [Maraniss] convincingly disputes significant elements of Obama’s own story of his life and his family history.” Many of these, perhaps most, were contrived or exaggerated racial slights. To have others accept him as an African American, Obama had a lot of exaggerating to do.

Long before Obama met his future wife, Michelle, he met “Regina,” a coed from Chicago’s South Side who somehow found her way to Southern California’s pricey Occidental College. In Dreams, Obama described her as “a big, dark woman who wore stockings and dresses that looked homemade.” And although Obama had no romantic interest in Regina, Remnick rightly labeled her a “harbinger” of Michelle, more literary device than flesh-and-blood woman. It was she who set him on his journey to find his inner African American, and rather forcefully at that. “Her voice,” Obama wrote, “evoked a vision of black life in all its possibility, a vision that filled me with longing—a longing for place, and a fixed and definite history.”

Bizarrely, as Maraniss noted, Obama pulled the name of this character and some of her life’s details from the Swiss grandmother of a white friend at Occidental College named Caroline Boss. An aspiring young Marxist like Obama, Boss tried to convince him that the enduring struggle should be based on class, not race, and thus her washerwoman grandma—all young Marxists have a washerwoman in the woodpile—made a useful model for all the world’s oppressed.

Although the character was largely fictional, Obama assigned Regina a tangible real-life task. It was she who convinced Obama to abandon the name “Barry,” a name that presumably sounded much too white and middle class. “Do you mind if I call you Barack?” she asked. “Not as long as you say it right,” he answered. Coming straight from the motherland, Barack Senior pronounced his name BEAR-ick, not buh-ROCK. Barack Senior himself was known as “Barry” when he was in Hawaii. When Obama visited Africa, well after he became “Barack,” all of his kin called him “Barry.” It was Obama who would contrive the new pronunciation, perhaps because the new pronunciation sounded more forceful, more revolutionary, more black.



I HAD MY OWN OFFICE, MY OWN SECRETARY, MONEY IN THE BANK



In the 1991 promotional brochure put out by Obama’s literary agency Acton and Dystel—the same brochure that listed Obama’s birthplace as “Kenya”—Obama was said to have “worked as a financial journalist and editor for Business International Corporation.” In Dreams, Obama inflated his stint at Business International to even grander proportions. In the retelling, he had his own office, his own secretary. He wore a suit and tie. He had in-person interviews with Japanese financiers and German bond traders. “I would imagine myself as a captain of industry, barking out orders, closing the deal, before I remembered who it was that I had told myself I wanted to be and felt pangs of guilt for my lack of resolve,” Obama wrote.

Obama told the story not to boast of his own seeming success but to show how inaccessible this career path was to his oppressed brethren. “As far as I could tell I was the only black man in the company,” he claimed. This was not at all a source of pride for Obama. Rather, in full grievance mode, he considered it “a source of shame.” As early as July 2005, however, a former coworker and Obama fan, Dan Armstrong, revealed Obama’s whole account to be a “serious exaggeration.” Obama did not work at a multinational corporation; he worked at a “small company that published newsletters.” He did not have his own office, wear a jacket and tie, interview international businessmen, or write articles. He mostly just copyedited business items and slipped them into a three-ring binder for the company’s customers.

The author Shelby Steele, who is biracial himself and came of age in a segregated world, knows how tempting it is to manufacture grievances. In his underappreciated 2008 book, The Bound Man: Why We Are Excited About Obama and Why He Can’t Win, Steele argued that in his eagerness to seem an “authentic” black man, Obama all too often fictionalized the state of black victimization and cast himself among the victims. He would continue to do this even during his presidency.



I WAS HAUNTED BY THE LOOK ON CORETTA’S FACE



In response to the Washington Post’s breathless revelation during the 2012 campaign that Mitt Romney had hazed a classmate while in high school, John Nolte of Big Hollywood fired back, “Does WaPo Know Obama Shoved a Little Girl?” But did he really? The story that Nolte cited from Dreams was no more believable than the other racial melodramas in that fanciful tome. In this particular reminiscence, Obama reflected on his own first days as a ten-year-old at his Hawaiian prep school, a transition complicated by the presence of “Coretta,” the only other black student in the class.

When the other students accused Obama of having a girlfriend, Obama shoved Coretta and insisted she leave him alone. Although “his act of betrayal” bought him a reprieve from the other students, Obama understood that he “had been tested and found wanting.” Like virtually all the racial contretemps in Dreams, this one smacked of willful contrivance. Obama’s biographer David Remnick identified a woman named Joella Edwards as the “Coretta” of the story. The difference, Remnick admitted, was that “Barry never rejected Joella.” Au contraire, as Joella gushed, “He was my knight in shining armor.”



THERE ARE SEVERAL BLACK LADIES OUT THERE WHO’VE BROKEN MY HEART JUST AS GOOD



As with so much in his life—his choice of a church, for instance—Obama’s selection of Michelle as bride seemed fragrant with calculation, on both an emotional and a political level. A black campaign worker in South Carolina told David Remnick that Obama’s selection of a black wife, particularly a dark-skinned one, “matters to people here.” The Princeton political scientist Melissa Harris-Perry elaborated, “I don’t think Obama could have been elected President if he had married a white woman.” She added, “Had he married a white woman, he would have signaled that he had chosen whiteness.”

Yet, as David Maraniss pointed out, Obama chose whiteness in every documented relationship pre-Michelle. In his 2012 biography of Obama, Maraniss profiled two former girlfriends. Obama apparently drew from each of them to create a white “composite” girlfriend in Dreams. One of them, the Australian Genevieve Cook, provided most of the grist for Obama’s “mystery woman,” the only girlfriend mentioned in Dreams. “Like many characters in the memoir,” said Maraniss of Cook, “[Obama] introduced her to advance a theme, another thread of thought in his musings about race.” When lesser memoirists do the same—James Frey of A Million Little Pieces fame comes quickly to mind—Oprah trashes them on national TV.

In the case of the composite girl, for instance, Obama told of how their relationship came to a bitter end over her failure to understand black angst. “We had a big fight, right in front of the theater,” wrote Obama. “When we got back to the car she started crying. She couldn’t be black, she said.” Cook denied that this ever happened. As Obama later explained to Maraniss, “I thought that [the anecdote] was a useful theme to make about sort of the interactions that I had in the relationships with white girlfriends.” Frey felt much the same way. “A memoir literally means my story. A memoir is a subjective retelling of events,” he protested, adding, “I never expected the book to come under the type of scrutiny that it has.” When Obama used the theater story in Dreams, he never expected this kind of scrutiny, either. At the time, no one beyond his neighborhood knew who Obama was.

Dreams, though, was pure calculation. Mindful of the way many black women—more precisely, many black female voters—feel about black men who ignore black women, Obama added a caveat about his relationships. Immediately after telling his half sister, Auma, about this ruptured relationship with a white woman, he added, “There are several black ladies out there who’ve broken my heart just as good.” There are? Not a single sentence about any of these ladies appeared in Dreams. Nor in the years of Obama’s rise has a single black girlfriend come forward to tell her story. Maraniss certainly did not identify any. The astute reader wonders whether these black ladies exist. The cynical reader wonders whether the white ones do.

Dreams culminates in Obama’s wedding to Michelle. At his most romantic, Obama said of Michelle, “In her eminent practicality and Midwestern attitudes, she reminds me not a little of [his grandmother] Toot.” He might have said the same about the fictional “Regina” from Occidental. In The Audacity of Hope, Obama got the date of his first meeting with his future wife wrong. “I met Michelle in the summer of 1988,” he wrote, “while we were both working at Sidley & Austin.” In fact, Obama interned at Sidley and Austin after his first year at Harvard Law School. It was 1989. But did he and Michelle really meet at Sidley and Austin? In 2009, speaking to university students in Russia, Obama wondered out loud, “I don’t know if anyone will meet their future wife or husband in class like I did.” With the Obama “narrative” it is hard to tell where the errors end and the lies begin. There is an ash heap of falsehood and fabrication to sort through.



SO DON’T TELL ME I DON’T HAVE A CLAIM ON SELMA, ALABAMA



On many an occasion, Obama has told the story of his origins with a distinctive twist to establish a particular advantage. When speaking to a black audience, as he confessed to David Remnick, he did so “[in] a slightly different dialect.” On the campaign trail in March 2007, he gave a critical speech in Selma, Alabama, the Concord Bridge of black history. There, Obama used his best black preacher’s voice to tell his audience a story so comically unanchored to reality that had a black Republican told it, his candidacy would have died before the evening news aired.

“My very existence might not have been possible had it not been for some of the folks here today,” Obama told the civil rights veterans gathered to mark the events of “Bloody Sunday” forty-two years prior. “Something happened back here in Selma, Alabama,” Obama continued. This something “sent a shout across the ocean,” which inspired Obama Senior, still “herding goats” back in Kenya, to “set his sights a little higher.” This same something also “worried folks in the
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