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That’s the thing about lies, right? Individually, they don’t amount to much. But you never know how many others you’ll need to tell to protect that first one. And damned if they don’t add up. Over time they all get tangled up, until one day you realize it isn’t even the lies themselves that matter, it’s that somehow lying has become your default mode and the person you lie to most is yourself.


—RICHARD RUSSO, Chances Are (2019)














A NOTE ON DEFINITIONS


My understanding of the meaning of the word “lie” begins with the Augustinian argument that “a lie consists in speaking a falsehood with the intention of deceiving.”1 But because a president is more than just an individual, our definition must be considerably more expansive. A presidential lie takes place when the president or someone with the authority to speak for the president seeks to purposely mislead the country about a matter of political significance. The president can remain silent while his subordinates lie for him. He can censor the truth or impede the means to discover it. In my judgment, the only significant criterion is whether the deception itself, however operationally undertaken, is purposeful. If it was accidental or based on ignorance or a misunderstanding, it can be corrected and therefore should be.


One reason journalists often offer for eschewing the word “lie” when writing or talking about presidential lies is their inability to discern the speaker’s intent. In this book, however, I am less interested in intent than responsibility. If it was the president’s professional responsibility to know the truth about something and he did not bother to learn it, or he and his subordinates purposely avoided sharing information in order to establish “plausible deniability,” I still call it a lie. 


In the pages that follow, I reject the excuses often offered for the kinds of deceptions I’ve just described, such as that the president was “disengaged,” “confused,” or “distracted”; that “God told him”; or that “he’s just an unbelievable narcissist.” I also consider censorship, when it is purposely deployed to misinform, to count as a lie. This is not to condemn censorship per se. Societies cannot protect themselves without it. The Constitution, as various Supreme Court justices have observed (albeit for competing arguments), is “not a suicide pact.”2 But the power to prevent speech is awfully easy to abuse for personal and political gain, and when this happens, it functions as a lie. Secrecy is also an a priori necessity of governance, especially in wartime. But it, too, can easily bleed into dishonesty when abused, and abuse tends to its natural path when presidents are given the power to determine what citizens should and should not know. Under certain circumstances, therefore, as we shall see, it is possible for a president or his representative to lie by silencing others, and by saying nothing at all.














Introduction


HOW COULD TRUMP HAPPEN?


I hardly need to make the argument that Donald Trump is a liar. Neither is it news that previous presidents have also lied quite a bit. At the same time, the depth and breadth of Trump’s dishonesty is something decidedly new. As the MSNBC host Chris Hayes wrote in a New York Times book review just eighteen months after Trump’s inauguration: “The president is a liar. He lies about matters of the utmost consequence (nuclear diplomacy) and about the most trivial (his golf game). He lies about things you can see with your own eyes. He lies about things he said just moments ago. He lies the way a woodpecker attacks a tree: compulsively, insistently, instinctively. He lies until your temples throb. He lies until you want to submerge your head in a bucket of ice and pray for release.”1


President Trump’s ability to lie without concern for credibility is both shocking and gruesomely impressive. In one three-day period in April 2019, Trump managed to make 171 “false or misleading claims,” according to the Washington Post fact-checking team. During a telephone interview with the Fox News talk-show host Sean Hannity, he uttered 45 falsehoods in 45 minutes.2 It is fair to call someone who lies that frequently and shamelessly “pathological.” So yes, America has a pathological liar for its president, and literally nothing he says can be taken at face value. How did such a thing become possible? How could the world’s most powerful nation, and its oldest democratic republic, allow itself to be led by such a person? And what are the implications of allowing this liar to not only set the policies of the United States but also dominate its political culture to a degree that is no less unprecedented than his dishonesty?


For so common a human occurrence, lying can be quite complicated, both morally and practically. We teach our children that lying is always wrong, but we don’t really mean it. As a young child in Hebrew school, I was taught to admire Jacob for tricking his father, Isaac, into giving the birthright blessing to him rather than its rightful recipient, his older brother, Esau.3 My classmates and I were also taught to admire the Egyptian midwives’ lie to Pharaoh’s men about having murdered the Israelites’ firstborn sons, as commanded, including the little fellow who grew up to be Moses.4


While few of us would willingly call ourselves “liars,” the person who does not lie with some frequency is rare indeed. Sociologists Deborah A. Kashy and Bella M. DePaulo observed that lies are “a fact of social life rather than an extraordinary or unusual event. People tell lies to accomplish the most basic social interaction goals, such as influencing others, managing impressions, and providing reassurance and support.”5


In certain contexts and cultures, lying is both appreciated and admired. According to a study by another sociologist, J. A. Barnes, “the San Blas Kuna, of northeastern Panama, are said to ‘enjoy deceiving each other.’” The Kalapalo, an indigenous people of central Brazil, also allegedly “welcome being tricked,” said Barnes. In contemporary culture, however, lies are most often tolerated or ignored, especially when they are not believed anyway. People expect to be told lies when dealing with certain types of businesses, such as, to name just three, real estate, car sales, and public relations. In Hollywood, it is considered foolish to assume anyone is telling the truth without a signed contract, and it is sometimes even considered an insult. The protagonist of Ward Just’s 2002 novel The Weather in Berlin, a Hollywood-based film director, describes this sort of dishonesty as “a sacrament… the bread and wine of industry communions.” Lies in these businesses are often not even considered dishonest. Indeed, the nineteenth-century British statesman Sir Henry Taylor maintained that a “falsehood ceases to be a falsehood when it is understood on all sides that the truth is not expected to be spoken.” The business of politics is no different. Hannah Arendt sardonically noted that “no one has ever doubted that truth and politics are on rather bad terms with each other, and no one, as far as I know, has ever counted truthfulness among the political virtues.” To the contrary, she went on, “lies have always been regarded as necessary and justifiable tools not only of the politician’s or the demagogue’s but also of the statesman’s trade.”6


Clearly, politics is not a profession that rewards, much less fetishizes, honesty. Results are what matter. In failing to hold presidents accountable for their lies, the American press has reflected a larger ambivalence about doing so among the American people. Historically, the public has tended to accept presidential lies as the cost of doing business, although some lies are contested and a few are considered shocking and unacceptable. It is no easy task to discern in advance, however, which lies will inspire which reaction, or even to define what constitutes a presidential lie and what does not.


Americans have tended to be willing to indulge presidential lies so long as they get the job done. In 2017, C-Span surveyed ninety-one historians in order to rank presidents for their effectiveness, a measure that included “moral authority.” What was striking about the result was that presidents’ reputations for lying or truth-telling did not appear to matter. Compulsive liars Ronald Reagan and Lyndon Johnson both made it into the top ten. Relative truth-tellers Barack Obama and Jimmy Carter came in twelfth and twenty-sixth, respectively, the latter just barely above the presidency’s most egregious (pre-Trump) liar, Richard Nixon, who was twenty-eighth on the list. In presidential rankings based on public polling, the famous liars do even better, albeit largely as a result of ongoing political arguments and loyalties rather than careful historical consideration and comparisons. In a 2011 Gallup poll, for instance, Reagan was number one and Bill Clinton was number three, with Abraham Lincoln squeaking into second place.7


These results are regrettable. A purposeful presidential falsehood on a matter of consequence necessarily sets off a chain reaction that can easily ricochet out of control.8 Presidential lies—even when spoken by a subordinate—have the power to create their own reality, a fact that often complicates the original problem the lie was intended to address. When this happens, it can become impossible to respond effectively. Rather than admit to the lie and endure the humiliation of being caught in it, presidents usually double, triple, and quadruple down on the lie, inevitably making the problem worse. Lies must be piled atop other lies ad infinitum until the entire edifice collapses beneath the weight of the many falsehoods.


Under such circumstances, democracy cannot properly function. As Arendt observed, “if everybody always lies to you, the consequence is not that you believe the lies, but rather that nobody believes anything any longer.… And a people that no longer can believe anything cannot make up its mind. It is deprived not only of its capacity to act but also of its capacity to think and to judge. And with such a people you can then do what you please.”9 Arendt said this in the wake of Nixon’s Watergate scandal, but her warning has never felt more prophetic—and more ominous—than under the presidency of Donald J. Trump.


And yet, we cannot simply offer a blanket condemnation of presidential lying, as it is not always wrong. We can celebrate the fact that Franklin Roosevelt possessed the vision to ready the nation for war against Hitler and Hirohito even if he had to lie repeatedly to do it—that is, publicly proclaiming a commitment to keeping America out of foreign wars, while secretly taking steps to prepare for the one he believed to be inevitable. America’s readiness to fight the Nazis and the Japanese imperialists when the time came no doubt saved millions of lives and likely prevented Europe from falling to the fascists. Yet Lyndon Johnson’s lies during the lead-up to America’s direct involvement in the Vietnam War, while almost perfectly analogous to those FDR told a generation earlier, were undertaken in the service of an unnecessary and ultimately failed war. As the senator J. William Fulbright of Arkansas observed during that catastrophe, “FDR’s deviousness in a good cause made it easier for LBJ to practice the same kind of deviousness in a bad cause.”10 Presidential lying remains a conundrum we have yet to solve.


Presidents who do not lie to the nation have been the exception, not the rule. But early in American history, presidents lied in most cases without anything like the consequences that have become possible in modern times. The United States was not a terribly powerful nation in its infancy. The federal government was not even all that powerful within the United States. And the presidency held less power within the federal government than it does today. Until the mid-nineteenth century, the decisions of a US president played precious little visible role in the daily lives of most citizens.


Despite its constant expansion across North America, until the twentieth century the United States was not terribly influential beyond its shores. One history of the period quotes a nineteenth-century secretary of state observing, “There are just two rules at the State Department: one, that no business is ever done out of business hours; and the other is, that no business is ever done in business hours.”11 Yet the early presidents (and their secretaries of state) set precedents that lay the foundation for future presidential lies. And these lies would assume much greater significance once the presidency grew more powerful within the government, the government grew more powerful within the nation, and the nation grew more powerful in the world.


In 1896 the great American historian Frederick Jackson Turner looked back across three centuries and pronounced the drive for expansion to be the “dominant fact” of the nation’s life thus far. But this drive for expansion differed from Europe’s, because Americans did not see themselves as colonialists. Early Americans “truly believed,” as the historian Walter Nugent observed, “that their providential mission and destiny permitted, even demanded,” their commitment to the cause of constant expansion. They felt themselves “exempted from normal rules against theft or invasion of other people’s territory,” Nugent wrote, and believed that “their own racial superiority exempted them from regarding others as equals.” They were bolstered in this belief by their all-but-universal commitment to an ideology of white supremacy, one that expressed itself in the institution of slavery and the near eradication of the Native American population. Soon afterward, these beliefs inspired the conquest of foreign lands in which nonwhite peoples lived and worked.12


As a consequence, presidential lying during this time was largely a matter of advancing a narrative designed to justify a series of brutal policies in the service of a strict racial hierarchy—while American citizens continued to flatter themselves that they lived in a land where “all men are created equal.”13 This contradiction haunted the United States as it rose to become the world’s wealthiest nation and then its most powerful militarily.


Following the defeat of Nazi Germany and imperial Japan in 1945, Americans came to see their country, in President Harry Truman’s words, as “the greatest Republic the world has ever seen, the greatest country that the sun ever shone on.”14 At the same time, as the Cold War dawned, the US government adopted an almost limitless definition of its “national security” needs. Its official strategy was laid out in a top-secret document titled “United States Objectives and Programs for National Security,” better known as NSC 68, which argued that “the cold war is in fact a real war in which the survival of the free world is at stake.”15 The combination of the perceived existential challenge posed by the Soviets and the precarious nature of the nuclear standoff meant that Cold War US presidents shouldered greater responsibilities and were accorded greater powers than any previous leaders in history. In this context of saving “the free world” from Soviet domination or preventing the world’s destruction by nuclear weapons, the telling of a few presidential lies hardly registered as objectionable.


This awesome responsibility would prove too great for several of the presidents charged with carrying it out. Lyndon Johnson’s lies, combined with his mental and emotional instability late in his presidency, led to the catastrophe in Vietnam and could easily have spun even further out of control. Richard Nixon’s incessant dishonesty, together with his noxious combination of ambition, racism, and criminality, produced an even more volatile situation, which, thanks to bipartisan efforts in Congress, was brought swiftly to an end without a constitutional crisis. Nevertheless, the policies of these presidents caused over fifty-seven thousand senseless American battle deaths and likely at least three million more deaths among the soldiers and civilians of Vietnam and Cambodia.16 Jimmy Carter seemed unable to manage America’s empire satisfactorily, and his presidency was derailed by it. America on his watch endured humiliations by Iranian militants and Soviet generals because of his refusal to risk provoking widespread war. Ronald Reagan, in the years following Carter, revived and expanded the nation’s commitment to aggressively defending and expanding its empire, but he would find himself telling lie after lie in pursuit of illegal wars based on ideological fixations; when explaining his actions, frequently he behaved as if detached from reality. The wars he pursued undermined his own authority as president and played a significant role in the defeat of his successor, George H.W. Bush, in seeking a second term.17


We need not minimize the often horrific consequences of past presidential lies in order to observe that they pale in comparison to the depth and breadth of the lies told by Donald Trump. The wars, coups, and assassinations that these presidents lied about resulted in the deaths of millions of innocent people and the displacement of many millions more. Trillions of dollars were wasted in the process, and the good name of the United States of America suffered around the world. These presidents surely lied—but they did not lie about everything. The office of the presidency continued to function with the understanding that although the president would have to lie on occasion for reasons of national security, the office and its occupant should remain more or less tethered to reality. Those days ended on January 20, 2017, the day of Donald Trump’s inauguration.


The role of the media has always been crucial to the phenomenon of presidential lying. In theory, the responsibility of the press to hold the government accountable is enshrined in the First Amendment of the Constitution. It’s the press’s job to tell the truth about what the government is doing, what it means, and why it matters. When a president considers telling a lie—again, at least theoretically—he is forced to consider the likelihood that his mendacity may be exposed to the public by some conscientious journalistic institution working to ferret out the truth in the public interest. These hard-earned truths empower citizens to make informed judgments about their leaders despite any dishonesty or demagoguery those leaders may exhibit. In practice, however, members of the press have historically proven themselves to be decidedly ambivalent about holding presidents to a standard of basic truthfulness. In the century following the American Revolution, journalism was primarily a partisan endeavor, with news-sheets and journals tied explicitly to one of the major political parties or local bosses. News articles at the time, like life itself, were largely nasty and brutish (though not always short). When it comes to scurrilous accusations and paranoid fantasies, the likes of Fox News’s Sean Hannity, Laura Ingraham, and Tucker Carlson have nothing on George Washington’s scourge, Benjamin Franklin Bache, publisher of the Philadelphia Aurora, much less the pamphleteer James Thomson Callender, whose work would malign Alexander Hamilton, Thomas Jefferson, and John Adams, among others.


When it comes to lying, modern political reporters have found it challenging to call presidents out. The reasons are both multifaceted and self-reinforcing. On matters of “national security”—a term that in most cases denotes the expansion or maintenance of the American empire—journalists have repeatedly proven themselves eager to give presidents and their advisers a wide berth, lest they appear unpatriotic, or somehow find themselves responsible for undermining the nation’s safety. Another cause for reticence has been the expectation that journalists show respect for the office of the presidency, which they—publicly at least—have been more than happy to fulfill. A third barrier arises from the ideology of journalistic objectivity, which dictates that there are always two sides to any given issue, and that it is wrong to take one over the other, despite the fact that one (or both) might be based on a lie. Even at its most elite level, a majority of political news reporters are satisfied to rely on the typical “he said, she said” formula. Conflict, after all, is what makes a good story. Truth or lies—well, that’s a matter for the fact-checkers. This is why, as the pundit Michael Kinsley noted during the second Bush administration, “if some politician declares that two plus two is five, reporters might note that this position is not without controversy. Indeed there are critics, including politicians of the opposite party, who contend that two plus two may actually be four.” This tendency can be relatively innocuous so long as politicians hew close enough to the truth. The problem, as the Washington Post’s legendary editor Ben Bradlee once explained, is that “even the very best newspapers have never learned how to handle public figures who lie with a straight face.”18


Prior to Donald Trump’s 2016 campaign, politicians’ lies were treated in the mainstream media as an everyday occurrence that could be countered. And they were countered not by calling them “lies”—which was considered nonobjective, and evidence of liberal bias, since it was most often Republicans doing the lying—but by quoting “both sides.” In recent decades, this reluctance on the part of mainstream journalists to make a judgment about falsehoods came to be understood by right-wing Republican politicians as a license to lie. These lies were repeated and amplified by an enormous and growing web of conservative media outlets that arose during these same decades. These institutions operated on the radio, in print, on cable television, and eventually across almost all social media. Conservative billionaires, media entrepreneurs, and shamelessly amoral self-promoters joined together to create an entire media ecosystem in which false assertions and deliberately distorted reporting held sway. The result is that today lies have been built atop other lies, and these have come to define reality—or what the columnist and political philosopher Walter Lippmann once termed “the pictures in our heads”—for tens of millions of Americans, despite the fact that they bear virtually no relation to “the world outside,” or, in other words, actual reality.19


Given the influence that this right-wing media ecosystem came to enjoy among Republican voters, its members were able to demand the fealty of almost every Republican politician seeking national office. In order to survive in this hothouse of extremist ideology combined with casual, constant dishonesty, the historian Garry Wills observed, Republicans ended up renouncing virtually the entire Enlightenment, and with it, “reason, facts, science, open-mindedness, tolerance, secularity, [and] modernity.” It was a long time coming, but by 2011, veteran ex-Republican congressional staffer Mike Lofgren admitted that his former political home was looking “less and less like a traditional political party in a representative democracy and becoming more like an apocalyptic cult.” Not long after the publication of Lofgren’s article containing this cri de coeur, on Sunday, April 29, 2012, the respected nonpartisan political analysts Thomas Mann of the centrist Brookings Institution and Norman Ornstein of the conservative American Enterprise Institute grew so frustrated with Republican recalcitrance that they joined together to author a missive in the Washington Post titled “Let’s Just Say It: The Republicans Are the Problem.” The piece was remarkable owing to the fact that Mann and Ornstein represented the heart of what had been the bipartisan political establishment, offering what had been treated as unbiased political analysis to journalists for over forty years. Now they were warning of “an insurgent outlier in American politics”—a political party that had grown “ideologically extreme; scornful of compromise; unmoved by conventional understanding of facts, evidence and science; and dismissive of the legitimacy of its political opposition.” They told journalists that the ideology of objectivity notwithstanding, “a balanced treatment of an unbalanced phenomenon distorts reality.”20 The op-ed proved to be among the most widely read, cited, and retweeted of any published in the paper since the earliest days of the Internet. Many journalists congratulated its authors in private for saying what they could not say publicly.


Yet nothing changed. Editors and producers, Mann explained, were “concerned about their professional standing and vulnerability to charges of partisan bias.”21 So, like the man in the joke whose doctor tells him to give up drinking and instead gives up doctors, reporters simply stopped speaking to Mann and Ornstein—at least without hearing from “both sides.” It was the media’s willingness to embrace the culture of dishonesty that helped to open a door for a president openly contemptuous of the media—and of the truth itself. How this happened is central to the story of presidential lying and the threat it has come to pose to our democracy and political culture.


The Frankfurt School philosopher Jürgen Habermas offered a distinction between “misinformation” and “disinformation”: the former applies to mistaken statements, while the latter denotes purposeful deception. This is a book about both. A president does not have to mean to lie in order to lie. He just needs to stick to the falsehood once he learns the truth. To Habermas’s two categories, moreover, we must add two more. The first is the “bald-faced lie.” Philosophers, including Thomas Carson, author of Lying and Deception: Theory and Practice, define these as lies that are understood by their audience to be lies and hence do not function as lies typically do, with an intention to deceive. The problem with this category is that, in the case of a president, or almost any politician, it is almost impossible to identify such lies, since both the liar and those being lied to have every incentive to refuse to admit that they are purposely embracing a lie and ignoring what they know to true. The second category is “bullshit.” According to Princeton University professor emeritus Harry Frankfurt, this refers to statements in which the speaker “does not care whether the things he says describe reality correctly. He just picks them out, or makes them up, to suit his purpose.” “Bullshit” enables both misinformation and disinformation to thrive.22 In spouting his “bullshit,” along with his misinformation, disinformation, and bald-faced lies, President Trump has been empowered by decades of increasing Republican radicalism, amplified by a conservative media establishment that not only encourages lies among its members but demands them. These media personalities and institutions act swiftly to punish any politician who deviates from the political and ideological lines they draw, and they do so with no apparent concern for the public good and with a shocking willingness to discount reality itself. Thus, America’s political history has somehow arrived at a moment in which, at the highest levels of government and media, the right kinds of lies are casually and consistently prized above truth. For that reason, in the pages that follow, the story I tell becomes as much about the damage wrought by the failure of the media to hold presidents accountable for lying as about the presidential lying itself. Together, the media and the growing trend of presidential dishonesty have laid the groundwork for the otherwise implausible presidency of Donald J. Trump.














1


“The Serpent’s Eye That Charms but to Destroy”


Ever since the first slave ship arrived in Jamestown in the Colony of Virginia in 1619, the racist assumptions underlying the ideology of white supremacy have remained, for the most part, just below the surface of American political life. Yet these beliefs have profoundly contradicted Americans’ understanding of themselves and their professed belief that “all men are created equal.” Rather than confront this contradiction, American presidents have felt it necessary to elide it with lies. George Washington was no exception.


Literally nothing mattered more to America’s first president than his honor. Historian Gordon Wood admitted that to modern eyes Washington’s concern for his reputation may appear “embarrassing,” even “obsessive and egotistical.” But it differed only in degree from that of his contemporaries. “All gentlemen tried scrupulously to guard their reputations, which is what they meant by their honor,” Wood explained. “To have honor across space and time was to have fame, and fame is what the founders were after, Washington above all.”1


By the standards of his time, Washington’s treatment of his slaves was considered unusually humane, and it contributed to the esteem he enjoyed among his peers. His relationship with his slaves was in many respects patriarchal. He thought of them as children who were incapable of looking after themselves or understanding their own self-interest. He saw to their health and welfare and even included a provision giving them their freedom upon his death. But he was tough as well, and would punish and sometimes sell those slaves deemed guilty of “indolence” or “insubordination.”2 He was capable of demonstrating a shocking callousness toward them on occasion, treating them worse than most would treat a favored pet that failed to obey them. And when it came to matters of commerce, they were property, pure and simple, no different from land or livestock. He traded them with fellow slave owners when it suited his economic interests.3


It is fitting that Washington’s only discernible lie as president arose from his role as the beneficiary of this barbaric institution. When the nation’s capital was moved from New York to Philadelphia in 1790, he faced a Pennsylvania law that freed all slaves residing in the state for six consecutive months. The president and his wife circumvented this inconvenience by shuttling their favorite slaves back and forth to their Virginia home at Mount Vernon. As Washington wrote to his plantation manager, Tobias Lear: “I wish to have it accomplished under pretext that may deceive both them and the Public.” He was worried not only about the law and his reputation but also about the fact that “the idea of freedom might be too great a temptation for them to resist.”4


It could hardly have been otherwise. America’s “original sin” could not but stain the character of every white man and woman it touched. Washington’s lie about the location of his slaves was decidedly a minor one, given that it was of little consequence outside his immediate household. And yet, as the only identifiable lie he told as president, it changes our understanding of Washington and of the founding of the United States more generally. He was, after all, in historian Joseph Ellis’s words, “the Foundingest Father of them all,” and yet one is hard-pressed to disagree with fellow historian Eric Foner’s 2019 judgment that “when it came to taking action to end slavery, he, like most of the revolutionary generation, must be found wanting.”5


The conduct of Washington’s fellow Virginia planter and slave owner Thomas Jefferson adds a far more problematic dimension to our understanding of the nation’s founding. We now know for certain that this revered author of the Declaration of Independence, who served as governor of Virginia and president of the United States and became the founder of the University of Virginia, fathered at least one child with his slave Sally Hemings—and quite possibly all six of her children—during the thirty-eight years she served him.6


Jefferson lied about this relationship for almost his entire life. The first person to publicly accuse him was the raffish Scottish journalist James Thomson Callender, who reported, in the Richmond Recorder on September 1, 1802, “It is well known that the man, whom it delighteth the people to honor, keeps, and for many years has kept, as his concubine, one of his own slaves. Her name is SALLY.… By this wench Sally, our president has had several children.” Callender was admirably nonpartisan in his choice of targets. Before he exposed the rumors about Jefferson, a Republican, Callender was best known for tormenting Jefferson’s political nemesis, the Federalist mastermind Alexander Hamilton, who had been George Washington’s treasury secretary and closest adviser. It was Callender who, five years earlier, had revealed the tawdry tale of Hamilton’s extramarital affair and his blackmailing by his mistress’s husband—a story that, in his day, marred Hamilton’s reputation beyond repair. Callender also attacked then president John Adams, calling him a “hideous hermaphroditical character.”7


The Federalists had jailed and fined Callender in retaliation, but they had also apparently converted him. It was after leaving prison in 1801 that he started after Jefferson. Although his conversion had come after Jefferson had pardoned him as a “martyr” to the Republican cause, Callender was quick to blackmail the new president with the demand that he pay him $200—the cost of his fine—and appoint him postmaster of Richmond in order to keep quiet. Jefferson agreed to pay only $50, which was not enough to quiet his new adversary. Rather than admit the truth of his relationship with Hemings, Jefferson blamed “the Federalists” for “open[ing] all their sluices of calumny.” Privately, he claimed that Callender knew “nothing of which I am not willing to declare to the world myself.”8 Alas, as we now know from DNA evidence, that was a lie. Conveniently, however, a drunken Callender soon drowned himself.


Historians long accepted Jefferson’s word for his innocence, following on the view expressed by his biographer James Parton, who wrote in 1874 that “if Jefferson was wrong, America is wrong.”9 This was, in fact, true, but in the sense opposite to what Parton intended. Slavery was wrong. Jefferson was wrong. And America was wrong. But in Jefferson’s Virginia, such behavior was no cause for concern. General John Hartwell Cocke, who, together with Jefferson, would found the University of Virginia, noted that in their home state “all Batchelors, or a large majority at least, [kept] a substitute for a wife” among their slaves.10 John Quincy Adams even wrote a humorous poem about the rumor. But his father, John Adams, predicted that “Callender and Sally will be remembered as long as Jefferson has Blotts in his Character,” and called the whole episode “a natural and almost unavoidable Consequence of that foul contagion (pox) in the human Character [of] Negro Slavery.”11 And here Jefferson’s predecessor in the presidency spoke not for his fellow founders, or for his countrymen, but for posterity. Jefferson lied because he owned slaves and enjoyed what was understood to be the rightful advantages of his position in his own time and place. But from posterity’s viewpoint, slavery made liars of anyone who professed to prize their honor, and the stain it left on the character of America’s revered founders has remained indelible throughout its subsequent history.


America’s founders disagreed on a great deal, both materially and philosophically, but they shared a fundamental sense that they had embarked on a great experiment upon which the future of civilization itself depended. “We have it in our power,” declared the American Revolution’s great ideologist, Thomas Paine, “to begin the world over again.”12 It was, simultaneously, a boast and a prayer, but it was also an endeavor they were prepared to try to protect at almost any cost.


The founders understood the European system of military competition between states for territory and riches to be the root cause of the continent’s deepest problems—endless war, class oppression, and mass impoverishment—and they feared that such a system could undermine their revolution. Armies and navies liked to fight wars. Wars, they knew, tended to enrich the few at the expense of the many and create a class of leaders who loved luxury more than virtue. This sequence of events had, in their eyes, led to the collapse of both Athenian democracy and the Roman republic, and they sought to avoid it all costs.


It was the founders’ most profound wish to absent themselves from the kinds of Old World quarrels and rivalries that might result in war and put them on this destructive pathway. Their natural inclination was to try to withdraw themselves entirely from the world of diplomacy. But they simultaneously understood that the success of their grand experiment rested at least in part on the ability of the nation’s citizens to participate in unfettered transatlantic trade. And engaging in trade would require a means of protecting US merchant ships from pirates and other countries’ navies, as well as keeping trading routes open in the parts of North America where France, Britain, and Spain continued to hold sway. Hence, they acknowledged the need for an army and a navy and all the associated things that could threaten to undermine a nascent republic.


Washington’s famous farewell address of 1796 should be seen in this light. In this letter to “friends and fellow citizens,” the departing president proclaimed that America should protect itself and its ships but go no further. It should avoid “permanent alliances.” (An earlier draft, prepared four years earlier, had included the warning that the new nation should “never unsheathe the sword except in self-defense.”) John Quincy Adams reiterated this warning with even greater force and eloquence in 1821, when he said that “wherever the standard of freedom and Independence has been or shall be unfurled, there will [America’s] heart, her benedictions and her prayers be.” But the nation must not “[go] abroad, in search of monsters to destroy.… [America’s] glory is not dominion, but liberty.”13


At the same time, the volatile energies and ensuing population explosion that the American Revolution catalyzed needed somewhere to go. Fortunately, there happened to be an immense, sparsely populated continent just beyond the borders of the original thirteen colonies ready to absorb them. By far the most consequential lies told by early American presidents were those told in the service of this ceaseless expansion, as the continent was not nearly so sparsely populated as Americans had led themselves to believe. This vast expanse offered not only the world’s greatest source of untapped natural resources but also a means of avoiding Old World decadence and corruption. America did not need to compete with European nations for access to the materials it needed to grow powerful. Nor was the growing population a problem. Americans just needed to move westward. Almost no one took note of the colonial claims of foreign nations to any of this territory, much less of the tens of millions of Native Americans who were already there. In many respects, as the historian Walter Nugent convincingly argued, American history was “a continuous narrative of territorial acquisition.” Nugent broke down its components as follows: “Military solutions, overlain by rationales and high ideals, have consistently been considered effective and justified. Expansion has also been premised on the conviction that America and Americans are not tainted with evil or self-serving motives. Americans, the ideology says, are exceptions to the moral infirmities that plague the rest of humankind, because our ideals are pure, a ‘beacon to humankind,’ and, as Lincoln said, ‘the last best hope of earth.’”14


These beliefs are deeply held convictions at the core of American public life, and yet they are not even remotely consistent with reality. Therefore, US presidents have been forced to lie to the public in the pursuit of their expansionist goals, and history has tended to reward these same presidents for their lies, judging them exclusively on the basis of their effectiveness rather than on their honesty. Each “success” provided a path for the next president, who then built on both the new conquests and the lies his predecessor told to win them. And, as with so many of the consequential turns in the early history of the American presidency, the tradition begins with Thomas Jefferson.


The five years Jefferson spent representing the colonies in France, from 1784 to 1789, had left him haunted by the specter of mass poverty. In the landless peasants he saw there, he had observed a poverty that was passed from generation to generation. American yeoman farmers, he believed, stood in contrast to these peasants. America’s farmers, citizens who owned their own plots of land, were “the chosen people of God,” the source of “His peculiar deposit for substantial and genuine virtue.” Only such farmers, and likewise tradesmen, could uphold the Enlightenment values necessary to sustain the spirit of the Revolution. Were American farmers and tradesmen ever to sink to the level of dependence he witnessed in France, he believed, the dream of liberty and virtue would sink irretrievably with them. America’s salvation thus lay westward, beyond the original confines of the new nation. The continent’s beautiful, bountiful lands would draw Americans out of the corrupt cities already developing in the east and allow future generations the opportunity to create a nation of virtuous, socially and politically equal yeoman farmers. “By enlarging the empire of liberty,” Jefferson wrote, “we multiply its auxiliaries, and provide new sources of renovation, should its principles at any time degenerate in those portions of our country which gave them birth.” In a letter to James Monroe shortly after the latter became president, Jefferson admitted to dreaming of a day when the infant nation would “cover the whole Northern, if not the Southern continent with a people speaking in the same language, governing in similar forms and by similar laws.”15


In pursuit of this dream, Jefferson was willing to set aside his lifelong commitment to limited government. Previously, he had been a fierce opponent of the concentration of power in the new federal government created by the Constitution, and with it, the implied powers that Hamilton and company had insisted it contained. He was no doubt driven by fears that his rival’s vision of a powerful, urbanized, commercial nation-state would result in a corrupt, moneyed aristocracy that might undermine the virtue that Jefferson so prized in its citizens.


Jefferson’s presidency will always be associated with the 1803 Louisiana Purchase from France, and properly so. The new lands were considered so vast at the time that no one could say exactly where the territory began or ended, or whose sovereignty counted where. Under the Louisiana Purchase Treaty, the United States paid $15 million for roughly 830,000 square miles. The price was significantly more than the entire federal budget at the time, but the deal, signed in May, more than doubled the size of the country. Today, the area stretches across fifteen US states and two Canadian provinces. According to Jefferson’s former, literalist interpretation of the president’s constitutional powers, he lacked the authority to commit to this purchase on his own. He did it anyway, though, because he believed that the opportunities for expansion into the new territories would likely be the salvation of the nation’s virtue for generations to come. America’s population was already growing at a remarkable rate, and it was only getting started.16 But whether he was right about the future—or even about the virtue of yeoman farmers—is beside the point. The point is that this would hardly be the last time a president would claim for himself powers that, before assuming office, he had insisted lay beyond any president’s rightful mandate.


Indeed, Jefferson had been plotting to find a way to capture the territory for his country well before France offered to sell it. Moreover, a few months earlier, in February 1803, he had recruited men for an expedition that he disguised as a scientific endeavor when in truth it was a commercial and military one: an exploration of the trans-Mississippi West, which at the time remained in Spain’s hands. “The idea that you are going to explore the Mississippi has generally been given out,” Jefferson confided to Meriwether Lewis (of Lewis and Clark) in a letter dated April 27. The reason, he continued, was that it “satisfies public curiosity and masks sufficiently the real destination”—which was, in fact, the Pacific.17 Here Jefferson was admitting to a lie, albeit a small one as he understood it, given what he believed to be at stake.


Jefferson’s successor, James Madison, a fellow Virginia planter—and Jefferson’s partner in almost all their political and philosophical endeavors—was a clearer thinker and a less impetuous politician. His role in drafting the Constitution and recording the debates that took place over it, together with the essays he penned in The Federalist Papers to argue for its ratification, speak to his extraordinary intellect and commitment to the cause of the new nation. But as a practicing politician, Madison was not in Jefferson’s league, and as president, he soon found himself overwhelmed and compelled to lie. Less practiced in the art of deception than his mercurial mentor, Madison ultimately set the nation on a path toward a nearly ruinous and unnecessary war.


Like Jefferson, Madison dedicated himself to using his office to strengthen the young nation’s commitment to liberty and virtue by means of expansion. Also like his predecessor, he did not much occupy himself with the intellectual compromises necessary to reconcile that goal with the ideas he had previously espoused about the limited powers of the presidency. In 1811, Madison asserted US jurisdiction over Spanish West Florida on the basis of an intellectually indefensible interpretation of the Louisiana Purchase, and pretended to Congress, without any evidence, that the British were about to invade the territory. (Jefferson, Madison, Monroe, and their fellow Republicans insisted against all evidence that Napoleon had sold Florida to the United States as part of the Louisiana Purchase. But Florida belonged to Spain, and France never disputed this, so obviously France could not sell it to the United States.) A year later, in 1812, he sought and received congressional authorization to use force to prevent a foreign takeover of East Florida, which this time did lead to war. Ironically, Madison had previously gone to great lengths to avoid just this outcome. In public, he had taken a tough line against the British on the issue of the impressment of American sailors while privately allowing that if the crown would just tone down its rhetoric a bit, it need not change its actual policy. When the British laughed at what they considered to be ridiculous demands from a pipsqueak, nearly navy-less nation, Madison reversed himself and charged England with spilling “American blood” within US territory via “pretended blockades” and the “plundering” of US ships. The British were actually seizing fewer US ships than France was during this period, and a great many of the sailors they grabbed off them were genuine deserters from the Royal Navy. Most important, however, the British announced before the war began that they would be suspending these activities. This news did not reach the public until after hostilities had begun and Madison had gotten his war—a war that almost cost the country its independence.18


Madison’s successor and the fourth and final member of the Virginia planters presidential club was James Monroe. To be sure, he remained committed to the program of continuous expansion established by his predecessors—but, to be fair, most of his administration’s dishonesty in that pursuit proved somewhat circumstantial. Once again, the United States had its sights set on Florida, along with parts of Georgia. Following a series of minor skirmishes there in early 1818, General Andrew Jackson ordered his troops to seize these territories from Spain, in the process engaging in a veritable orgy of murderous violence against the Native Americans living there. Jackson defied Monroe’s orders by massacring not only “savages” but also those British citizens he accused of conspiring with them. Monroe was angered less by Jackson’s barbaric tactics, however, than by his insubordination, to say nothing of the diplomatic danger it entailed. Spain continued to insist that it was the rightful owner of Florida, but it had grown too weak to defend the territory militarily in the face of the American demands. America’s interpretation of where Spanish sovereignty ended and America’s began had no basis in reality, save that of the strong taking what they will and the weak suffering what they must.19


A crucial component of the nation’s commitment to unbroken westward expansion was its denial of the humanity of the Native Americans, and no president better illustrates this characteristic than Andrew Jackson, who defeated incumbent John Quincy Adams in the presidential election of 1828. The westward push was predicated on the belief that what constituted “the West” was essentially unpopulated. This claim was false, of course. Tens of millions of Native Americans lived across the continent, as they had for centuries. But the racial hierarchies to which Americans adhered invited them to ignore the humanity of people they considered mere “savages,” just as they justified enslaving African Americans. The US government undeniably took this view during Jackson’s presidency, pursuing what we would now judge to be a brutal and dehumanizing policy of “Indian removal” to facilitate the nation’s expansion. But we cannot take men and women out of their historical moments, or ignore the beliefs that characterized their time and place. Most of the lies Jackson and his supporters told themselves about Native Americans would not have been judged lies by their contemporaries.


Yet, even given the standards of the day, President Jackson did lie repeatedly about his Indian removal policy. His first State of the Union address, in 1829, promised that the Indian Removal Act he was proposing would achieve its goals by encouraging Indian populations to “voluntarily” relocate from their tribal lands; once they arrived at their new home, they would be under the protection of the US government. The government promised to “forever secure and guarantee to them… the country so exchanged,” and to secure their safety from “all interruption or disturbance.” These promises would be comical had their violation not brought such tragic consequences. Jackson surely must have known they would be broken at the first moment they ceased to be convenient. As the historian Daniel Walker Howe noted in 2007, “Jackson was personally well experienced in the techniques of bribery, intimidation, and fraud through which treaties were imposed on reluctant peoples, having been active in a series of land cessations by the Civilized Tribes since 1816.” Senator John Forsyth of Georgia had provided justification for such policies back in 1802, when he said that native peoples’ oaths were meaningless, since they were not Christians, and therefore had no awareness of “future rewards and punishments.” And with their oaths rendered meaningless, so were any treaties or other legal documents they signed or testimony they offered.20


In this period of the nation’s history, Americans understood themselves to be playing a leading role in a Divine drama called “Manifest Destiny.” The lies that US presidents told during this period inevitably reflected the influence of this belief. And none of the lies would prove more consequential than those told by the one-term president James K. Polk.


Manifest Destiny was originally popularized by the New York Morning News writer and editor John O’Sullivan, who memorably cited the doctrine while arguing for the annexation of both Texas and the Oregon territories in 1845. O’Sullivan insisted that any attempt by European nations to interfere with this expansion—regardless of who actually owned the territories at the time—would be considered an act of hostility against “the fulfillment of our manifest destiny to overspread the continent allotted by Providence for the free development of your yearly multiplying millions.” The fact that much of the continent was filled with nonwhite people might have been considered a barrier to its incorporation into the nation at large, but the racial assumptions behind Manifest Destiny took care of this potential conflict. Those assumptions applied not only to the Native Americans but also to the Mexicans in what is now Texas, California, New Mexico, and so on—all the places where white Americans might have wished to settle. New York Herald editor James Gordon Bennett argued that “barbarism” had “receded before the face of civilization” before, and in the same manner, the “imbecile” Mexicans would be “sure to melt away at the approach of Anglo-Saxon energy and enterprise as snow before a southern sun.”21


This conquest would take a war, but this, too, fit neatly into the collective psyche of Manifest Destiny America. In his massive study of the building of America’s empire, the historian A. G. Hopkins observed that American leaders believed that “war… would strengthen national solidarity,” and that “empire… would serve as a laboratory of good government.” Therefore, “the two together would enhance the role of the executive and return to the president the power he had exercised in the days when the leaders of the Republic were great men.”22 What’s more, Americans believed themselves to have God on their side. US Treasury Secretary Robert J. Walker said nothing controversial in 1847 when he maintained, in an official government report, that a force “higher than any earthly power” had guided America’s expansion and “still guards and directs our destiny, impels us onward, and has selected our great and happy country as a model and ultimate center of attraction for all the nations of the world.”23 Polk’s term in office, from 1845 to 1849, was a nearly perfect demonstration of the power of these beliefs. Not only did Polk’s commitment to Manifest Destiny—and the dishonest fashion in which he proved willing to pursue it—catalyze a war of conquest that vastly increased the landmass of the United States, but he also set the nation on the path to civil war and transformed it politically, economically, culturally, and socially—indeed, in almost every way possible.


Polk’s early political career gave little indication of the audacity he would demonstrate as president. The darkest of dark-horse candidates, he was chosen by his party as a compromise candidate during the ninth ballot of the 1844 Democratic National Convention. That move followed a mini-rebellion by slaveholding states against New Yorker Martin van Buren over his refusal to support the annexation of (slaveholding) Texas into the union. (Van Buren had served as president from 1837 to 1841, had lost his reelection bid in 1840 to William Henry Harrison, and was now seeking the nomination again.) Polk, a “third-rate politician—who never devised a measure nor said a thing worth remembering,” in the estimation of the New York Tribune, had not been considered by anyone as a potential president until his name was placed in the running on the eighth ballot. His primary qualification was his advocacy for annexing Texas, which he slyly called “re-annexation,” as well as for the “reoccupation” of the Oregon territories, which were then in dispute with Britain, but believed by Polk to be the rightful property of the United States. After the votes were counted in the 1844 election, a Polk banner was placed above a slave market in Washington, DC. A Polk opponent saw it and predicted, “That flag means Texas and Texas means civil war, before we have done with it.”24


On October 16, 1845, Polk ordered General Zachary Taylor to station his men on the banks of the Rio Grande in an area under dispute between the still-independent state of Texas and Mexico, but which housed only Mexicans at the time. The troops soon made their way to the Mexican town of Matamoros, and in April 1846, a clash finally broke out there between US and Mexican soldiers. Polk would insist that war had arrived only “after a long-continued series of menaces have at last invaded our territory.” Mexico, he pretended, had “shed the blood of our fellow-citizens on our own soil.” He demanded that Congress declare war immediately. The opposition party in Congress, the Whigs, refused to buy into Polk’s transparent scheming, as did the former vice president and South Carolina champion of slavery John C. Calhoun, who worried that dark-skinned Mexicans might one day make a claim to US citizenship. Polk would eventually go so far as to admit that the battle had taken place on “disputed” rather than American soil. This was, of course, long after he got his war and the issue had become exclusively one of semantics.25


Congress had no choice but to support its soldiers when the war came to a vote in April 1846. Recalcitrant Whigs nevertheless forced Polk and company to undertake all manner of subterfuge in accounting for the myriad discrepancies between his account of events and the facts on the ground. In the end, just fourteen House members and two senators voted to oppose the war, with the vast majority accepting Polk’s assertion that “the act of the Republic of Mexico” was to blame for the “state of war” and authorizing the recruitment of fifty thousand volunteers and an expenditure of $10 million. A century later, when President Harry Truman sent US forces to Korea without first asking Congress for a declaration of war, he would express his admiration for Polk—“because Polk regularly told Congress to go to Hell on foreign policy matters.”26


Polk’s arguments drew a remarkably articulate opponent in Congress, a thirty-seven-year-old first-term Whig representative from Illinois named Abraham Lincoln. Lincoln condemned Polk’s “unconstitutional” demand for war and introduced a series of resolutions demanding that the president specify “the spot on which the blood of our citizens was shed” and poked holes in his claim that the war had broken out on “American soil.”


In a speech to the House of Representatives, Lincoln elaborated on Polk’s dishonesty. He was “fully convinced” of several points:


that the President was deeply conscious of being in the wrong in this matter; that he felt the blood of this war, like the blood of Abel, was crying from the ground against him; that originally he must have had some strong motive—what it was he would not now stop to inquire—for involving the two countries in war; that, having that motive, he had trusted to avoid the scrutiny of his own conduct by directing the attention of the nation, by fixing the public eye upon military glory—that rainbow that rises in showers of blood—that serpent’s eye that charms but to destroy; and thus calculating, had plunged into this war, until disappointed as to the ease by which Mexico could be subdued, he found himself at last he knew not where.27


Lincoln’s colleagues in the House largely ignored his “spot resolutions” and refused even to vote on them. One Washington newspaper accused him of taking sides “against his own country” with an “unpatriotic and anti-American speech.” His former law partner warned him that he was dooming his reelection chances. Lincoln decided to persist in his quest for honest answers and then retire from Congress. “Allow the President to invade a neighboring nation whenever he shall deem it necessary to repel an invasion,” he replied, “and you allow him to make war at pleasure. Study to see if you can fix any limit to his power in this respect.”28


During the now-famous 1858 debates between Abraham Lincoln and his opponent Stephen Douglas during their campaign for the Illinois Senate, the latter mocked the future president’s opposition to the war, calling him “Spotty Lincoln.” Douglas ultimately deployed the same tactics that Polk would use against his critics: insisting that Lincoln had “distinguished himself by his opposition to the Mexican war, taking the side of the common enemy, in time of war, against his own country.”29 Douglas won that election, but, of course President Lincoln would have the last laugh, however brief it may have been.


After the Mexican-American War, Polk was occasionally called to account for his deception, but he gave no quarter to his opponents, much less to the truth. Whenever he was questioned or criticized, he took the now all-too-familiar presidential strategy of impugning the honor and patriotism of his critic, including the soon-to-be ex-congressman Lincoln: “A more effective means could not have been devised to encourage the enemy and protract the war than to advocate and adhere to their cause, and thus give them ‘aid and comfort.’”30


By the time the negotiator Nicholas Trist concluded what would later become known as the “Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo” on February 2, 1848, Polk had increased the American landmass by fully 25 percent. The new territories included present-day Arizona, Utah, Nevada, California, much of New Mexico, and significant portions of Wyoming and Colorado—an area even larger than Jefferson’s Louisiana Purchase. What’s more, as historian Steven Hahn pointed out, Polk’s adventure would prove profoundly transformational for the young republic, setting it on a path from which there was no return. The war, Hahn wrote,


involved the full-scale invasion of a foreign country for offensive purposes. It required a major mobilization of manpower and financial resources. It inflicted depredations and atrocities on the Mexican people, motivated in large measure by bitter racism and anti-Catholicism among American troops. It resulted in an inordinately high rate of American casualties. It raised the prospect of the conquest and acquisition of territory and subject populations that might occupy a distinctive status in relation to the rest of the United States. It reopened the increasingly acrimonious questions about the future of slavery and cultural tendencies in American life. And it would leave a legacy of tension, confusion, violence and militarism around a newly carved US-Mexican “border.” It posed, that is, in the most fundamental ways, the problems of continental empire.31


Significantly, Polk’s reputation, both during his presidency and afterward, did not suffer for his mendacity. Lying on behalf of a successful war of expansion, however aggressively pursued, came to be viewed as an expression of “leadership.” In this young, self-confident nation, results were what counted. Polk had been elected to bring Texas into the union—and as it turned out, it took a few lies to get there. That was considered by almost everyone, save Abraham Lincoln and a few other far-sighted critics, to be a decidedly fair proposition. And at least in pre–Civil War America, the results of Polk’s audacious expeditions looked awfully impressive, no matter what manner of subterfuge turned out to be necessary to realize them. “For what,” asked historian Richard Shenkman, “was honesty compared with the acquisition of California and the Southwest?”32


Polk’s lies had succeeded in putting the United States on a path to becoming a great power—and one whose burgeoning empire would, in many respects, give rise to many of the same dangers that George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and John Quincy Adams had so feared. But becoming such a power would also bring opportunities and dangers they could hardly have imagined, along with new challenges for future American presidents in terms of their ability to be truthful with their citizens. In the meantime, however, the nation would fight a bloody civil war—one that was necessitated by the consequences of those same lies and the imperial conquests that President Polk had set in motion.
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“Yankeedoodledum”


The ideas embodied in Manifest Destiny continued their conquest of the collective psyche of America’s leaders through the close of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth. These leaders believed that the cause of constant westward expansion necessitated the displacement—and frequently, the extermination—of indigenous peoples throughout North America as well as the subjugation of Spanish-speaking nations on America’s western borders. But given their deeply ingrained beliefs about racial hierarchies and Divine guidance, these same leaders understood the process of endless expansion to be less a policy choice than the unavoidable expression of the nation’s collective purpose as ordained by God. The poet Walt Whitman meant just that when in 1847 he celebrated “Yankeedoodledum,” which he said was “going ahead with the resistless energy of a sixty-five-hundred-thousand-horsepower steam engine.” This was Whitman’s word for the nation’s spirit that was to sweep through “everything before it South and West, and may one day put the Canadas and Russian America [Alaska] in its fob pocket!” He understood that this conquest might not be carried out in a “conventionally ‘genteel’ style,” but he expressed confidence that it would “tenderly regard human life, property and rights, whatever step it takes.”1


Whitman was a poet, not a pundit, but neither was he entirely wrong. In the late 1890s, America’s twenty-fifth president, William McKinley, found himself leading what had become the largest and most dynamic economy in the world.2 The United States was still building up its nascent military strength, but it enjoyed an abundance of economic energy and an inexhaustible supply of self-confidence.


The military component would come, too. In 1890 Congress had passed a naval appropriations bill that included funding for the construction of a protected cruiser, a torpedo boat, and “three sea-going coast-line battle ships designed to carry the heaviest armor and most powerful ordnance.” That same year, Alfred Thayer Mahan, president of the US Naval War College and close friend of Theodore Roosevelt—who would later follow McKinley in the presidency—published his famous opus, The Influence of Sea Power upon History. Mahan was a great admirer of the British naval empire and believed that the United States had no choice but to follow in Britain’s path, given the younger nation’s now far-flung strategic and economic interests. Three years later, the historian Frederick Jackson Turner laid out his no-less-influential thesis in an essay titled “The Significance of the Frontier in American History,” which he presented to the American Historical Association in Chicago during the famous World’s Columbian Exposition. The frontier, in Turner’s view, had many meanings, but, most significantly, it was a place of America’s “perennial rebirth.” Indeed, American democracy “gained new strength each time it touched a new frontier.”3 According to Turner, the land was now nearly full, and new “frontiers” beyond the boundaries of North America were required to inspire the nation to greater glory.


The obvious answer to the challenges posed by Mahan and Turner was for the nation to finally throw off the warnings that Washington, Adams, and others had issued about foreign wars and turn its expansionist energies to distant lands. The western frontier had been a line, Turner argued, between “savagery and civilization.” Now it was imperative that America go abroad to conquer and civilize new nations, spreading capitalism and Christianity in equal measure while at the same time securing access to the markets as well as the raw materials necessary to sustain its wondrous economic machine.


This fusion of the Mahan and Turner theses, together with Americans’ belief in their racial superiority, found its most lyrical voice, ironically, in the paean written to the United States by another friend of Theodore Roosevelt’s: the supremely jingoistic British novelist and poet Rudyard Kipling. Writing in honor of McKinley and his Philippine war, Kipling bid Americans to


Take up the White Man’s burden—


Send forth the best ye breed—


Go bind your sons to exile


To serve your captives’ need.4


Given both the nation’s history of expansion and the intensity of its ideological commitment to conquest, it is difficult to see how any president would have been able to resist the prevailing belief in what the diplomatic historian Walter LaFeber would term the “shadowy underside of American thinking…‘Expand or die.’”5 But given the fact that the nation was expanding into places that contained nonwhite and sometimes non-Christian populations, an impossible contradiction arose between the national mythos that had governed the American imagination since its founding and the reality of its demand for constant expansion. As a result, someone needed to lie about what was really happening, and that someone, inevitably, was the president.


It’s unclear what exactly led President William McKinley to commit to war with Spain over Cuba in 1898, but there’s no doubt about the belief system behind the decision. It’s hardly evident that McKinley wanted the war, judging by his initial resistance to the jingoistic demands from his own party in Congress and the press. The new “yellow journalism,” led by William Randolph Hearst’s New York Journal and Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World, produced a steady drumbeat of outrage, including horror stories about the Spanish raping and torturing Cuban citizens—which frequently turned out to be invented. (“Fact-checkers” were unknown to the industry at the time.) The final straw came when a battleship, the USS Maine, exploded in Havana Harbor on February 15, 1898, killing 266 of its crew members. There was no evidence at the time—and none has since come to light—that it was anything other than an unfortunate accident.6 But the slogan “Remember the Maine! To hell with Spain!” became a battle cry for McKinley. He found it impossible to resist and ceaselessly repeated it.


Although McKinley caved into the hysteria manufactured by an increasingly irresponsible press, it’s hard to locate an obvious lie among his explanations for the need for war in Cuba. This is less true, however, regarding his decision to wage war against Spain in the Philippines in the wake of America’s easy victory in Cuba. Upon deciding to invade the Philippines, he insisted that his intent was merely to defend the Oregon and California coasts. But the president offered up a decidedly different reason for that decision according to an account by a military man who interviewed him, General James Rusling. Although some of the details of Rusling’s account have been disputed, Rusling reported that McKinley told him the islands had been “a gift from the gods.” McKinley further told Rusling that he had “walked the floor of the White House night after night until midnight,” and that he “went down on [his] knees and prayed Almighty God for light and guidance more than one night.” The Lord apparently instructed the president to “take them all”—meaning the entire archipelago of more than four hundred islands—“and to educate the Filipinos, and uplift and civilize and Christianize them.”7


It’s not easy to disprove a man who claims to be acting on the basis of Divine inspiration, but the available evidence suggests that McKinley wanted to annex Manila Bay from the moment he heard of Admiral George Dewey’s naval victory there in May 1898. He feared that any half measure might result in chaos that could easily be exploited by “our commercial rivals in the orient.” The naval base at Manila Bay could not be protected without control over all the islands, as one US Army officer testified, because “a cannon shot can be fired from one to another in many instances.”8 More to the point, however, is that McKinley, like Polk, saw Spain’s colonial empire crumbling and made up excuses to grab what looked like even more low-hanging fruit. “We want new markets and trade,” he explained at the time, adding that “it looks very much as if we are going to have new markets.”9


Manila Bay fell to Dewey’s forces in a single morning with no loss of American life, but this would prove the falsest of false dawns. Indeed, McKinley’s disastrous attempt to occupy the archipelago would reverberate for another century to come. The United States never successfully subdued the Filipino nationalists, who continued to wage a guerrilla war for independence, and the Filipino population bore the brunt of the suffering. McKinley instructed the commanding general of the occupation, Elwell S. Otis, to promise the Filipinos that “we come not as invaders or conquerors but as friends,” with a mission of what he called “benevolent assimilation.” Despite this compassionate rhetoric, the United States had no intention of granting Filipinos independence, and US forces were soon drawn into what would be a brutal four-year battle to subdue the islands. American troops fought local resistance with the same harsh tactics they had previously used on America’s native population, only this time with far more sophisticated weaponry. (It was during this war that US forces invented the procedure we now call “waterboarding” that was used to torture prisoners in the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks in 2001 and in the Iraq War starting in 2003 under President George W. Bush, who would also lie about it.) In the end, according to recent historical estimates, between the fighting itself and the disease and economic disruptions it brought, the conflict ended up killing as many as 750,000 Filipinos—a greater number of lives even than were lost in the American Civil War—while the United States lost fewer than 4,200 troops.10 And even after the war had been won and the rebel leaders captured, the insurrection continued for another fifteen years.


Had the anarchist Leon Czolgosz not fired two shots into President McKinley’s abdomen while shaking his hand at the Pan-American Exposition in Buffalo in September 1901, the history of American expansion would likely have been considerably different than it turned out to be. Theodore Roosevelt, McKinley’s vice president, became president at the age of forty-two (and to this day he remains the youngest person ever to assume the office). He embodied much about his youthful country at the time. McKinley had agonized about his decision to fight Spain over Cuba, and then apparently believed he was heeding the word of God in taking on the Philippines. Roosevelt, in contrast, rarely evinced doubt of any kind. He had charged up San Juan Hill to fight the Spanish even though the war had already been won, and then he did it a second time for a film crew (making him the star of the world’s first battle documentary). But Teddy Roosevelt charged pretty much everywhere he went. Prior to Roosevelt, no assistant secretary of the navy had personally fought in a war, and none has since. But Roosevelt wanted more. “I should welcome almost any war,” he announced in 1897, “for I think this country needs one.”11


Roosevelt had been fretting about the closing of the frontier even before Frederick Jackson Turner offered his famous thesis—and it was therefore no surprise that he was powerfully drawn to the idea of building an overland canal running through Central and South America to connect the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. The notion had gestated since the early days of European exploration, and the French had tried their hand at the project three times without success. In 1903, Roosevelt believed himself to be on the cusp of striking a deal with Colombia to build such a canal when he signed the Hay-Herrán Treaty, but the Colombian senate rejected its terms. America’s indefatigable president was not about to let what he termed a bunch of “dagos” and “homicidal corruptionists” stand in his way.


Conspiring with an ad hoc group made up of a wily French businessman and engineer named Philippe-Jean Bunau-Varilla and members of both the Panamanian independence movement and the Colombian junta, Roosevelt and company succeeded in buying up enough “revolutionaries” to create a phony uprising, seize control of the isthmus, and split Panama off from Colombia—all for the purpose of ensuring that the land for the canal could be sold off. Roosevelt even deployed the US Navy offshore to ensure that Colombia did not think too hard about putting down the “revolution.”12


The president justified his role in these shenanigans by citing an 1846 treaty that had given the United States the right to use force in order to protect Colombia’s sovereignty—yet at the same time, he was planning to seize a piece of that country for his canal and turn it into a colonial US possession. Later, in the midst of significant delays, along with disease and corruption on the canal site, Roosevelt tried to claim that he had taken Colombia’s land and built the canal all for the sake of “civilization”—and that this somehow made it legal. Attorney General Philander C. Knox thought this laughable, and said as much to Roosevelt: “Oh, Mr. President, do not let so great an achievement suffer from any taint of legality.” In 1903, Roosevelt signed a treaty with his fellow coconspirator, Bunau-Varilla, who had managed to secure legal ownership of the necessary strip of land, which covered an area of about ten by thirty miles. The Hay-Bunau-Varilla Treaty granted the United States control of the land in perpetuity “as if it were sovereign” in exchange for a onetime payment of $10 million plus $250,000 annually to the government of Panama along with a $40 million payment to Bunau-Varilla. It was, as a title of a 1970 documentary on the subject called it, “the treaty that no Panamanian signed.”13


A spirited political debate about the canal followed Roosevelt’s exploits—especially over the issue of so much money being paid to Bunau-Varilla—but the fact that the president may have twisted the truth to suit his purposes did not much enter into it. Roosevelt sought to cast the matter not only as one of US “national interests and safety” but also as involving “the interests of collective civilization,” from which he claimed to have received “a mandate.” When Roosevelt asked his secretary of state, Elihu Root, whether he had silenced his opponents by means of these explanations, Root replied, “You certainly have. You have shown that you were accused of seduction, and you have conclusively proved that you were guilty of rape.”14 (Roosevelt apparently surrounded himself with wiseacre advisers.) On the issue of whether Roosevelt could be trusted to tell the truth, a Detroit Free Press editorial opined that the word of a US president was “as good as anybody else’s word.” Whether this was true, then or ever, remains an open question at best.


Roosevelt’s word would prove to be a decidedly expensive one to keep. Back in 1823, President Monroe, acting on the advice of Secretary of State John Quincy Adams, had proclaimed the “Monroe Doctrine,” which attempted to put a stop to any further European colonization of the Western Hemisphere. The doctrine enjoyed no standing in US or international law and could not be meaningfully enforced, given the weakness of America’s military at the time. (Adams imagined, correctly, that the Royal Navy had the same interest and would take care of matters until the United States became strong enough to do the job itself.) Even so, it had accrued considerable rhetorical power as the United States had grown in stature over time. In 1905, Roosevelt declared what has become known as the “Roosevelt Corollary” to the doctrine, asserting that the United States enjoyed the right to intervene in the internal affairs of other nations in its hemisphere in order to make sure they would “maintain order within their boundaries and behave with a just regard for their obligations toward outsiders.” The corollary, like the Monroe Doctrine itself, had no legal authority; it was merely an excuse for the United States to do whatever it wanted in the hemisphere at any time. And that is just what happened. The United States ended up repeatedly sending troops around the hemisphere over the next dozen years, although it preferred to exercise control via political and economic levers.15


The ultimate significance of Roosevelt’s lies about the Panama Canal ended up having little to do with the lies themselves. After all, these paled when compared to the lies Polk had told half a century earlier. What the Panama adventure demonstrated first and foremost was the degree to which America’s unparalleled economic power and technological prowess could be put to use abroad in the creation of a new form of empire. Actually building the canal was perhaps the most demanding engineering feat ever completed at the time. Moreover, the near eradication of yellow fever and reductions in malaria in the area while the project was in progress were huge achievements, things no other nation could have contemplated at the turn of the twentieth century.16


Owing to their beliefs about white supremacy and the dangers they imagined from the mixing of different races and ethnicities, Americans did not wish to move to Panama, the Philippines, or Cuba (or Puerto Rico, or Guam, or American Samoa, or even Hawaii), or to integrate them into the United States as they had done with Louisiana, Florida, Texas, Oregon, and California. They had no desire to repopulate these places, either, and no particular interest in how the people living in them governed themselves. The last thing Americans wished to see was an invitation extended to the many nonwhite inhabitants of these places to join them as full citizens. The emerging American empire, then, was run not by armies, but by ambassadors, treasury officials, undersecretaries of state, and corporate executives. Military force was deployed only in extremis, by presidents generally claiming to be acting on the basis of Divine guidance or in the interests of “civilization,” rather than for anything so vulgar as strategic interests or corporate profits. “Dollar diplomacy,” a term Roosevelt coined only after his presidency had ended, allowed Americans to practice imperialism without colonialism, and to create an economic empire that, in historian A. G. Hopkins’s description, would turn out to be “both formal and invisible.”17 If a few presidential lies were required to make it work, well, that was fine with most people so long as no wars or other disasters resulted—and so long as the United States got what it wanted.


Despite pauses here and there, the American economic juggernaut continued increasing its dominance during the early years of the twentieth century. And so, despite the nation’s best efforts at denying them, its global responsibilities mounted. With these responsibilities came new forms of presidential deception.


Meanwhile, much of Europe stagnated, in part as a result of just the kinds of conflicts America’s founders had warned against, and the US economy boomed beyond what any other nation had ever experienced. Statistics for the period remain imprecise, but it is clear that during the final years of the nineteenth century and in the early years of the twentieth, the United States became the world’s largest producer of both agricultural and manufactured goods. Long a debtor nation, it became the world’s wealthiest creditor.18


But Woodrow Wilson, America’s twenty-eighth president, faced a very different set of challenges from his predecessors soon after taking office in 1913. Europe’s “Great War,” a massive global upheaval, began in August 1914. Though Wilson tried mightily to remain neutral “in both thought and action,” the global power and influence that the United States had amassed in the nearly 140 years since its founding made that policy untenable. Regardless of whether Wilson and other American leaders wished to admit it, the United States had become a great power, and it needed to protect its interests not just in the hemisphere but on a global scale. The deeply moralistic Wilson cannot be said to have consciously lied to the American people as president—either when he sought to maintain America’s neutrality between the European combatants, during the war’s early years, or in the service of the war effort once the United States entered the conflict. But he did set up a series of government structures and agencies to lie for him, thereby keeping his personal record pristine.


When the United States finally entered the war in early April 1917, it did so with profound reluctance. Now in his second term, but having failed to maintain the neutrality he had so energetically preached during his first term in office, Wilson fully understood that once a people were led to war, as he himself had written, they could “forget there ever was such a thing as tolerance.” Indeed, he added, “to fight you must be brutal and ruthless, and the spirit of ruthless brutality will enter into the very fiber of our national life.”19 Wilson helped to enable this brutality, however, by instituting a harsh regime of censorship and giving his cabinet members carte blanche to fire anyone they desired without explanation or due process. This instruction was understood, correctly, as a license to lie.


When Wilson signed the Espionage Act of 1917, its supporters pitched the measure as a means of protecting the military from radicals’ efforts to interfere with its recruitment efforts and to inspire insubordination among the troops. The government deployed it, however, in the service of an extremely broad range of censorship and surveillance activities. At least seventy-five publications found themselves banned, including the Catholic Register, which had offended by quoting Thomas Jefferson. These publications were not by any definition genuine security threats to the United States or hindrances to its war effort. The government simply didn’t like their politics, and so it lied about the phony “security threat” they allegedly represented.


Even more outrageous were the actions the Wilson administration undertook under the aegis of the Sedition Act of 1918. This law made it a crime to say anything “scornful or disrespectful” of the US government, its Constitution, its flag, or even its soldiers’ uniforms. Essentially, it gave the administration the ability to punish and silence anyone it wished, for whatever reason. All that was necessary was for an official to call something someone said or wrote “disloyal.” Not surprisingly, abuse was rampant. Socialist presidential candidate Eugene V. Debs received a ten-year prison sentence for opposing the war despite having received a million votes in the presidential election of 1912. Hollywood producer Robert Goldstein received a ten-year sentence (later reduced to three) and was fined $5,000 for including a scene in his movie about the American Revolution that reflected badly on Britain, which was now America’s ally. A Wisconsin official received a thirty-month sentence for criticizing a Red Cross fundraising drive. Here again, calling these acts “seditious” was a lie, and the cases were undertaken in President Wilson’s name and with his assent. That the president did not personally lie about them does not change this fact.20


Among the worst abuses were those carried out by Wilson’s attorney general, A. Mitchell Palmer. In the spring of 1919, anarchists had carried out a series of bombings, including two against Palmer at his Washington, DC, home. That fall, beginning on the second anniversary of the victory of the Bolshevik Revolution, November 7, Palmer therefore instituted a sometimes-violent roundup of thousands of mostly (but not exclusively) Russian-born radicals and allegedly dangerous aliens—all of whom he planned to deport. The ensuing raids lasted for two years. Working with J. Edgar Hoover, who was only twenty-four years old at the time but had been tapped to head up the Justice Department’s newly established General Intelligence Unit, he ordered the arrests of five thousand people in a single day. It was the largest police action in American history at the time, and it remained so for the next half century. Almost all those arrested were innocent of any crime, even as it was defined by the Sedition Act itself. Among those arrested, as author Adam Hochschild noted, were dancers at the Tolstoi Club in Manchester, New Hampshire; patrons at the Tolstoy Vegetarian Restaurant in Chicago; thirty-nine bakers in Lynn, Massachusetts; Polish Americans raising money for a funeral in New Jersey; and members of the Lithuanian Socialist Chorus in mid-rehearsal in Philadelphia.21


Much to Palmer’s chagrin, the acting secretary of labor, Louis Freeland Post, whose position gave him responsibility for the Bureau of Immigration, demonstrated an impressive commitment to due process in these cases. Only forty-three of Palmer’s arrestees were deemed sufficiently “guilty” to warrant deportation. Palmer attacked Post for his “habitually tender solicitude for social revolution and perverted sympathy for the criminal anarchists of the country,” but to no avail. When the newly formed National [later American] Civil Liberties Union took the government to court, Massachusetts District Court judge George Anderson declared the arrests to have been illegal. “A mob is a mob,” he explained, “whether made up of government officials acting under instructions from the Department of Justice, or of criminals, loafers, and the vicious classes.”22


Wilson also created America’s first propaganda agency, the Committee on Public Information (CPI), to support the war effort. Established in April 1917 and led by the energetic George Creel, the CPI was America’s first dip into the business of information dissemination and marked an important moment in the history of mass communication.


The CPI published a great deal of material, and some of it, inevitably, included lies. For instance, it published one pamphlet, titled “The German-Bolshevik Conspiracy,” that presented forged documents pretending to demonstrate that Vladimir I. Lenin and Leon Trotsky had actually been paid by the Germans to withdraw Russia from World War I. The committee also provided false information to newspapers regarding the progress of US war efforts, which led the New York Times to nickname it “the Committee on Public Misinformation.” But owing to the enormous scale of the effort—which included twenty separate bureaus operating in nine countries around the world—the CPI maintained a surprisingly impressive record when it came to adhering to the truth, especially given that it was operating during a war and had been created for propaganda purposes. Although its news releases and films (prepared for theater showings) were rarely scrupulously accurate, they were probably no less reliable than most newscasts were at the time. But to lie infrequently is not the same thing as being entirely honest. Journalistic wunderkind Walter Lippmann, who worked for the committee while still in his twenties, characterized its “general tone” as “one of unmitigated brag accompanied by unmitigated gullibility, giving shell-shocked Europe to understand that a rich bumpkin had come to town with his pockets bulging and no desire except to please.”23


Ironically, the most significant lies the Wilson administration told the nation were not those offered in support of the war effort. Rather, they concerned the condition of the president himself. Here again, the presidency was lying without the president himself being the one to utter the words.


The topic of presidential health is a tricky one: an individual’s right to privacy can easily conflict with the public’s right to know about a leader’s fitness to carry out the demands of the office. In many instances prior to Wilson’s tenure, US presidents had prioritized their own self-interest above that of the larger public when it came to revealing debilitating illnesses or injuries. For instance, Zachary Taylor, America’s twelfth president, who assumed office on March 5, 1849, following his victories in the Mexican-American War, soon contracted what was judged to be cholera. He and his administration denied this fact right up until the moment the disease killed him in July 1850. Three decades later, in 1881, Chester Arthur succeeded the murdered James Garfield as president. He quickly contracted Bright’s disease, which attacks the kidneys and today is called “nephritis.” Worried that news of the president having a debilitating, fatal illness would undermine his ability to be an effective executive, he pretended to be in perfect health, despite the fact that he could barely function. Not long afterward, Grover Cleveland, who served noncontiguous terms as the nation’s twenty-second and twenty-fourth president, was diagnosed with cancer of the jaw during his first term. Rather than risk the news of his surgery leaking to the press and public, he arranged for an operation on a yacht out at sea. The surgery was therefore undertaken under almost incalculably risky conditions made even more dangerous by the president’s obesity. Cleveland ended up with a vulcanized-rubber prosthesis designed to disguise the fact that a considerable portion of his upper left jaw and part of his palate had been removed. As far as the world outside the boat knew at the time—including virtually everyone in the US government—Cleveland was happily vacationing at his Cape Cod summer home. Five days after the operation, Dr. Joseph Bryant, Cleveland’s personal physician, who had made the original cancer diagnosis, held a press conference in which he announced that the president had concealed his operation—not for cancer, however, but for “rheumatism.” The lie held for most of the summer, until Cleveland’s dentist let it slip to a doctor friend without knowing it was still supposed to be secret. The doctor told a reporter, who broke the story later that summer. Although the article was perfectly accurate, Cleveland’s advisers, panicky about the potential economic impact of the truth being revealed, denounced it as fantasy. The doctor’s story failed to capture much attention anyway, and so the lie ultimately proved inconsequential—save for the precedent it helped to set when it came to Wilson’s far more serious situation decades later.24 But in those cases, the deceptions mattered far less than in Wilson’s day, in significant measure because America and its presidency mattered far less.


Unfortunately, the lies about Wilson’s health came at a crucial moment in the course of his presidency and, as fate would have it, in the history of the world. America’s twenty-eighth president was not a well man even before he assumed the duties of office in 1913. Wilson’s doctor, Admiral Cary T. Grayson, was known to be extremely concerned about the president’s demanding work habits. Six years later, as Wilson barnstormed the country in a desperate attempt to whip up support for the League of Nations, he began having trouble eating and sleeping. He grew weaker every day and started to endure a series of debilitating headaches. Advised to return to Washington immediately for tests, he refused. Then, on the night of September 25, 1919, at a train stop in Pueblo, Colorado, Edith Wilson found her husband twitching uncontrollably and screaming in pain, in the throes of what was almost certainly a stroke.


Wilson’s private secretary, Joseph Tumulty, announced that the president was suffering from “a nervous reaction in his digestive organs,” and the president’s train turned around and headed back to Washington. A few days later, however, on October 2, an even more serious medical event occurred, though it is difficult to describe exactly what happened in detail because both Edith Wilson and Dr. Grayson lied about it continuously. A Philadelphia neurologist named Francis X. Dercum, whom Grayson brought in for a consultation, pronounced the president to have experienced what would later be called an “ischemic stroke,” which is caused by clotting in the brain and causes the sufferer to temporarily lose consciousness. It was likely the fourth stroke he had suffered and certainly the most serious.25


In the Cabinet Room that day, Secretary of State Robert Lansing met with Tumulty to figure out who would assume the duties of the president. Lansing read Article II, Section 1, of the Constitution aloud: “In Case of the Removal of the President from Office, or of his Death, Resignation, or Inability to discharge the Powers and Duties of the said Office, the Same shall devolve on the Vice President.” He apparently expected Grayson to certify Wilson’s inability to carry out his duties. Alas, Tumulty said that Grayson would “never certify his disability.” The doctor arrived, confirmed this, and, together with Tumulty and Edith Wilson, promised to personally repudiate anyone who said otherwise.


The Washington Post characterized the president’s illness merely as “nervous exhaustion,” but rumors of syphilis and insanity ricocheted around the capital. Meanwhile, Edith Wilson herself took charge of the government, refusing to allow cabinet members or members of Congress in to see the president. Miraculously, the Volstead Act, outlawing the production, sale, and transport of alcoholic beverages, somehow received the signature of a president who was at the time incapacitated, hemiplegic, and, in the words of a physician quoted by Wilson biographer Kendrick A. Clements, “subject to ‘disorders of emotion, impaired impulse control, and defective judgment.’” The First Lady and Dr. Grayson were the only people in regular personal communication with the president during this time—though the conspiracy succeeded in significant measure because Vice President Thomas Marshall was willing to play along: he did not demand that the cabinet follow the constitutionally mandated path for dealing with a disabled president.26


Wilson did eventually recover, but in a decidedly diminished capacity both mentally and physically.27 He had to abandon his dream of a League of Nations led by the United States that would keep the world’s peace and ensure self-determination for all people. The Senate Foreign Relations Committee chair, Henry Cabot Lodge, a Republican from Massachusetts, offered up a series of fourteen reservations to the treaty whereby the United States would have joined the League of Nations, mimicking the fourteen points that Wilson had put forth as his plan for the peace. Lacking the energy to deploy the persuasive talents that had served him so well in the past, Wilson was unable to reach an agreement with Congress. The United States never joined the League of Nations, and hence the League proved to be too weak to stand up to challenges it faced from Nazi Germany and fascist Italy, among others, in later decades. As Wilson’s admiring biographer John Milton Cooper (who does not posit a single untruth spoken by the president in nearly six hundred pages of text) rightly observed, “If there have been times in the nation’s history that have cried out for strong presidential leadership, this was one of them.”28 And if Wilson’s wife, doctor, and advisers had not lied to hide his medical condition, the nation might have gotten it.
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