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Qui s’excuse, s’accuse [he who excuses himself accuses himself].

—French proverb



Introduction

Alexander Pope made a point when he wrote that “to err is human; to forgive, divine,” but if anything is even more human than erring, it’s finding excuses for being wrong. From the Biblical account of Eve’s blaming the serpent for tempting her to eat that apple to more contemporary “the devil made me do it” utterances by contemporary politicians and celebrities who have been discovered with their fingers in the cookie jar (a metaphor for a variety of sins), the history of the world is fraught with apologies, justifications, alibis, and other expressions of innocence, regret or defensiveness.

Why the need for excuses? The primary reason is to hide or distract from a lack of competency. In our own minds, we’re perfect or at least competent in every aspect of our lives, so when we fail, it’s due to circumstances beyond our control or because of some sort of momentary fall from grace that we can excuse in ourselves (but woe to anyone else who says or does the same thing). In baseball, it’s a fielder’s “I lost it in the sun” when in fact the player misjudged the pop fly or—and this is the reason why Billy Loes most famously gave the excuse—a ground ball. In the business world, it’s blaming another department or a technical glitch because a report wasn’t produced on time when in fact the employee waited till the last minute and then discovered he or she didn’t have sufficient data. In romance it’s because he’s a bastard or she’s a bitch. Our fault? Were we in any way guilty of what the law calls contributory negligence? Who me? Nah, never happen.

Psychologists suggest that excuses help people rationalize in their mind why they didn’t do what they should have done or, conversely, why they did do what they shouldn’t have done. And because these are rationalizations, a word that has its root in “logic” or “reason,” rationalizers find their excuses reasonable. Their excuses are not excuses, they are reasons. And the longer they rationalize their behavior, the more easily they see their excuses as the truth—the dog really did eat your homework even if it’s an elderly Chihuahua that can barely gum down its dinner and the homework was inside a thick plastic binder.

Blaming the victim is a prime example; a physician explaining away a potential malpractice situation with; “It was the patient’s fault. If he had taken better care of himself, this error wouldn’t have caused so much harm.” (As the old line goes, doctors bury their mistakes, lawyers visit them on a prison visiting day).

Speaking of medicine, rationalizers seem to enjoy latching on health excuses. Syndromes are a fertile field. Let’s say you’re accused of being unable to accept responsibility or otherwise behaving like an adult. That’s not your fault, you counter—you suffer from Peter Pan Syndrome. Can’t get around to cleaning up your room or office cubicle? Of course not—you suffer from tertiary Bag Lady Syndrome.

“Syndrome’s” first cousin is “issues.” Someone accidentally nudges your rear bumper while you’re sitting in your car. You get out yelling and screaming and, even though there’s no discernable damage, you threaten the driver with grievous bodily harm which you express in terms that would curdle a Marine drill instructor’s blood. Are you blowing the incident out of control? Perhaps, but you can’t help it because you have “anger management issues.”

The more you stick to your excuse, whether or not it’s a rationalization, the more readily others will be convinced. Adolf Hitler espoused the phenomenon in his infamous “Big Lie” theory: if you make up a story that’s so preposterous that people can’t believe that anyone would have distorted the truth to that extent, why then, what you say must be true.

Some excuses are intended to deceive but in a kindly fashion. We call them “white lies,” ways to beg off an invitation to what you know will be a deadly dull dinner party with a “thank you, but I have a previous commitment.” Or to discourage a nerd who’s hitting on you with “Don’t think that I’m not flattered by your attention, but you should know that I have a boyfriend.”

Governments, which are widely known never to make mistakes, have their own brand of “agency double-talk” excuses whereby agencies explain away mistakes in langue where, if you didn’t know what really happened and why it did, you’d be quite content with such plausible denial. Take, for example, the Charge of the Light Brigade, a cavalry attack by the British against an insurmountable Russian gun battery position during the 19th-century Crimean War. Tennyson got it right when he wrote in his celebrated poem: “Forward, the Light Brigade!”/Was there a man dismay’d?/Not tho’ the soldier knew/Some one had blunder’d.”

Yes, the Charge of the Light Brigade was a mistake: the suicidal assault happened because the brigade’s commander Lord Cardigan (he of the front-buttoned sweater) either misheard orders or, as some historians argue, chose to disregard them. And how was the blunder that resulted in so many deaths explained away? “It was an unfortunate lapse by an individual which has now been dealt with under internal disciplinary procedures.”

•  •  •

Excuses for All Occasions is intended both to delight and instruct. Most of the explanations, justifications, alibis, weasel-words, and outright falsehoods that you’ll find in these pages are very amusing, if not for their inventiveness then because they’re beyond pathetic. You’ll read some with a shock of recognition and others with a shudder that anyone in his right mind would try to get away with such foolishness . . . until you remember similar occasions of your own where desperate times of “deer-caught-inheadlights” proportions called for desperate measures.

I approached the traffic-ticket and jury-duty categories with the same attitude that I had for the others, which is to say I’d find and/or concoct wild and wool excuses of all degrees of plausibility. But then I reconsidered. Tangling with The Law is rarely a laughing matter, so I began those chapters with straightforward, sensible information about dealing with law-enforcement officers and the court system.

As with the other compendia that I’ve compiled, people ask which of the entries are my favorites. And as with my other books, there are too many good ones to single out even a handful, but if pressed, I’d have to cite the following:

President Bill Clinton’s no-nonsense explanation of why he dallied with Monica Lewinisky: “Because I could.”

This tax-evader’s testimony to the power of prayer: “I went to a lonely road and prayed that I should become self-sufficient and be able to help others, and a short time later I received a $836,939.19 check upon my discharge from the Army. I didn’t report it on my tax return because I thought the check was a miraculous answer to my prayer instead of a Government error.”

This reason to stay on line: “That blonde on College Girls On Spring Break looks a lot like your brother’s younger daughter. I’d better keep watching to make sure it isn’t her.”

And finally, the blue ribbon-winning, you-can’t-make-that-stuff-up lollapalooza of all excuses from Zambian tennis player Lighton Ndefwayl on why he lost a match to rival Musumba Bwayla: “Musumba Bwayla is a stupid man and a hopeless player. He has a huge nose and is crosseyed. Girls hate him. He beat me because my jockstrap was too tight and because when he serves he farts, and that made me lose my concentration, for which I am famous throughout Zambia.”

Try and top that one, folks. And if you think you can or if you think you have, then, in the deathless and all-purpose phrase of comedian Steve Martin, “Well, excuuuuse me!”

Steven D. Price
New York, N.Y.
January 2012
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“No one ever excused his way to success.”

—Dave Del Dotto
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Whether it’s because of all the media attention or because they’ve become adept at finding ways to talk their way out of sticky situations, people who are involved in politics and entertainment are prime candidates for coming up with prime excuses.


Politicians

“I didn’t inhale… “

—President Bill Clinton, admitting that he tried marijuana.

“When the President does it, that means that it’s not illegal.”

—President Richard M. Nixon in a television interview with journalist David Frost, justifying his actions surrounding Watergate.

“[The] bitch set me up!”

—Washington, D.C. mayor Marion Barry, reacting to an FBI raid after the agents saw a live video of him lighting a crack pipe.

“I apologize if my comments offended.”

—Kentucky Senator Jim Bunning, after predicting that Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg would not survive her pancreatic cancer.

“I don’t think anybody anticipated the breach of the levees.”

—President George W. Bush, after a week of repeated warnings about the expected effect of Hurricane Katrina.

“[Michael Chertoff did not know] the first thing about running a disaster.”

—Michael Brown, Federal Emergency Management Agency chief, blaming his superior, who was the head of the Department of Homeland Security.

“We finally cleaned up public housing in New Orleans. We couldn’t do it, but God did.”

—Louisiana Congressman Richard Baker, after Hurricane Katrina.

“Harry Whittington didn’t ‘announce himself.’”

—Katharine Armstrong, owner of the ranch on which Vice President Dick Cheney shot his hunting companion while quail hunting.

“I had other priorities.”

—Dick Cheney, on why he avoided military service in Vietnam.

“I didn’t mean to say it.”

—Roberta McCain, 95-year-old mother of presidential candidate John McCain, excusing herself for blaming Mormons for the 2002 Salt Lake City Olympics bribery scandal.

“Al-Qaeda militants have slipped hallucinogenic pills in their coffee with milk, like Nescafé.”

—former Libyan dictator Moammar Gadhafi, explaining why Libyan citizens were dissatisfied with his leadership.

“I didn’t learn how to be careful with my words, didn’t learn how to be cautious about what we were trying to get done in ways that were self-destructive.”
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