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Foreword




by Molly Ivins









AUSTIN—The noble and valiant archival masterpiece that is the collected Bushisms of course owes its existence to the hundreds, even thousands by now, of volunteers who sat dumbfounded while trying to figure out “Did he just actually say that?” AND who then took that all-important step of passing the miswronger along to Jacob Weisberg for the definitive collection. This gladdens my populist heart: citizen involvement, alert Americans, guardian watchdogs of democracy. Let’s have a salute to these collectors of clangers, savers of solecisms, and distraught English teachers from coast to coast.




Like Weisberg, I first began collecting Bushisms under Bush the Elder, whose daffy way with words bemused everyone who ever had to take notes on him. The Elder would leap into a sentence headfirst, swimming valiantly through clause after clause, his head barely above water, with neither subject nor predicate in sight, and at last arrive exhausted at a randomly placed period. By the time he got through, we in the press often had no idea what he had just said, nor had he. A friend of mine interviewed the Elder when he first ran for the House of Representatives in 1966. After spending a day watching his campaign, she complimented him on the active corps of women volunteers he had working for him. “Aren’t they great?” he said, beaming. “I call them the Beaver Patrol!”




W., in my opinion, does not rival his daddy for sheer daffiness of effect: with W., you can mostly tell what he meant to say even when he goes astray, as he often does. During his years as governor, W. had the great advantage of being surrounded by other Texas politicians, who are famous as a group for mangling the language. Here in the Great State we have many individual contenders who can outdo Bush in slaughtering syntax on any given Sunday. (A teacher once approached the notoriously inarticulate Speaker of the Texas House Gib Lewis—his only native language is Gibberish—to complain about his syntax, causing the Speak to reply in genuine indignation. “Sin tax? Lady, I’m against all taxes!”) However, as the years wore on at the old state capitol, even veterans came to admire Bush’s ability to misinterprefy word program-related activities. Some of his worst verbological confusions start with an initial mistake, and then, because something in there didn’t sound quite right to him, he sets out to clearify it, often with horrendous definitional misconsequences.




Our peerless leader in the Bushism field, Jacob Weisberg, has spent years trying to define and categorize our only President’s misspeechifiers. Consider the awesome nature of the task: like the early naturalists, he had first to define vegetable, animal, or mineral, then to sort these misshapen lumps of English into kingdom, phylum, class, order, family, genus, and species.




Forgive me if I am presumptuous, but I would like to suggest a few additional categories, in which there is no grammatical misadventure—or neologism, spoonerism, or malapropism—but a truly original flight of wrongitude. This may come closer to some well-known errors of logic such as syllogism, sophistry, argumentsad hominem , argumentsad captandum, and argumentsadd one too many. One of my favorites in thisje ne sais quoi school of logic is the following post–9/11 gem: “We need to counter the shock waves of the evildoer by having individual rate cuts accelerated, and by thinking about tax rebates.”




Think about it: “Counter the shock waves of the evildoer [some son of a bitch just blew up two thousand Americans]…by thinking about tax rebates.” I believe this is in a kingdom unto itself. Then there is a common George W. rhetorical ploy, the ringing statement of the obvious, as in “I don’t do nuance.” Or “Our nation must come together to unite.” And the ringing redundantamentality of the obvious, as in, “Home is important. It’s important to have a home.” Or “The thing that’s important for me is to remember what’s the most important thing.” Sometimes you get the rare triple in this category, as in, “There’s nothing more deep than recognizing Israel’s right to exist: That’s the most deep thought of all: I can’t think of anything more deep than that.” The late Sam Attlesey ofThe Dallas Morning News, one of Texas’ best political writers, was a connoisseur of Bushisms, and one of our favorite memories of Sam was the sight of his long, thin figure folded up with glee while tears of laughter ran down his cheeks as George W. tried to dig himself out of yet another rapidly collapsing sentence.




I leave it to the fearless Weisberg to continue the difficult and possibly endless task of classification. For myself, I like to take the occasional tour d’horizon on matters both foreign and domestic in George W.’s very own words, always a clearifying experience. First, the international outlook:




“This foreign policy stuff is a little frustrating, whether in French or in English or in Mexican. This is a world that is much more uncertain than the past. In the past, we were certain, were certain it was us versus the Russians in the past. We were certain, and therefore we had huge nuclear arsenals aimed at each other to keep the peace…. You see, even though it’s an uncertain world, we’re certain of some things. We’re certain that even though the ‘evil empire’ may have passed, evil still remains. We’re certain there are people that can’t stand what America stands for. We’re certain there are madmen in this world, and there’s terror, and there’s missiles and I’m certain of this too: I’m certain to maintain the peace, we better have a military of high morale, and I’m certain under this administration, morale in the military is dangerously low.




“For a century and a half now America and Japan have formed one of the great and enduring alliances of modern times.




“I understand that unrest in the Middle East creates unrest throughout the region. My administration has been calling upon all the leaders in the—in the Middle East to do everything they can to stop the violence, to tell the different parties involved that peace will never happen.




“I met recently with the finance minister of the Palestinian Authority and was very impressed by his grasp of finances.




“The queen of England was neat.




“Tony Blair? We both use Colgate toothpaste.




“The Grecians, the Timorisans, and the Kosovians can all be shipped to the country of Africa.




“Russia is no longer our enemy and therefore we shouldn’t be locked into a Cold War mentality that says we keep the peace by blowing each other up. In my attitude, that’s old, that’s tired, that’s stale.




“The war on terror involves Saddam Hussein because of the nature of Saddam Hussein, the history of Saddam Hussein, and his willingness to terrorize himself.




“I think war is a dangerous place. Iran would be dangerous if they have a nuclear weapon.




“My answer is bring them on. At the same time that has to be at a level commiserate with keeping the peace.”




Meanwhile, on the home front, we get the following report from the only president we’ve got:




“Here in the homeland of our country, the minute I got elected the storm clouds on the horizon were getting nearly directly overhead. First, let me make it very clear, poor people aren’t necessarily killers. Just because you happen not to be rich doesn’t mean you’re willing to kill. Presidents, whether things are good or bad, get the blame. I understand that. If this were a dictatorship, it would be a heck of a lot easier, just so long as I’m the dictator.




“Now on the economy, this is clearly a budget. It’s got a lot of numbers in it. My pan plays down an unprecedented amount of our national debt. Budget caps were busted, mightily so. And we are reviewing with people like Judd Gregg from New Hampshire and others some budgetary reform measures that will reinstate—you know, possibly reinstate budgetary discipline. But the caps no longer—the caps, I guess they’re there. But they didn’t mean much.




“More and more of our imports come from overseas. I know how hard it is for you to put food on your families.




“We want our teachers to be trained so they can meet the obligations, their obligations as teachers. We want them to know how to teach the science of reading. In order to make sure there’s not this kind of federal—federal cuff link. Reading is the basics for all learning. One of the great things about books is that sometimes there are fantastic pictures. Laura and I really don’t realize how bright our children is sometimes until we get an objective analysis. I don’t read what’s handed to me. As governor of Texas, I have set high standards for our public schools, and I have met those standards. How do you know, if you don’t measure, that you have a system that simply suckles kids through. Governor Bush will not stand for the subsidation of failure. Is our children learning?”




I dream of composing a State of the Union address for President Bush by this method. It would probably end with, “My fellow Americans, I want you to know, I know what I believe. I will continue to articulate what I believe and what I believe—I believe what I believe is right. So in conclusion, I believe that hope is in the far distant future, if at all.”















Introduction: The Misunderestimated Man




by Jacob Weisberg









THE QUESTION I AM MOST FREQUENTLY ASKEDabout theBushisms series is, “Do you really think the President of the United States is dumb?”




The short answer is yes.




The long answer is yes and no.




Dipping into this volume may leave the impression that George W. Bush is a simple dimwit. Let’s face it: a man who cannot talk about education without making a humiliating grammatical mistake (“The illiteracy level of our children are appalling”); who cannot keep straight the three branches of government (“It’s the executive branch’s job to interpret law”); who coins ridiculous words (“Hispanos,” arbolist,” “subliminable,” “resignate,” “transformationed”); who habitually says the opposite of what he intends (“the death tax is good for people from all walks of life!”) sounds like a grade-A, straw-for-brains imbecile.




If you don’t care to pursue the matter any further, that view will serve. George W. Bush has governed, for the most part, the way a straightforward numskull of the Right would, undermining the fiscal condition of the nation, squandering the goodwill of the world after September 11, and allowing huge problems (global warming, entitlement spending, AIDS) to metastasize toward catastrophe while botching the major areas of domestic policy through a combination of ideology, incomprehension, and indifference. If Bush isn’t exactly the moron he sounds, his synaptic misfirings offer a plausible proxy for the idiocy of his presidency.




In reality, however, there’s more to it. The assemblage of a presidential term’s worth of malapropisms, solecisms, gaffes, spoonerisms, and truisms—drawn together here from the best of Bushisms old and new—tends to imply that Bush’s lack of fluency in English is tantamount to an absence of intelligence. But as we all know from experience, the inarticulate can be shrewd, the fluent fatuous. In Bush’s case, the symptoms indicate a specific malady—some kind of language-skill deficit akin to dyslexia—that does not indicate a lack of mental capacity per se. To judge from the President’s SAT scores (566 verbal, 640 math), his IQ is somewhere north of average. It’s significantly higher than that of any number politicians respected for their wisdom, such as Bill Bradley (485 verbal).




Bush also compensates with his nonverbal acumen. As he notes, “smart comes in all kinds of different ways.” The President’s way is an aptitude for connecting to people, in part though his familiar use of nicknames, banter, and physicality. He charms people by remembering who they are and has a powerful memory for details and figures that truly matter to him, such as batting stats from the 1950s. Bush also has a keen political sense, sharpened under the tutelage of Karl Rove.
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