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This book is dedicated to Moses Gery Green—born February 7, 2019—and to all children who deserve lives of decency and justice.

It’s also dedicated to Trump-leaning voters who should do some political homework to discover how he’s harming American families hoping for a better future.


AUTHORS’ NOTE & ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

We two have worked together for nearly 50 years on some 10 books and scores of causes.

Disgusted by Donald Trump’s open war on truth and law in late 2018, we decided to collaborate on a Trump Bullshit Detector for the coming 2020 election. Our core premises: he is completely unfit to be President of the United States, and the 2020 election, as Jefferson said of the 1800 election, “would fix our national character and determine whether Republicanism or aristocracy would prevail.”

Now, a year later, Fake President goes to production the month when House Democrats have announced a formal Inquiry into possible Articles of Impeachment, triggered by his admitted effort—can’t say “no collusion!” this time—to pressure Ukraine to find dirt on a possible 2020 rival. That Inquiry appears likely to include other alleged crimes and abuses of power such as those detailed throughout this book.

While we each worked on all sections, Ralph’s focus was on the introductory Essay and Epilogue and Mark’s on the “Bullshit Detector” and chapters 1 to 17. We worked with a small team of excellent researchers/writers —Douglas Grant and Chris Gelardi primarily, with supplemental research and editing from Harut Manasian and Deni Frand (who moonlights as Mark’s wife).

Fake President would not exist without the talent and devotion of publisher/agent Esther Margolis, whom we met at Bantam Books in 1972 while publishing our No. 1 bestselling Who Runs Congress?, and the very dynamic team at Skyhorse Publishing—especially publisher Tony Lyons and editors Michael Campbell and Julie Ganz—from acceptance through publication. All were patient and encouraging. We’re grateful.

Unless otherwise noted, quotes are straight from the mouth (or tweet) of Donald Trump.

This small volume is illustrative but not exhaustive given the previously unfathomable number of lies and scandals that have pockmarked his presidency. For more encyclopedic compilations, please see Glenn Kessler’s “Fact-Checker” collection in the Washington Post; Amy Siskind’s The List; and Daniel Dale’s continuing chronology in the Toronto Star.

If you’d like to add to your library of knowledge about this “unpresidented” man, we suggest that you look at two early, probing books: David Cay Johnston’s The Making of Donald Trump and Tim O’Brien’s TrumpNation.

More recently, there’s Bob Woodward’s Fear: Trump in the White House; David Corn & Michael Isikoff’s Russian Roulette; Michael Wolff’s Fire and Fury; David Cay Johnston’s It’s Even Worse than You Think; David Frum’s Trumpocracy; Rick Wilson’s Everything Trump Touches Dies; Vicky Ward’s Kushner, Inc; Cliff Sims’s A Team of Vipers; Joy-Ann Reid’s The Man Who Sold America; Tim Alberta’s American Carnage; Steve Kornacki’s The Red and the Blue; Greg Sargent’s An Uncivil War: Taking Back our Democracy; Laurence Tribe and Joshua Matz’s To End a Presidency; Max Boot’s The Corrosion of Conservatism; Stanley Greenberg’s RIP GOP; Peter Wehner’s The Death of Politics; Brian Klaas’s The Despot’s Apprentice: Donald Trump’s Attack on Democracy; James Stewart’s Deep State; Rick Stengel’s Information Wars; and Susan Ohanian’s Trump, Trump, Trump: The March of Folly.

And at the risk of being understood, Mark Green read biographies of Lenin, Hitler, and Mussolini during this book’s gestation to learn from the worst authoritarians of the past century.

Mark Green

Ralph Nader

October 1, 2019
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PROLOGUE: FAKING IT

Having won over 270 electoral college votes in 2016 (despite losing the popular vote by nearly three million), Donald J. Trump is of course the lawfully selected president of the United States…yet still a fake president. He’s a PINO—a president-in-name-only.

Exactly a century ago, Woodrow Wilson was also a president in form but not function because a disabling stroke led his wife Edith to run the government behind the scenes during his final 18 months in office.

Trump similarly has the trappings of office. But due to a disabling “messianic narcissism” that allows his ego to warp his brain—as well as an unusual lack of knowledge, integrity, empathy, and stability—he can’t perform many of the duties of office that the Constitution anticipated.

Staff sometimes remove papers from his desk or refuse orders they consider untenable or unconstitutional in the hope that he might neglect to follow up. Indifferent to the separation of powers, he repeatedly obstructs justice and intervenes in judicial proceedings based on partisan whim. He makes rash decisions that may cause irreparable damage to Americans for decades in order to please Fox’s prime-time lineup. He feeds on and fuels hatred. He erupts with a daily lava of lies that aim to bury truth and progress.

Were a CEO, lawyer, or retail clerk to utter an average of 13 false statements a day at work, as Trump does, they wouldn’t have shareholders, clients, or customers—they wouldn’t have a job.


“FAKE: Untrustworthy… deceptive… false to persons due allegiance, especially to a nation or superior.”

American Heritage Dictionary



To amend the famous axiom, there are lies, damned lies…and frauds, the latter being an entirely different category. Not merely misstatements, mistakes, falsehoods, or white lies—Mark Twain generously called them “stretchers”— but a space where con artists keep playing catch-me-if-you-can to escape accountability. Nor can anyone act surprised that we’ve reached this low point with the 45th president. When a leader relies on repeated falsehoods without a capacity to learn or apologize—always doubling and quadrupling down to keep his credulous base satisfied—we almost inevitably end up with a president who keeps digging himself into ever-deeper holes.

Or, as the head of the Society of American Magicians once remarked, his members were popular because “people wanted a fraud they could believe in.” In movies, Trump’s the antihero.

Yet a Fringe Fourth of Americans according to all surveys have for now gone all in for his pretend presidency.

Based on his oath of office “to preserve, protect and defend the Constitution…against all enemies, foreign and domestic,” Trump is having a hard time even getting by as a PINO. While prior presidents usually processed problems through such enlightenment values of fact, reason, and law, he instead sees everything through the filters of vanity, money, and revenge. These self-centered concerns inevitably generate disinformation—let’s call them “fake news”—as Trump lies about his Inaugural crowd size, an official weather map about a monster hurricane, MBS’s role in Khashoggi’s murder, millions of immigrants who supposedly voted illegally for Hillary, pressuring other countries to interfere on his behalf in the presidential election, and so much more noted throughout this book.

How then can any rational actor now believe a word Trump says about Iran, the Taliban, his taxes, political rivals, trade wars, manufacturing, DACA recipients—anything?

He simply lacks the skill and focus to do the job, much as we don’t expect a heart surgeon to be an opera singer. When someone spends so much time golfing, tweeting, and seething—he once rage-tweeted Fox’s Ed Henry 23 times in 23 minutes—it’s not surprising that an incompetent poseur as president allows one-third of all Inspector General posts go unfulfilled and infuriates the Congress and allies by unending decades of Middle East policy after one call to Turkey’s Recep Erdogan. Can anyone seriously imagine Trump as JFK, successfully working through a future version of the Cuban missile crisis?
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For the first time in our history, the greatest danger to the United States is now the president of the United States. At issue is not just his voluminous lies, but the lives endangered at his intersection of mendacity, pathology, and ideology. Here’s a partial scorecard:

• spurring white nationalist violence;

• pretending there’s no climate crisis as fires, floods, and hurricanes intensify;

• withdrawing from a functioning Iran nuclear deal and increasing the risk of an eventual military conflict;

• transferring trillions in more wealth from 90 percent to the top 1 percent as real wages continue to stagnate;

• traumatizing millions of Latinx families with the threat of deportation because of manipulated crime statistics;

• undermining the Western military alliance that’s held together for 70 years due to his bromance with a communist leader;

• endangering members of Congress and civilians by dehumanizing and ugly name-calling;

• and appointing revolving-door (de)regulators who allow powerful corporations to further jeopardize the health, safety, and budgets of millions of defenseless families.

When called out for all the repeated lies and malign policies, he has so far evaded serious political and legal penalties by alternately bragging, bullying, blaming, and bullshitting (see his 21 favorite tricks in “Bullshit Detector” on page xxvi). Indeed, his disinformation is likely to get worse in a competitive 2020 presidential campaign. Based on his track record of cheating to win and penchant for drama to stay on offense, we can expect not just an “October” surprise, but periodic ones as he tries to muscle the mainstream media into being a conveyor belt of his fearmongering.

It’s worked before. Remember Trump’s assertions about Obama’s birthplace, Hillary’s emails, the Warren family ancestry? Trump’s formula in 2020 should be no mystery: attack the Democratic nominee for some unproven and/or trivial offense, exaggerate whatever it is into a “potential Watergate,” get his triumvirate of Giuliani, Hannity, Limbaugh, et. al.—and cabinet members acting as consiglieres to The Don—to demand an investigation “to get to the bottom of this,” make sure Trump raises it in hyperbolic language at his WWF-like rallies so voters can’t think of the opponent without first thinking of the charge (“but her emails!”)—and if attacked first, demand that his Department of “Justice” investigate the investigators. Once he’s established this “scandal,” Trumpians then will wield it to counter his 12,000+ lies and other corruptions in a massive attempt at false equivalency.

So here we are: due to a once-in-forever fluke involving the confluence of Putin, Wikileaks, James Comey, the electoral college, and racially targeted voter suppression, the United States is for now stuck with the worst president in its history (according to a survey by the American Political Science Association). Former President Jimmy Carter, who’s monitored elections around the world, believes that the combined impact of the above events damaged Hillary Clinton’s candidacy in incalculable yet undeniable ways—and that Trump was, therefore, an “illegitimate” president who won by improper means.

Because he is uninformed, inexperienced, untruthful, and way over his head, it was predictable that a fluke candidacy would grow into a fake presidency.

Last, if using the adjective “fake” offends his acolytes, they need to explain his own prolific use of the word to undermine any media that dare criticize him. Here he operates in the tradition of two Russian leaders—Stalin in the 20th century, who also called them “the enemy of the people,” and an 18th-century local Russian ruler who created facades now commonly called Potemkin Villages—huge murals of happy people put up in the distance—to hide bad conditions from travelers.

By gathering, explaining, and categorizing his “twistifications” (a Jefferson coinage) into one accessible volume, it is our hope that Fake President can help voters become their own Bullsh*t Detectors. Then they can better understand both impeachment proceedings and the Fall 2020 election, perhaps even winning over a Trumpian uncle or coworker along the way.

Like it or not, we’re all in the absurd situation of dealing seriously—if not occasionally humorously—with a nasty miscreant who wouldn’t be worth our time except for today’s “tyranny of the minority” that gives him control of nuclear codes, the military, and law enforcement.

We nonetheless approach this stress test of democracy in the optimistic spirit of Benjamin Franklin, who concluded in 1732 that “when Truth and Error have fair play, the former is always an over-match for the latter.” For in this culminating tug-of-war between Trumpism and Democracy—between a contempt for both truth and law and a belief in self-governance—only one can survive.

Mark Green and Ralph Nader


ESSAY:

DONALD TRUMP VS. OUR DEMOCRACY

BY RALPH NADER

We’ve had great presidents and awful ones. All had flaws. But never before has there been one so provably corrupt, impulsive, ignorant, incompetent, untruthful, work lazy, lacking empathy, antidemocratic, racist, sexist, ruthless, bullying, petty, arrogant, and endlessly self-centered and self-enriching. It’s not easy to meld all these different handicaps into one sentient human form. Yet in a feat worthy of a mass illusionist, the current Oval Office occupant has nonetheless convinced millions—though still a minority of Americans—to support him to spite themselves.

Donald Trump is the David Blaine of politics…a master of misdirection and fakery.

Masterly is usually good…but not when it applies a batch of awful traits that we wouldn’t accept in a friend, family member, coworker, or neighbor. And certainly shouldn’t in a person chosen to govern nearly 330 million people in the world’s oldest democracy. “Where other people have a soul,” said the wise Bill Moyers, “Trump has a black hole.”


“Facts don’t cease to exist because they are ignored.”

Aldous Huxley



Moyers observes what is perhaps Trump’s core weakness and political strength—the near complete shamelessness of a comic book villain who doesn’t morally flinch at mass lying or mass harm…while he invariably “doubles down” waiting for others to blink. And since a lifetime of cheating workers, consumers, bankers, and wives did not stop his ascension, is anyone surprised that he thinks he can get away with just about anything?

There’s a level of irony in all this that only a great novelist could portray. Trump embraces corporate capitalism and the American flag yet imitates the dictator’s style of propaganda and unilateralism. He is a Niagara of fake information yet attacks “fake news” for accurately reporting on him. Those comforted by the cliché that “it can’t happen here”—“it” being a blend of Monarchy, Authoritarianism, and Kakistocracy, i.e., “government by the worst”—it is happening here. Right now.

To better understand how this saga ends, let’s look at the beginning—How did we get here? How does he, so far, overcome our constitutional system of checks and balances? Will a relentlessly dishonest president create a credibility gap so wide that nothing he says will be—or should be—believed? What can stop his intense drive to sabotage our democracy and steal our future?

I. LESSONS FROM 2016

Based on 44 prior presidents—few people would have anticipated that an Orange Unicorn would join an exclusive club including Washington, Lincoln, and the Roosevelts.

After the initial shock wore off, there was an early consensus about what actually occurred:

• following a two-term Democratic president, the public was ripe for a change rather than a “third” term;

• after decades of identifying with Wall Street plutocrats and war hawks, Hillary Clinton lost touch with working families. Bolstered by favorable polls, she ran a complacent big-money campaign without much get-out-the-vote energy;

• “trust in government” (and therefore in the “party of government”) plunged from 70 to 17 percent from the 1960s to 2016 due to such shocks as Vietnam, Stagflation/Oil Embargo, the Nixon Watergate resignation, and the Iraq War criminalities;

• the lack of authentic language and the absence of long-overdue progressive proposals by the Democratic Party rendered it frozen in the headlights;

• GOP-sponsored voter suppression laws in key swing states had their intended effect of obstructing voting by large numbers of people of color;

• without James Comey’s October 28th letter to Congress (released only ten days before the general election), which was interpreted as “reopening” the FBI probe of Clinton, Trump would have lost, according to polling specialist Nate Silver;

• just barely enough crossing over white working-class voters in a handful of crucial states—many economically aggrieved; many racially resentful; many both—combined to devastating effect;

• and an Electoral College, weighted to help slave states in 1789, for the second time in the past five national elections converted the loser into the winner.

That is, a “perfect storm” of implausible events elevated a figurative lounge club act and right-wing reality show host to become the 45th president. Lawful, yet—as noted—also “fake.”

II. HOW HAS HE (SO FAR) SURVIVED?

“I could shoot someone on Fifth Avenue…”

Almost as confounding is how he has survived—albeit unusually unpopular in polls and at least until the House finally began its Impeachment Inquiry—all the chaos, scandals, violations, and dissembling of his term in Office.

Donald Trump is, unarguably, a skilled “con artist”—the car salesman obsessed with getting you behind the wheel, whether the car is safe and affordable or not. Starting out as a local, grasping celebrity in earlier decades, he’d rely on such squalid artifices as pretending to be his own press agent whispering to columnists in a disguised voice how great he was in bed (really)—or enhancing the value of a Trump building by simply skipping floors 49 to 59 on the elevator’s button panel…small potatoes stuff compared to today. For now as president, he enjoys exponentially greater power to dupe (which he relishes) yet is subject to far greater scrutiny (which he doesn’t).

As when people ask magicians, “How do you do that?”, we studied how Donald Trump games the system to get away with things considered unimaginable a few years or even months ago.

First, his power is amplified and protected by a billion-dollar media megaphone that all presidents enjoy, especially one so trained in the art of news manipulation—expanded by a huge Twitter-verse at his daily disposal.

Second, a couple of centuries of goodwill for the Office of President now allow this one to ignore many norms and laws. Like generations of heirheads, he has drawn down a family inheritance to maintain his extravagant habits.

Third, while all presidents can count on some political “base” of support—defined as people who stick with you no matter how often you screw up—Trump has a core of Republican voters who, due to economic grievances, religion, region, or race, comprise an unbreakable steady 25 percent of aggrieved Americans. That’s the same percentage that supported Nixon as he waived good-bye from his helicopter in 1974. “I can’t really say anything he says is true,” said one admiring but representative Wisconsin woman in year two of his term, “but I trust him.”
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Such people comprise what journalist Peter Baker helpfully calls Trump’s “United Base of America.” They want to believe—and so do believe—that reverse racism is worse than racism, that white America is losing its Judeo-Christian culture, that gays shouldn’t marry, that the federal debt only matters under Democratic presidents, that regulation kills jobs, and that an alien socialism is at the doorstep. Indeed, fully two-thirds of Republicans recently believed that Barack Obama was not an American while they now agree by 2-1 that Trump should be given an added two years at the end of his term in office, just because.1

At the same time, Trump has oddly immunized himself from standard criticism because of the very volume of his lies and scandals. “One death is a tragedy, one million a statistic” is an observation attributed to Stalin. Today, too many people come to expect—and therefore minimize—the huge cloud of sleaze enveloping Trump and his family.

Beyond such normal if tawdry political factors letting Trump get away with so many outrages, there are three other institutional ones that, of all modern presidents, together create a real and presidential danger to the American people. Consider briefly the Congress, the Supreme Court, and the Department of Justice.

• Congressional Republicans since January 20, 2017, have decided to ignore their oaths of office in order to protect their President’s every outrageous word and deed, other than an occasional lamentation from the likes of Senator Susan Collins that some aberrant conduct “was unfortunate…regrettable…concerning.” Led by Majority Leader Mitch McConnell cutting corners and changing rules, his Senate Republican Caucus has approved almost without dissent some of the least qualified and most corporate-conflicted executive and judicial nominees in recent memory.

As for the constitutional obligation to perform Executive Branch oversight, committees chaired by Republicans didn’t issue a single investigative subpoena in 2017–2018. But as soon as Democrats became the House majority in January 2019, the White House practiced constant stonewalling and disparagement of this coequal branch of government in the hope of slowing down or wearing down oversight committees. Trump’s constant goading pushed the House to launch impeachment proceedings in the Fall of 2019.

His party repeatedly shielded him from traditional accountability. Senator Lindsay Graham fulminated in 1999 about Bill Clinton’s lie over a private affair yet now ignores Donald Trump’s thousands of falsehoods about public affairs, giving hypocrisy an even worse name.

• The Supreme Court, after a two-century-plus run haltingly expanding democratic rights, can no longer even pretend to be an “umpire calling balls and strikes,” to use John Roberts’s disingenuous metaphor. To be sure, the five Republican justices—together comprising the most reactionary court since the 1890s, perhaps the 1850s—seem to be on a political mission to find any pretext in Common Law, 19th-century footnotes, dicta, new originalist theories, or “broad presidential discretion” to arrive at their verdict-first rulings against voting rights, consumer rights, environmental safety, campaign spending, unions, and poor people.

Masquerading ideology as law, their decisions reflect J. P. Morgan’s insight about the value of false but plausible public rationales: “a man always has two reasons for something—a good reason and the real reason.” Five to four decisions in favor of Trump’s “Muslim Ban” and on racial gerrymandering, for example, are creating a Court acting more like the Republican National Committee than the heirs of John Marshall and Earl Warren.2

And while Justice Gorsuch in 2017 wondered why an exceptional American “would look to the experience of other countries rather than to our own in deciding cases,” in 2019 that same jurist argued that “virtually every English-speaking country and a great many others besides ask this [citizenship] question in their censuses.” Presto, they nearly brush off three lower federal court decisions and Commerce Secretary Wilbur Ross’s documented falsehoods under oath (a.k.a., perjury).

Is President Trump right to believe that his Court—like “his” generals—will bail him out of other unprecedented misconduct? But a Supreme Court that becomes in effect Kavanaugh’s Kangaroo Court—run by “unelected Republican politicians in fancy robes,” in the words of writer Sean McElwee—will not long deserve or keep the trust of the American people.

• The Department of Justice. Attorney General William Barr’s initially successful cover-up of the devastating Mueller Report made him look more like a presidential butler than an independent law enforcement officer.

Barr maneuvered every which way—especially by adopting Trump’s language that the FBI “spied” on Trump and twice mischaracterizing the Report to mislead public opinion and the Senate Judiciary Committee—to spare the President any legal or political fallout. Then when called out for being Trump’s mini-me, he tried to explain himself on two media platforms, Fox and the Wall Street Journal, coincidentally both owned by Rupert Murdoch.

After that, Barr got Trump to give him the authority to cherry-pick all confidential intelligence government-wide to support Trump’s evidence-free assertion that the Mueller probe was illegitimate from the start. That is, having announced to Barr his desired conclusion, Trump launched an actual “witch hunt” of a Special Counsel investigation that wasn’t a witch hunt.

Barr’s open cover-up—extending to his efforts to stonewall the whistleblower’s complaint about Trump-Ukraine—is transforming the Justice Department from a presumed independent entity to what one Brazilian governor reported was his approach to justice: “to my enemies, the law; to my friends, facilities.” Trump has found someone who miraculously combines “his” Roy Cohn and Showtime’s Ray Donovan.
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Conclusion: Trump is now looking to his Praetorian Guard of McConnell + Kavanaugh + Barr to do two things: first, recast the entire Executive Branch into his own Trump Organization, surrounded nepotistically by his children, consiglieres, and courtiers. Second, trash the Rule of Law to hold onto power in 2020 and thereafter…even as he still shouts that the system is rigged against him.

III. REELECTION OR REALIGNMENT?

When Trump lauded the Mueller Report’s “conclusion on collusion” in April–May 2019 while simultaneously attacking it as “full of bullshit,” it seemed fair to use his own framework in this book’s subtitle. Face it, the man knows bullshit.

And most people know it. But there’s nowhere a book that catalogues the worst ones and how they harm Americans and the world. Like truth, lies have consequences. At the same time, a kind of “BS fatigue” may exhaust normal citizens and create a more-is-less phenomenon that leads them to tune out so many outrages.

Because we concur with author Norman Cousins that “no one is smart enough to be a pessimist,” we cannot ironically allow frequency to normalize corruption. Given the governmental disaster of Trumpism and the narrow margins that pick presidents—see George W. Bush and Trump—we are skeptical about cynicism.

First, everyone does not know—or knows it only hazily. So Fake President chooses a thousand examples, aggregates them by category, and explains each one and each category. In combination, it’s clear that the whole of Trump’s dishonesty is greater than the sum of its parts. Supporters may indignantly pluck out this one or that one on Twitter or radio as “locker room talk…a slip of the tongue…a joke,” but fair-minded observers understand the irrefutable power of accumulated evidence. One brick is not a wall; 12,000 bricks are.
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Second, since everything cannot be mandated by law and contract, our governing model needs the glue of trust so we all comply with mutual understandings…whether we win or lose any particular election, legislative vote, or court ruling. Democracy also needs to have confidence in reason and evidence, two of our original enlightenment values, in order to make the best policy. “Imagine a society where word and gesture could never be counted upon,” wrote Sissela Bok in her worthy book Lying: Moral Choice in Public and Private Life. “Questions asked, answers given, information exchanged—all would be worthless.”

Third, the same is true of diplomacy. If our allies know they cannot trust a president who may say or do one thing one day, and the opposite the next, the Western alliance that’s held since World War II is in jeopardy. When Dean Acheson offered to show French President Charles de Gaulle the photographic evidence of Soviet missiles in Cuba in 1962, de Gaulle waved him off. “No, the word of the American president is enough.”

Does anyone believe that exchange would happen today? Already the percentages of people who trust the United States in Western European nations have plunged by more than half since 2016—Germany going from 78 percent to only 30 percent; the UK from 70 percent to 32 percent. And as diplomacy falters, the possibility of war rises.

Trump’s core betrayal is how he weaves together rhetorical populism for workers with policies for the corporate superrich. So far, he’s gotten largely away with this continuing conflict with himself. In response, all of us need to pitch in to sway “public sentiment” in Lincoln’s meaning as best we can. Politically, in 2020 that means aware Americans encouraging word-of-mouth neighbor-to-neighbor, as well as writing, advocating, litigating, investigating, marching, running for office, registering…and of course voting.


A ONE-MAN
POLITICAL CHERNOBYL

Bok is right. Applying her fears to today, Trump has the potential to be a One-Man Political Chernobyl.

In the HBO series Chernobyl, German-made robots purchased to remove radioactive graphite near where the reactor exploded failed because the Kremlin gave the Germans a low but false propaganda level of radiation involved rather than the real higher amounts.

Should Trump’s lying become “normalized,” a tipping-point reached where officials routinely lie to themselves, the public, their staffs, their colleagues, the White House—then a spreading civic cancer could make a functioning democracy nearly impossible.

We don’t expect leaders to be as reliable as the periodic tables. But we do not expect more falsehoods than facts coming from the White House, such as when Trumpers highlight (non-existent) voter impersonation while ignoring climate violence.

Such intellectual corruption can provide a kind of permission slip to other policymakers state and local—and to children who are watching—that “dishonesty is the best policy” because we’re in a “posttruth” world.

Will his poison spread or be contained?



Success does not require convincing half his supporters that they’ve been duped, which is psychologically and politically impossible. Rather, what matters is small shifts at the margins, since, for example, water is liquid at 33 degrees but freezes at 32 degrees. So if a tough, talented Democratic nominee can get voters to ask themselves, “Whom do you trust?” and “Had enough?”—in conjunction with the likely higher turnout of new ascendant voters in 2020, as happened in 2018—there will be a reckoning, if not, conceivably, a realignment that not even the Electoral College can overrule.

While there’s no guarantee, of course, that result is far more likely than the odds facing Susan B. Anthony or Martin Luther King, Jr. in their heroic efforts to change the way America treated women and people of color. In order to overcome, they regarded their causes in the last century as responses to big national emergencies. So must we in our own national emergency.

“History is like waves lapping at a cliff,” French historian Henri See observed in the late 1890s. “For centuries nothing happens—then the cliff collapses.”



1 Where does such irrationality come from? As behavioral historians Jonathan Haidt and William Davies discuss in their groundbreaking books—The Righteous Mind and Dangerous States, respectively—centuries of wars, religion, ethnic and racial hatreds, worsening economic inequality, extreme nationalism, and more recently terrorism have coalesced into a growing disdain for elites in our national psyche. If the “experts” who run government were so smart, thought millions of average families, why is mine barely getting by? For “five-minute voters,” this intuition and anger were all that mattered.

2 It was painful to watch self-proclaimed institutionalist Roberts twist himself into a jurisprudential pretzel to get to desired results. He ignored the president’s openly flouted religious bigotry to justify a “Muslim ban” and gutted the Voting Rights Act (VRA) in Shelby County only to turn around and initially consider using the remains of the VRA to justify the “Citizenship” question. Heads I win, tails you lose.


YOUR OWN BULLSHIT DETECTOR:

21 FAVORITE TRUMP TRICKS TO DISTRACT, DEFLECT, DECEIVE

If Trump’s institutional advantages described in the essay above don’t completely insulate him, he is then forced to rely on his considerable guile and swagger to talk his way off of any cliff. For he is a world-class practitioner of George Bernard Shaw’s timeless observation that “Political language is designed to make lies sound truthful and murder respectable and to give an appearance of solidity to pure wind.”

It’s not breaking news that Trump lies—his own lawyer, John Dowd, reportedly considered him “a fucking liar” and warned that he’d end up in “an orange jumpsuit” if he ever testified under oath to Mueller. But also his pace is both stunning and growing: from an average of eight lies or falsehoods a day in 2017 to some 22 a day by mid-to-late 2018. This strategic disinformation leads to gaslighting—when he pretends that the Mueller Report completely exonerated him, which it explicitly does not; or when he pretends that a White House transcript of that Trump-Zelensky June 25th phone call didn’t prove that he was seeking the “favor” of getting political dirt on a potential rival in exchange for Ukraine obtaining its $400 million in essential military aid.

But his proven BS is not intended for everyone, only the 40 percent of Americans who are card-carrying members of Cult45 and are like worshippers everywhere who say, “Don’t confuse me with the facts!” Their “motivated reasoning” means that getting Trump to stop dissembling will be harder than capping that pipe of gushing oil after the BP rig explosion in the Gulf.

But until then, imagine for a moment that you’re Kellyanne Conway on your way to work on any morning wondering what idiotic thing your boss has tweeted or said that she’ll have to figure out how to indignantly deny, sanitize, explain away, or counterattack. (“What’s your ethnicity?” she asked a Jewish reporter who queried her about Trump’s “go back to [your native country]” tweet.)

We don’t feel badly for her since she long ago embraced the Faustian Bargain of trading reputation for prominence. Rather, we are concerned about millions of average citizens subjected to the rhetorical maneuvers that TeamTrump has road-tested over four years of campaigning and his presidency…and that he rotates daily or hourly to deflect questions on Twitter, on Fox, at rallies, or on the White House lawn en route to the helicopter, with rebuttals basically not permitted.

These enable Trump, in the still-relevant words of Jonathan Swift, “to argue that black is white or white is black, according to how they are paid.” The first defense to such rhetorical magic is to expose beforehand what a trained magician will be doing—hence, here’s a handy Bullshit Detector based on all the examples throughout Fake President so that starting now you can spot his tricks and provide real-time rebuttals.

1. Cherry-Picking—The Black Swan Fallacy: This is the phenomenon of spotting a black swan and then implying that all are black. The purpose is to replace analysis with anecdotage.

For example, should Trump or a prominent Republican get in trouble because of some bigoted words or conduct, Fox’s Sean Hannity will ride to the rescue to pugnaciously announce—Hey, Democrat Robert Byrd was once a Klansman! Which was true 100 years ago. Yet it ignores the larger reality that Byrd often apologized for that lapse while serving 50 years as the highly regarded senator and majority leader from West Virginia.

And notice how Trump disparages reports of all bad polls as “fake,” even if from Fox News. Yet whenever a Rasmussen Poll—understood to be a GOP outlier weighted some eight points in his favor—says that he’s broken 50 percent, he tweets “THANK YOU RASMUSSEN”—as if that black sheep of polling reflected all pollsters.

2. Assertions & Adjectives: It takes enormous effort to enact a major law. That can be especially daunting to a president who gets to his office around 11 a.m. most days and also loses thousands of hours a year to golfing, tweeting, and Fox-watching. No surprise then that he has figured out that it’s nearly as effective—and a whole lot easier—just to assert that he’s done something really, really great.

E.g.: “we’re going to have so much beautiful clean coal,” “we’re already building a big, beautiful wall,” “we will always protect patients with preexisting conditions,” “no president has been tougher on the Russians,” his conversation shaking down the Ukranian president on the Bidens was “beautiful, perfect,” “no president has suffered more than I have” (four were assassinated).

Two beauts tested our resolve not to fall to the floor laughing and gasping for air: “To be frank, I’m a very honest person.” And after attacking four minority congresswomen with a famous racist trope, he defended himself with one of his routine self-acquittals: “I don’t have a racist bone in my body.”

The assertion trick goes into high gear whenever he discusses family members: “I thought Ivanka was amazing at the G20, and, I’ll tell you, the foreign leaders loved her.” “Jared will secure an Israeli deal which no one has managed to get.” Here, Ivanka gets grandfathered in as the equivalent of a foreign leader, and Jared becomes Henry Kissinger. It’s only a matter of time before he suggests that Nike reword its slogan to “Just say it.”3

His overreliance on self-serving assertions to counter reality is getting close to the pathetic “Baghdad Bob” assuring his country in a TV interview that everything was fine at the Baghdad Airport as American troops were overrunning it in the background.

3. Performance Artist: “There’s no business like show business…” “If you can fake sincerity,” Ronald Reagan would half-joke, “you’ve got it made.”

Like Dutch Reagan, Trump too excels at talking like he means what he’s saying, leading many people—unaccustomed in life to deal with a Ponzi-level fraudster—to marvel, “He tells it like it is!” But to be fair, it’s an act that he’s been doing his entire adult life to the point that it has become second nature.

Like that other performer-president, 45 understands how to communicate messages by his use of voice, gesticulations, body language, smirks, and struts. At rallies he essentially does stand-up, as he’ll invariably extend his arms palms up and lift his shoulders up in a “Come on, am I right?” plea, then shift to his “accordion” two-hand motion to coax approval. In interviews, he frequently barks, “Excuse me, excuse me!” if any journalist gets halfway through a sentence that Trump doesn’t like in order to drown him/her out…all while making his points in a bellicose shout.

The poet Juvenal understood how easy it was to superficially appease everyday Romans with “bread and circuses.” Trump apparently got the Juvenal memo because, on his first day in office, he told his staff that they should treat every day as another episode of a TV show. Which makes perfect sense since, in his mind, he’s still primarily involved in entertainment, except now it’s a real reality show.

Mark Burnett, producer of The Apprentice, told the New Yorker that Trump would never have become president without that show introducing him to millions of supporters who cared not at all about policy but dug his tough-guy “You’re fired!” persona—a John Wayne for our digital age. It is odd, however, that so many believed in his fake persona as a scripted TV Boss even as he now calls nearly all journalists “fake.” Supporters think what’s fake is real and real is fake.4

An early Cassandra warning about the emergence of politics as entertainment came from Neil Postman’s seminal 1985 book, Amusing Ourselves to Death. Now in 2019, James Poniewozik, the New York Times chief television critic, succinctly explained how Donald Trump had become the nightmare that Postman had anticipated: “The key is to remember that Donald Trump is not a person. He is a TV character.” He cares about story arcs and performance—white hats and black hats—but policy not so much.

4. The Insult Machine: Think of Trump as a human monkey wrench waking up every day deciding who to throw himself at.

Politico reported that fully a third of his first 2000 presidential tweets disparaged people—from the powerful to the little-known. (See Chapter 12, “Bully’s Pulpit.”) By the end of 2018, the list totaled a hard-to-believe 598 people and things. (When future dictionaries define “nasty,” they may understandably add, “See Trump, Donald”; who else comes close?)

Trump has learned from two mentors. First, he’s channeling Roy Cohn, Senator Joe McCarthy’s chief counsel who was later disbarred, when he often says, “If someone hits me, I hit them back 10 times harder.” Second, he’s updating the core observation of an Italian philosopher and politician five centuries ago, who wrote, “It’s better to be feared than loved.” Like Machiavelli, Trump loves being feared. And since a president’s throw-weight can do real reputational damage, this thuggish tactic—giving extra meaning to the nickname The Don—can produce the desired effect of anticipatory genuflection by those fearing massive retaliation.

This applies especially to journalists or politicians who understandably don’t want to be slandered in front of millions of voters, readers, friends, and family as well as receive death threats from unhinged Base voters. For example, the percentage of the 282 congressional Republicans in his first two years who said or wrote a critical word about him is near zero. Critics know that if “they go low,” he will always enthusiastically “go lower.” The adage about wrestling with a pig in the mud comes to mind.

In the modern era, Newt Gingrich unveiled this strategy, best described in Steve Kornacki’s The Red and the Blue, brutally telling Republicans they should always refer to their rivals as “weak. pathetic, treasonous, unpatriotic, un-American, stupid. What Newt started, Donald is perfecting.”

5. The Unscientific Method—Figures Don’t Lie, but Liars Figure: In Trumpland, instead of facts leading to conclusions, conclusions lead to “facts.” Among the worst examples in modern history was Lysenkoism, when the Soviet Union in the 1920s and 1930s insisted that learned habits could be genetically inherited because of the regime’s ideological need to establish “the perfect Soviet Man.”

Cut to the American version a century later. Due to a parallel political need to keep fossil fuel donors happy, the scientific near-unanimity about climate violence in 2019 is simply ignored as EPA and Agriculture Department climate studies are simply thrown out and deleted from government websites.

Other than Trump’s inane comment that cold days disprove global warming, the president simply credits “my intelligence” for disagreeing with the White House’s own interagency report about increasing weather-related calamities. (See #2 above, Assertions.) “Don’t take it personally,” he’ll be able to explain to his grandchildren for putting Mara-a-Lago under water and the planet at risk. “My base insisted that I own the libs by denying climate change.”

6. Upside-Downism: “No, YOU’RE the puppet!” In an extremely deft maneuver, Trump will accuse others of doing precisely what he does to preempt expected attacks. See all those tweets announcing that, if anything: “Black House Gov Ops chairman Elijah Cummings is a “racist [and] brutal bully”…Hillary colluded with the Russians… Democrats are “obstructionists” and the actual “liars” who practice “McCarthyism” (which is especially rich given Cohn’s tutelage)—and the Mueller Report was “treason” and an “attempted coup.” When Speaker Pelosi explained her House Resolution to condemn a notorious Trump tweet because it sounded like “he wanted to Make America White Again,” Trump attacked that comment as racist because, in his world, even discussing racism is construed as racist.

See how often he’ll just blame Obama for what he’s doing, as when he told NBC’s Chuck Todd during news reports of inhumane conditions for children at Detention Centers, “You know, under Obama there was a separation policy. I was the one who ended it. I inherited separation from President Obama.” To which Obama’s head of ICE responded, “That’s categorically false. Our policy was just the opposite, to do everything possible to keep families together.”

There’s also the probability that many busy people will throw up their hands when everyone’s attacking everyone, and a tie usually goes to our one president. “I am completely confused as to who is lying and who is telling the truth,” remarked Mary Linda Vetter from Woodhull, New York. “I just feel helpless.”
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7. Rooster-Taking-Credit-for-the-Dawn: With scant positive accomplishments (though many negative ones such as reversing health/safety rules and regulations), this president simultaneously takes credit for anything good in America “on my watch” while shunning responsibility for anything bad.

Although Trump weekly claims this is “about the best economy ever” and once said, “I’m the greatest jobs president God ever created,” in fact the average number of jobs created, wage growth, and rate of GDP in the last two years of Obama were slightly better than Trump’s first two years (an average of 220,000 a jobs a month for the 30 months of Obama vs. 191,000 jobs a month for the first 30 months of Trump). In fact, ever since Bush’s recession of 2007–08 hit, it was Obama’s stimulus and bailout policies that helped stave off a collapsed economy, with a largely steady, consistent growth from 2010 to 2019. Post hoc, ergo propter hoc, Trump seeks acclaim for staying on this upward trend while conveniently ignoring the huge spike in the federal debt as a result of his tax and spending policies.

One glaring examples is when in 2018 he bragged that there were no airline fatalities in his first year in office, as there hadn’t been in any of the prior seven years. That boast, however, stopped after two crashes of Boeing 737 Max planes because of failures at the firm and FAA.

8. Fear Itself: Humorist Larry Wilmore joked that Trump indeed was our Roosevelt because “the only thing Trump has is fear itself.” Indeed, 45 himself told author Bob Woodward, “Real power is—I don’t even want to use the word—fear.”

Politicians appealing more to our amygdalas than our cerebellums is as old as…politics. There were patriotic newsreels during World War I against evil Huns; Gov. George Wallace said that “no one is going to out-n****r me” in case anyone was unsure; and LBJ’s Daisy Ad in 1964, actually airing just once, helped turn GOP presidential nominee Barry Goldwater into a nuclear menace. But again, Trump has set the record for a modern version of “the Russians are coming”—only with hordes of brown people as, ironically, the Russians (since that country did invade the US digitally in 2016).

In the weeks before the 2018 midterm elections, he mimicked Orson Welles in his famous 1938 radio broadcast “War of the Worlds” by daily, hourly shouting about a “caravan” of asylum-seeking families a thousand miles away “invading” our southern border. His fearmongering boomeranged, however, when it stampeded even more panicked families to flee Central American gangs before it was too late. He went on to declare that he might unilaterally end constitutionally protected “birthright citizenship,” and he did spend tens of millions of dollars in a show of farce by sending 5,500 American troops to the border to do…nothing really, since by law they could not engage in domestic policing actions.

He huffed and puffed only to blow the (Republican) House down.

9. Both-Sides-ism (a.k.a., What-About-ism): A rhetorical sleight-of-hand related to “Black Sheep” is to ignore proportionality and imply that a flea is like an elephant, since both are in the animal kingdom. Lawyers call this the “slippery slope” where, because hard-and-fast distinctions are difficult to make, they are often not made.

The most famous example occurred after the clash at a protest rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, between Neo-Nazis chanting, “Jews will not replace us,” and an antifascist group protesting them. It shouldn’t be difficult to know the difference between a group carrying swastika signs and loaded guns and their targeted victims—indeed, one young protestor was murdered by a white supremacist when his car plowed into a group of them. Yet Trump belligerently insisted to reporters that there were “fine people on both sides.”

Or when someone questions the intelligence of Trump or an ally, Sean Hannity usually hits back with the what-about-ism of that time when brainiac Barack Obama did mispronounce the word “corpsmen” as “corpsmen” (it’s “coresmen”).

That’s supposed to equal the thousands of examples of dissembling, according to the Washington Post’s highly regarded “Fact Checker”?

Also, both-sides-ism can cut both ways: when the Trump White House kept pushing the line that it was unethical or corrupt that the son of VP Biden during the Obama administration was doing business in Ukraine, it led CNN’s Jake Tapper to ask a gulping Secretary Mnuchin, well, what about the president’s two international business sons traveling around the world on the taxpayer’s dime making deals that profit their father? Mnuchin replied that “I don’t want to get into those details.”
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