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PREFACE


Half the truth is often a great lie.

—Benjamin Franklin (1706–1790)



In the 1972–1973 academic year, I got my first job as a professor of linguistics, at Rutgers University in New Brunswick, New Jersey. It was the period of the Watergate Hearings in Washington, which mesmerized my students and myself, becoming a major topic of discussion in two of my courses—a general linguistics course and one on Niccolò Machiavelli’s The Prince. The focus of those discussions was on how Nixon’s skillful deployment of language was a modern-day manifestation of Machiavellian cleverness and on how he was able to strategize his words to manipulate people’s minds, especially his followers. In both classes, the linguistic features of lying were examined, analyzed, and discussed in the context of how Nixon’s falsehoods were destroying the moral and ethical fabric of American society at the time. The conclusion we reached was that lies that come from the top echelons of any powerful institution, such as the White House, invariably lead to the unraveling of the principles of truth and justice that hold a democratic society together.

Skillful liars are dangerous people. They have the ability to twist words into weapons that can divide people against each other. Their words are designed to frighten and unnerve people, spurring them on to act in the interests of the liar, even if this goes against their own self-interest. Mendacious and deceitful language that is used strategically by those in power, such as the president of the United States, affects the mental health of everyone negatively, especially if it is repeated over and over like a nefarious, ritualistic chant. Nixon’s lawyer during Watergate, John Dean, is recorded as saying to Nixon on one of the infamous secret tapes, “We have a cancer within, close to the presidency, that’s growing.”1 The Watergate Hearings were therapeutic, excising the emotional cancer that was spreading throughout America, as Dean so aptly put it. When the danger passed, after Nixon resigned in 1974, the cancer had apparently not metastasized and America regained its moral and emotional health, at least for a while.

The election of Donald J. Trump in 2016 brought back the cancer that had gone into remission, to belabor the metaphor somewhat. It manifested the same pattern of symptoms provoked by the same deployment of lies, deceit, denial, dissimulation, distraction, and duplicity. I had a foreboding sense of déjà vu, since I was again teaching the course in linguistics at the University of Toronto and also using Machiavelli in the class to bring out how language can be distorted to manipulate belief. Unlike Nixon, who was a statesman, Trump emerged in the political arena as a showman, a businessman-actor attracting many followers with the same kind of verbal bluster of classic American hucksterism, emblemized by circus impresario P. T. Barnum. I did not express myself in print during Watergate, perhaps because I was a rookie professor who had not quite yet gained the confidence to put on paper his thoughts about the relation of mendacious discourse from a Machiavellian prince to the destruction of social harmony. I have now gained that confidence, nearly half a century later, and feel impelled to share my linguistic expertise with an audience beyond that of my students.

In his 1987 book, The Art of the Deal, Donald Trump laid out a set of principles on how to negotiate business deals successfully by promoting oneself shamelessly via artifice and deception, never showing weakness or admitting fault. Recalling both Machiavelli’s Prince, and the hyperbolic discourse of P. T. Barnum, Trump’s book is a manifesto on how to lie, cheat, and confabulate in order to manipulate people’s minds. During the early stages of the 2016 electoral campaign, Trump gave a televised interview in the lobby of Trump Tower on Fifth Avenue, in which he stated, “We need a leader that wrote The Art of the Deal.”2 To me, it was the first sign that the Nixonian cancer had suffered a relapse, since it was a lie—it was actually writer Tony Schwartz who had ghostwritten it. Significantly, Schwartz issued the following ironic tweet shortly thereafter: “Many thanks Donald Trump for suggesting I run for President, based on the fact that I wrote The Art of the Deal.”3 Schwartz realized that he had turned a pathological liar loose on society. Asked later about the book, Schwartz answered that he would have titled it The Sociopath.4

The Art of the Deal is a manifesto on how to promote oneself and pull off a deal by concealing or misrepresenting truth—a style of discourse that was actually given a name in the book—“truthful hyperbole.”5The book could easily be retitled The Art of the Lie. I should state from the outset that my book is not only about Trump, but about the harmful linguistic “art” that he uses so skillfully and that is spreading broadly throughout the globe, becoming virtually unnoticeable in an age where mendacity seems to be nothing more than a communicative option. The internet is a “Brave New World,” to employ the famous title of Aldous Huxley’s 1932 novel—a novel that foreshadowed a society where psychological manipulation and classical conditioning were so common and widespread that they went unnoticed and were accepted as “normal.” Trump’s art has become an unconscious global vernacular—a lingua franca that spreads propaganda, conspiracies, misinformation, and disinformation on a daily basis.

Machiavellian mendacity aims to erode trust among people, while promoting its own self-interest. It incites acts of hatred and anger that are perpetrated in the world today, suggesting that human beliefs and fears can easily be manipulated with a simple twisting of words by masters of deceit. The art of the lie was described in detail for the first time in history by Machiavelli in his 1532 book, The Prince. In it, the Italian Renaissance philosopher advised rulers how to acquire and maintain power by both ethical and unethical methods. The successful ruler must be a “fox,” able to baffle and deceive both his followers and opponents, while at the same time appearing as a “lion,” feigning bravery and strength.

As president, Trump has shown himself to be a paragon of the Machiavellian liar-prince. He is a fox who knows how to outwit his opponents with mendacious ferocity, and he is a lion to his fans and followers, appearing strong and forceful. The question becomes, Why is an unscrupulous businessman, who has become a politician by happen-stance, and who is an obvious liar, supported by so many people willing to believe him? Why is the language that he uses, which is clearly twisted, manipulative, and deceptive, accepted at face value? Do political expediency and ideological agendas override truth and objectivity at any cost? The purpose of this book is to investigate these questions, by looking at what lies do to people’s minds, gleaning from the Trump phenomenon any relevant implications for the future of discourse and politics. Why do so many believe his lies? The answer may actually be a simple one, as encapsulated in the following statement made by the character George Costanza on the 1990s sitcom Seinfeld : “It’s not a lie, if you believe it.”6

I have written this book in the present tense, since I started drafting the manuscript right after Trump came to power. But it could be read at some future date in the past tense, since the argument that I will attempt to make—that lying is the most destructive of all types of deportment— will still be a valid one. Trump’s sinister deployment of the Machiavellian Art of the Lie can then be viewed through the sober and dispassionate lens of retrospection. To use John Dean’s phraseology again, my aim is to diagnose the “cancer” that mendacity “from the top” inevitably brings about, so that its “symptoms” can be exposed openly whereby, hopefully, they can be neutralized.
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1
 LYING AS ART


We all know that Art is not truth. Art is a lie that makes us realize truth at least the truth that is given us to understand. The artist must know the manner whereby to convince others of the truthfulness of his lies.

—Pablo Picasso (1881–1973)




PROLOGUE

One of the most famous personages of ancient literature was renowned above all else for his clever lies, cunning, and resourcefulness. That personage was Odysseus, the king of Ithaca and the central figure of the Homeric epic The Odyssey. Centuries later, the Roman poet Virgil would credit Odysseus with the crafty ruse of the Trojan Horse, the hollow wooden statue of a horse in which the Greeks concealed themselves in order to clandestinely enter and invade the city of Troy. When Odysseus returned to his own kingdom after ten years of wandering, he continued to lie habitually, as if driven to do so by some inner compulsion, deceiving anyone who came into his sphere, including his wife, Penelope. For Odysseus, to speak meant, ipso facto, to lie.

A plausible subtext of Odysseus’s story is that lying may well be an intrinsic part of human nature, not a deviation from it. However, the ways in which the hero Odysseus perpetrates his lies go well beyond how and why ordinary people tell them. The late classicist Peter Walcot refers to Odysseus’s mendacity as an “art,” calling for a particular kind of ability or adeptness at manipulating the meaning nuances of words and the flow of conversations.1 This may be why Odysseus stands out from common folk in Homer’s poem. He has a special talent that he can use at will to insulate himself from verbal counterattacks and other forms of opposition against him. Homer was obviously intrigued by the persuasive power of artful mendacity, describing Odysseus with adjectives such as the “many-sided Odysseus,” “resourceful Odysseus,” “devious Odysseus,” and “subtle Odysseus.” To this day, we take pleasure in reading about Odysseus’s exploits, admiring his art of the lie as a manifestation of uncommon intelligence. We do not see his lies as strictly immoral, but as strategies for gaining success. Odysseus uses deception, for instance, to defeat the cyclops, who is much bigger and stronger than he is and thus a greater danger to the world.

The stories of legendary liars fascinate us to this day. Lying is a theme found in the folklore of all peoples. Everyone lies. We lie to avoid negative repercussions, to evade trouble, to circumvent hurtful facts, or to protect our self-image. No one has ever taught us to lie. It emerges spontaneously during infancy, revealing an unconscious verbal know-how that we use instinctively to gain some advantage over someone or to avoid adversity by twisting the meanings of words. Analogues to human lying exist in other species. A chimp foraging for food will often pretend not to have noticed a food source to avoid alerting other chimps about its location. The chimp will then hide somewhere and pounce on the food when no other chimp is around. This shows an instinctive ability to discern another chimp’s intentions and to act purposefully on it.2 But there is no real equivalence between such forms of animal deception and human lying, since the latter requires language. As journalist Robert Wright observes in The Moral Animal, human deception goes well beyond instinctive or reactive behavior, involving the conscious ability to manipulate someone else’s mind with words.3

Throughout history, distinguishing between truth and lies has been a central objective of philosophy and theology. The fall of humanity from paradise, as recounted in the Bible, ultimately comes from a temptation perpetrated by the first liar of the heavens, Lucifer, who deceived not only Adam and Eve but also the other angels with his duplicity and deviousness. In John 8:44 he is described as “a murderer from the beginning,… a liar, and the father of it.”4 Lucifer knew that humans are vulnerable to lies, which he himself used nefariously to control their minds so that they would do his bidding.

Similar stories of human origins are found across cultures; in them, the conscious use of lying is typically seen as an act of free will. These are cautionary tales about the power of lies to control minds and alter human destiny. As Prometheus stated in Aeschylus’s great ancient drama, Prometheus Bound, the capacity for lying has ensured that “rulers would conquer and control not by strength, nor by violence, but by cunning.”5 One of the first manifestos on political and military warfare, written around 500 BCE by Chinese military strategist and philosopher Sun Tzu and called the Art of War, identifies a set of principles on which war is based. In it, Sun Tzu suggests (like Prometheus) that the most effective and consequential victories are those that are gained through artful deception. As he insightfully put it, “All warfare is based on deception. Hence, when able to attack, we must seem unable; when using our forces, we must seem inactive; when we are near, we must make the enemy believe we are far away; when far away, we must make him believe we are near.”6

It can be argued that the motivation for the creation of ethical and moral codes across the world and across time has been to counteract the deleterious effects of lying. Aristotle held that virtues such as justice, charity, and generosity benefitted both the person possessing them and society generally, implying that these are necessary antidotes to the destructive effects of lies and deceit.7 The eighteenth-century philosopher Immanuel Kant saw truth, honesty, and integrity as central to ethical behavior, advising people to respect each other in order to preserve the moral order.8 Since antiquity, we have held up ethical behavior as our main protection against mendacity and deceit—as the only way to counteract Lucifer’s original act of lying. Lucifer is described, appropriately,  as the “prince of lies.” The analogous term “liar-prince” will be used throughout this book to refer to the masterful liar who has the same kind of talent for using language to deceive and manipulate people’s minds.

Lying manifests itself in a host of verbal behaviors, from simple fib-bing to sinister dissimulation. Understanding what lying is, in an age of political mayhem and social media falsehoods, has become urgent since, as Prometheus warned, deception is the most nefarious of all political strategies. The liar-prince can fabricate falsehoods on the spot for opportunistic reasons, veiling them ingeniously as truths. As a consequence, he can exploit beliefs advantageously. He is skilled, in short, at the “Art of the Lie,” using it to affect the course of events, for better or for worse. The purpose of this opening chapter is to set the stage for decoding the features of this unethical “Art” in subsequent chapters.




LIES AND LYING

Colloquially, we pigeonhole lies into two broad categories—“white” and “black.” The former are trivial and perceived to be largely harmless, told normally to avoid offending or hurting someone’s feelings or else to sidestep embarrassment or potential imbroglios. If a friend asks us whether we remembered to mail something and we answer yes, even though we have not done it yet (but will), we are telling a white lie. White lies make it easy for us to avoid appearing in a bad light or to dodge reprobation, such as spinning a simple tale to “explain” why we got home late. Although white lies may be innocuous, eventually they will have a cumulative detrimental effect on people’s interpersonal relations. The “black” lie has, literally, a “darker” function than the white lie. It is designed to negatively affect others, not just avoid an uncomfortable situation. It is this use of lying that falls under the rubric of the Machiavellian Art of the Lie. It is little wonder that Lucifer was called the “Prince of Darkness” by poet John Milton in his 1652 epic poem Paradise Lost. The same designation is used in Manichaeism to refer to the force of darkness that undergirds human destiny.

As mentioned, no one has ever taught us to lie. We do it instinctively from the moment we start realizing the power of language to regulate and influence the opinions and reactions of those around us. Some psychologists see the emergence of lying in childhood as a developmental milestone, calling it, rather sardonically, the stage of Machiavellian intelligence,9 defined as the ability to project oneself into the minds of others so as to manipulate them for self-advantage. As psychologist Richard Byrne explains:10


The essence of the Machiavellian intelligence hypothesis is that intelligence evolved in social circumstances. The individuals would be favoured who were able to use and exploit others in their social group, without causing the disruption and potential group fission liable to result from naked aggression. Their manipulations might as easily involve co-operation as conflict, sharing as hoarding—but in each case the end is exploitative and selfish.… Consistent with the Machiavellian intelligence hypothesis, social species of primates display both complexity of social manipulation and considerable knowledge of social information. This social complexity needs to be fully appreciated, to understand the strength of the case for Machiavellian intelligence.11



The skilled use of black lies for self-advantage will be called Machiavellian throughout this book, defined as the talent for selecting and assembling words to produce falsehoods that will normally escape detection, like a magical illusion trick. The Machiavellian liar is a master illusionist, who performs verbal wizardry to intentionally deceive people. The Art of the Lie is his textbook. (I should mention that I use masculine pronouns in reference to the Machiavellian liar throughout, because the liars to be discussed in this book are all male.) University of Louisville linguist Frank Nuessel also characterizes the black art of lying as an art of illusion, based on a special innate ability to weave deception and dissimulation into common discourse.12

Lying is common, manifesting itself in a variety of deceptive strategies described by English vocabulary with words such as swindle, defraud, cheat, trick, hoodwink, dupe, mislead, delude, outwit, lead on, inveigle, beguile, double-cross, among others. A rapid anecdotal probe of three other languages—Italian, French, and Russian—reveals a comparable listing of terms.13 But lying may not be a universal trait. Some languages have significantly fewer words for lying, implying, perhaps, that some cultures may not have developed the so-called Machiavellian intelligence to the same degree, if at all, because of their different historical experiences and traditions.

Con artists, hucksters, and duplicitous people are “natural born liars,” possessing the ability to easily fool unsuspecting people anytime and anywhere. Their skillful use of deceptive language to persuade or dissuade others has a fiendish aim—to dupe people into silence or compliance, as the case may be. They can also instill fear in those who see through them because people know intuitively that the masterful liar can utilize his skills against them, destroying reputations and friendships in the process. Manipulation and fearmongering are primary goals of the liar-prince. These allow him to rise to leadership by forging alliances, gathering followers and allies, and offsetting opponents through his mendacious art. The allies typically come under his direct mind control; the followers see in him a lion warrior; the opponents fear that he will insidiously destroy them publicly with his words. Writers have dealt with the power of mendacity from the time of Homer to the present day. Characters such as Shakespeare’s Iago and F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Jay Gatsby are scary because they have the ability to control others with their lies, evoking fear not with physical prowess but with wit and cunning. One of the most emblematic of all the great liars in literature is Shakespeare’s Falstaff, a dominant figure in Henry IV, Part I; Henry IV, Part II; The Merry Wives of Windsor; and Henry V. Falstaff is a self-indulgent liar, coward, and braggart. He spends a large part of his time at an inn, where he presides over a group of rascals and scoundrels who are attracted to him. If life imitates art, then one could plausibly characterize someone like Donald Trump as a real-life version of the Falstaff character—a consummate liar who knows how to lie to attract people into his realm of influence through cunning. Like Falstaff, Trump also has a comedic charm about him that is self-serving and attractive to his followers.

The focus in this book is on the art of the liar-prince and his strategic utilization of duplicity, deceit, subterfuge, and confabulation to achieve and maintain political power. He knows how to sow division with words and affect the course of events through them. Liar-princes have abounded throughout human history. The Dreyfus Affair is but one example. French Jewish army officer Alfred Dreyfus (1859–1935) was falsely accused in 1894 of selling military secrets to the Germans. His trial and imprisonment caused a major political crisis in France. Anti-Semitic groups used the falsehood to stir up racial hatred. As it turned out, the incriminating evidence was forged by an army major, Charles Esterhazy. It was an example of what today we would call “fake news.” This kind of event has occurred throughout history and across societies. Lies such as the one by Esterhazy are particularly destructive because they tap into prejudices that may be buried unconsciously, stoking feelings of resentment against a targeted group. A quote commonly attributed to either Adolf Hitler or his minister of propaganda, George Goebbels, encapsulates the foregoing discussion perfectly: “Make the lie big, make it simple, keep saying it, and eventually they will believe it.”14 Portraying Nazism and Stalinism as having a source in prejudice, political theorist Hannah Arendt observed that the reason why conspiracies and lies (such as the Dreyfus Affair) have such drastic effects is “not that you believe the lies, but rather that nobody believes anything any longer.”15

The liar-prince thwarts the existing social order with his ability to make his lies seem truthful and believable. As Socrates perceptively noted, “Whenever, therefore, people are deceived and form opinions wide of the truth, it is clear that the error has slid into their minds through the medium of certain resemblances to that truth.”16 Fascinated by lies and how they have the power to damage the human spirit, the early Christian theologian St. Augustine of Hippo (354–430 CE), wrote two treatises on lying— De mendacio (“About Lying”) and Contra mendacium (“Against Lying”). He argued that all lies are unethical, no matter how harmless their effects might be (as in the case of white lies), because we are all susceptible to falsity and deception. As the Dutch humanist, Desiderius Erasmus, perspicaciously observed, “Man’s mind is so formed that it is far more susceptible to falsehood than to truth.”17

Perhaps at no other time in human history has mendacity found such a fertile ground for stoking prejudices and hatred as in the contemporary world of social media, where conspiracy theories and fake news are so common that they go largely unnoticed as such. In this intellectually amorphous environment, truth and lies, facts and untruths, myths and science compete for people’s minds. It is an environment, as will be argued in this book, that has empowered petty liars to gain fame. In this electronic mind fog, as it can be called, liar-princes of all political stripes emerge as heroes, gaining prominence through the “chatter” that occurs throughout the fog.




A MACHIAVELLIAN ART

The adjective Machiavellian is used in English (and other languages) in reference to ruthless liars, deceivers, scammers, and swindlers. The Renaissance Italian statesman and political philosopher Niccolò Machiavelli (1469–1527) saw lying as the most effective game plan to acquire and maintain political power. In chapter 18 of his manifesto, The Prince, Machiavelli laid out a psychological and political blueprint for manipulating people’s minds.18 Through intentional mendacity the liar-prince will attract followers and allies and be able to forge alliances, not by force, but by well-chosen words. To gain the upper hand, the liar-prince must fashion his words to stoke anger or antipathy against the status quo. This motivates those who feel disenchanted or resentful to rise up and defend him, shielding him from counterattacks and willing to do anything to help him maintain power. The prince’s aim must be to create a sense of purpose, whether real or imaginary, among the followers. The liar-prince and his acolytes are bonded by an unconscious “all for one, one for all” worldview.

Machiavelli’s book is unique since (as far as I can tell) no similar manifesto had existed prior to it. It went contrary to all philosophical and religious traditions, which have always portrayed lying as one of the most destructive (and sinful) of all human behaviors. Even when the reason for lying is to protect oneself, it is never ethical to lie, since it destroys morals and virtues. On the other side, in his controversial yet penetrating 1878 treatise, Human, All Too Human, Friedrich Nietzsche saw truth-telling as a weakness. Like Machiavelli, he saw mendacity cynically as the fuel propelling social progress.19

From the outset, Machiavelli makes it clear that lying is the most effective political-military weapon because it can influence minds, circumventing reason. He puts it as follows:


Everyone admits how praiseworthy it is in a prince to keep faith, and to live with integrity and not with craft. Nevertheless our experience has been that those princes who have done great things have held good faith of little account, and have known how to circumvent the intellect of men by craft, and in the end have overcome those who have relied on their word.20



The experience Machiavelli had gained as a government official, and his study of the history of Florence, led him to view politics as fundamentally corrupt. Previous philosophers had treated politics idealistically, within the framework of ethical and moral behavior. But Machiavelli sought to explain the nature of politics realistically, at least as he saw it. With few exceptions, he saw humans as naturally inclined to be dishonest (for self-gain). The emphasis on ideals was thus illusory, no matter how much we strived to pursue them. Machiavelli portrayed the state figuratively, as an organism with the prince as the “head” of the “body.” Extending the metaphor, he described a “healthy” state as orderly and in balance, allowing its denizens to experience happiness and security. An “unhealthy” state requires strong measures to restore its health. The liar-prince must know how to dupe people into believing that he, and he alone, can restore the state to health. To do this, he cannot be bound by traditional ethical norms. He should be concerned only with strategies and actions that will lead to his own success. It is ironic to note that Machiavelli may not have taken his own advice. He had organized a political coup against the powerful Medici family, which ruled Florence. But in 1512, the attempt collapsed. The Medicis regained power, and Machiavelli was arrested, imprisoned, and tortured on suspicion of plotting against them.

A key strategy that the liar-prince must learn to deploy effectively is how to exaggerate or magnify discourses in order to befuddle or confuse people. In Trump’s book, The Art of the Deal, the primary means for doing so is through what he calls “truthful hyperbole,” a phrase that resonates with the circus culture of nineteenth-century America, when bombastic and hyperbolic speech was part of the show’s allure. P. T. Barnum, the entrepreneur and circus impresario, may have been the first to employ this type of speech to promote his spectacles, calling his circus the “Greatest Show on Earth.” A similar type of hyperbolic language is now a common ploy in advertising and in sales promotions—a theme that will be discussed in chapter 7.

Machiavelli maintained that being truthful is an Achilles heel that the liar-prince must avoid at all costs. Communication must be devised in such a way that followers and allies will not be aware of the deception. If it should be noticed, excuses must be readily concocted through denial and deflection. It is remarkable to read Machiavelli’s principles of mendacity  today, witnessing their implementation in Trump’s tweets, statements, and speeches, as will be discussed later in this book.

Machiavelli suggests that, overall, the liar-prince must strive to be both a fox and a lion: “A prince, therefore, being compelled knowingly to adopt the beast, ought to choose the fox and the lion.”21 The fox is clever and can easily recognize traps, seeing through the counter-deceptions of others; the lion is the utmost figure of bravery and strength. The prince needs to be both, using cunning to fend off others and the performance of strength in front of his followers to maintain their loyalty. So, when someone accuses the prince of lying, the best strategy, as Machiavelli emphasized, is to be a fox and discover if there is any snare in it, and then assume the persona of a lion, using the same snare to put the accuser on the defensive by throwing it back at him. Machiavelli was not an ideologue or a moralist—he realized practically that a ruler had to adapt to circumstances—to be a fox or lion when required. The most crucial strategy in all this is that a prince should always employ dissimulation when the situation puts him at a disadvantage: “Therefore a wise lord cannot, nor ought he to, keep faith when such observance may be turned against him, and when the reasons that caused him to pledge it exist no longer.”22

So, is there any effective defense against the Machiavellian liar-prince? Can a fox who acts like a lion ever be exposed and rendered ineffectual? The liar-prince eventually tires people out with his lies, which will arguably be a major factor leading to his demise. Moreover, as Machiavelli himself knew, the greatest danger for a masterful deceiver is to be outdeceived, and this happens more frequently than one might think. This topic will be discussed in the final chapter.




LANGUAGE, BELIEF, AND REALITY

Lying has always been a discourse tool of criminal organizations, such as the Mafia, which continues to use dissimulation and falsification to carry out its unlawful activities. The word Mafia was documented for the first time in an 1868 dictionary, where it is defined as “the actions, deeds, and words of someone who tries to act like a wise guy.”23 As sociologist Diego Gambetta points out, the term was a fiction, “loosely inspired by the real thing,” that “can be said to have created the phenomenon.”24 It is, in other words, a classic case of confabulation, or the creation of a falsehood that becomes believable after the fact, gaining semantic sustainability over time. At the time many criminal gangs existed, but they were perceived essentially as groups of casual or random street thugs. The Sicilian name mafiusu was being bandied about to provide a useful designation for them. When it became a moniker, it pinpointed a particular group as a distinct organization, separating it from common thugs. The case of the Mafia reveals a fundamental principle of human cognition—there is no “reality” without a name for it. It is worthwhile repeating here what the anthropological linguist Edward Sapir wrote about this, since the link between language and reality is a critical one for dissecting and neutralizing the endemic threat posed by master liars:


Human beings do not live in the objective world alone, nor alone in the world of social activity as ordinarily understood, but are very much at the mercy of the particular language which has become the medium of expression for their society. It is quite an illusion to imagine that one adjusts to reality essentially without the use of language and that language is merely an incidental means of solving specific problems of communication or reflection. The fact of the matter is that the “real world” is to a large extent unconsciously built up on the language habits of the group.25



A lie distorts that “real world,” by manipulating words to create a false or misleading depiction of it. Criminal groups existed in Sicily long before the Mafia, but the coinage of the word “Mafia” in the late nineteenth century provided a collective label for them; without it, they would have been relegated to the social wayside as nondistinctive  obscure hoodlums. It allowed gangsters to concoct an identity for themselves, as an “honor society.” As Mafia historian Paul Lunde aptly remarks, the “lie of the Mafia as a historically based society has been a disastrous one for Sicily.”26 Already in 1900, Antonino Cutrera, an early anti-Mafia activist and a public security officer, wrote, “For historical and ethnographic reasons, Sicily has for many years suffered a social vice perpetrated on it by the Mafia. This vice has hindered its social development and has compromised the thrust of its civilization.”27 As Machiavelli certainly knew, lies affect the course of history by creating false beliefs that spread throughout a collectivity unsuspectingly. There would be no Mafia, as it has developed today, without the initial lie through which it emerged.

Falsehoods are never believed in the abstract; they must be devised as referring to something that people can understand concretely or to which they can relate personally. One of the slogans that Trump used throughout the campaign and into his presidency is “Drain the Swamp.” This was designed to stoke the resentment that his followers harbored unconsciously about Washington politics, eliciting a graphic mental image of the previous government as mired in corruption. It also added fuel to the feeling of many that a “liberal elite” had taken over America, thwarting its traditional religious and blue-collar values. The “elite” is thus perceived as an “enemy” of America and the mainstream media as the accomplice, ignoring the values and views of “real” Americans, looking down on them as antiquated or ignorant. Whatever the “liberal media” say about Trump, he can now dismiss it as the “fake news” of those in the “swamp.” By repeating such slogans and catchphrases over and over, the mental images they generate become entrenched in many people’s minds suspending their ability to them as metaphors. It is a brilliant Machiavellian strategy, stoking unconscious resentments via metaphor. People at Trump’s rallies love to hear this type of language, which generates a euphoric “high.” Trump’s base is thus prepared to stay with him to the end—no matter what the consequences are, including the risk of losing everything. To quote Sun Tzu, again, the clever subterfuges of the liar-prince cause “the people to be in complete accord with their ruler, so that they will follow him regardless of their lives, undismayed by any danger.”28

Trump is a master Machiavellian liar. In tweets and speeches, he lies repeatedly about the presence of an “enemy of the people” within America, namely the liberal elite, who make up the swamp, which must be drained, so that the real America can retrieve its past greatness. Significantly, although it goes back to Roman times, the phrase enemy of the people was used repeatedly in Soviet Russia as a means to terrify people about a hidden, destructive antisocial force lurking within the society.29 So, in order to “Make America Great Again” (MAGA), the enemy within must be drained out of the swamp so that the real America can reemerge.

Oscar Wilde once wrote that “Life imitates Art far more than Art imitates Life.”30 He was challenging the long-standing Aristotelian notion of mimesis, or the theory that art is an imitation of life. Wilde turned this notion on its head by asserting that “the self-conscious aim of Life is to find expression.”31 Wilde knew that reality and our representations of it are perceived unconsciously as one and the same. He used the example of the London fog to make his case. Although fog has always existed in London, one notices its qualities and effects because “poets and painters have taught the loveliness of such effects. They did not exist till Art had invented them.”32 To extend Wilde’s view, Trump is a master at creating a mental “fog,” with his consummate ability to create persuasive metaphors such as the “swamp” one. Most of Trump’s followers live in the fog he has generated. They perceive his misleading language as a strategy in the overall battle to take back America. It is an example of avoiding unwanted outcomes by ignoring the lies of someone admired.33 As Samuel Butler so insightfully put it, “Belief like any other moving body follows the path of least resistance.”34 Trump’s lying is perceived by his base and allies as part of an ongoing cultural warfare, and thus a necessary tactic for battling the enemy within.

Belief is a paradoxical feature of the human mind, since it is often shaped by events that are false, but which people perceive as true nonetheless. This was brought out by a famous 1940 study, The Invasion from Mars: A Study in the Psychology of Panic, by Princeton psychologist Hadley Cantril and his research team. Their research project aimed to unravel the reasons for the panic created by the 1938 radio broadcast of a docudrama based on H. G. Wells’s novel about interplanetary invasion, War of the Worlds.35 Many listeners believed that the broadcast was real, despite periodic announcements during the broadcast that it was a fictional dramatization. Some residents in the New Jersey area (where the invasion was purported as occurring) fled their homes, calling the local authorities in a hysterical state of mind. After interviewing 135 subjects, Cantril concluded that the key factor in the panic was educational background—better-educated listeners were more likely to recognize the broadcast as fake than were less-educated ones, who were the ones most likely to believe that it was real and to react emotionally.

The study was criticized on the grounds that it did not establish a true correlation between the radio broadcast, the degree of reported panic, and the educational backgrounds of the listeners. Moreover, the panic may have been caused by subsequent media stories that intentionally exaggerated the panic. No deaths or serious injuries were ever linked to the broadcast, and the streets were never overly crowded with hysterical citizens running around in panic as the media claimed. The reported panic may have itself been a media exaggeration, with headlines such as, “Radio Fake Scares Nation” (Chicago Herald Tribune, October 31, 1938); “Radio Listeners in Panic” (New York Times, October 31, 1938); “Fake ‘War’ on Radio Spreads Panic over U.S.” (New York Daily News, October 31, 1938). Nevertheless, the fact remains that some people did react hysterically, perhaps because they were already predisposed to do so by believing in space aliens in the first place—a factor that was not taken into account by the researchers. This topic will be discussed in more detail in the final chapter.




DISCOURSE

We hardly realize the influence that words have on us as we talk to each other. In the 1920s, Russian literary critic Mikhail Bakhtin saw discourse as directive of social behaviors and an intrinsic part of how we construct ideologies or worldviews, political and otherwise.36 Trump has clearly grasped this principle of discourse. His metaphorical slogans—the “swamp,” “enemy of the people,” “fake news,” and “MAGA”—are in fact a type of easily recognizable “Trumpian discourse,” through which he forges images that tap into fears and ill feelings. For example, his attacks against environmental protection measures tap into the dread over the loss of jobs that would ensue from them:


Our precious national treasures must be protected. And they, from now on, will be protected.37

I’ve spoken with many state and local leaders—a number of them here today—who care very much about preserving our land and who are gravely concerned about this massive federal land grab.38

California wildfires are being magnified & made so much worse by the bad environmental laws which aren’t allowing massive amounts of readily available water to be properly utilized. It is being diverted into the Pacific Ocean. Must also tree clear to stop fire from spreading!39



The phrase our precious national treasures reverberates at many levels of unconscious meaning among some people. At one level, it alludes to the sense that the federal government has overstepped the people’s will by taking control of the environment. This purported subjugation of the people’s will is anathema to the adherents of MAGA, including the radical conservatives in Congress who operate as an ideological faction under the aegis of “Freedom Caucus.” This subtle message is reinforced in the second statement above, with the claim that people “are gravely concerned  about this massive federal land grab” and, in states such as California, are subjugated by “bad environmental laws” (third statement). Trumpian discourse works this way—it amalgamates images cohesively to stoke fears of government controlling American lives by putting the environment above them with its foolish laws.

Trumpian discourse is an example of bricolage, a term used by anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss in his 1962 book, La pensée sauvage, to characterize the sense of magic that ritualistic language evokes in members of a group, binding them together indelibly.40 To outsiders, the same words used over and over may appear to be nonsensical, but to insiders, they reinforce a belief system that keeps the group united against perceived enemies. Trump’s most fervent followers at his rallies typically love to hear the same attacks, wisecracks, jokes, and disparagements of the “enemies” (liberals and intellectuals), making them feel united in the quest for a greater good (MAGA). Any breakaway from this type of discourse would literally break the magic spell, and might even lead to Trump’s decline as a leader. As social scientist Wilson Bryan Key suggests, this type of discourse is effective because, like the rhetorical oratory at religious revival meetings, it is designed to stir up emotions and impart a sense of meaningfulness above and beyond the moment, projecting the ritual into the domain of the spiritual.41 Trump’s rallies are, in a phrase, bricolage performances that stir people’s emotions, making them feel part of a moral quest, while entertaining them at the same time. As Oscar Wilde once wrote, “The liar at any rate recognizes that recreation, not instruction, is the aim of conversation, and is a far more civilized being than the blockhead who loudly expresses his disbelief in a story which is told simply for the amusement of the company.”42

The MAGA slogan requires initial commentary here, even though it will be discussed throughout this book. On the surface, it seems simply to evoke an image of an idyllic past, free from the moral relativism of liberalism that many feel beset America under previous presidencies, especially that of Barack Obama. But below this surface, it evokes a phobia of otherness—of anyone who is not racially and culturally white. As a skilled Machiavellian deceiver, Trump realized from the outset of his campaign to become president that he could tap into this phobia with his “birther” claim that Obama was a Muslim who had not been born in the United States. His adoption of this egregious conspiracy theory had an instant and powerful impact on those who were dissatisfied with the style of liberal government that Obama and his followers espoused. The birther falsehood stoked resentment in a large group of people, making it virtually immune from counter-argumentation. Attempts to dispel the birther claim, in fact, have gone awry among Trump’s followers, although Trump no longer mentioned it after he had gained the presidency, and begrudgingly admitted that it was not true. In effect, he no longer needed this falsehood in an overt way, since it became embedded unconsciously in the MAGA narrative, which envisions a social world that would, by implication, never have allowed an African American to become the president.

MAGA is a symbolic rallying cry in a cultural civil war. It recalls Italian Fascist dictator Benito Mussolini’s (1883–1945) similar rallying cry for a recovery of Italy’s imperial Roman past. Mussolini even used the Roman hand salute at his rallies to symbolize the importance of retrieving this past. Trump eerily employs an analogous type of body language to that of Mussolini at his rallies, raising his head imperiously after reciting a falsehood (in a way that is strikingly similar to Mussolini’s head lifts during his speeches). Trump’s opponents act as if his lies and his ludicrous postures at rallies will eventually bring him down, when in actual fact they have raised him up, as writer and political adviser Amanda Carpenter has so cogently argued in her important book, Gaslighting America.43 Followers see Trump in a similar way that Mussolini’s followers saw Il Duce (“the leader’)—as a people’s warrior who has raised the MAGA flag to symbolize the “Real America.” Not by chance, Trump uses the handle “@realDonaldTrump” on his Twitter account.




TRUMP AND MUSSOLINI

Mussolini was a master wordsmith, who manipulated the mindset of Italian society with his own bricolage discourse—repeating the same slogans, clichés, and catchwords ritualistically. He railed against the politically correct speech of the usual suspects of his era—academics, liberal politicians, and intellectuals. His style of discourse resonated with his base, who felt that he talked directly to them, not about them.

As Ruth Ben-Ghiat eloquently argues in an Atlantic magazine article, this type of discourse has always been the style adopted by despots.44 Mussolini fooled everyone when he came onto the political scene with his earthy language, setting himself apart from the intelligentsia of the era, tapping into common people’s belief that liberal intellectuals looked down on anyone who did not talk or think like them. He founded Fascism as an “anti-party” just after World War I. He was seen as an outsider who came forward to drain Italy’s political and social swamp. He challenged the extant politics of the nation, aiming to restore Italy to its purported greater past. His rabble-rouser followers took up his cause enthusiastically, terrorizing Italy with their own incendiary rhetoric and violent protests. Mussolini was a charismatic leader who trusted no one outside his own family, whom he put into positions of power after taking over the government. His rise to prominence was bolstered by blaming the insipid views of the liberal elite for the chaos and the crime rate, which he claimed were constantly rising in Italy.

Trump is a Mussolini clone. He also appointed his family to the government because of his distrust of others. He promised that, if he was elected, “The crime and violence that today afflicts our nation will soon come to an end,”45 echoing Mussolini. As author B. Joey Basamanowicz emphasizes in his book, Believe Me: 21 Lies Told by Donald Trump and What They Reveal about His Vision for America,46 America may be resurrecting a Mussolini-type era, whereby Trump’s empty promises, revision-ist histories, and baseless attacks on political and media opponents are defiling everyday discourse and ripping democratic institutions apart, in the same way that Mussolini’s discourse did to Italian society.

Like Mussolini, Trump has created the false sense of reassurance in his followers that he would be able, alone, to solve problems connected to jobs, immigration, and health care. When Trump spoke to states bordering Mexico during the presidential campaign and whose citizens were affected by immigration, he proclaimed at various rallies that he would build a wall to keep illegal immigrants out of the United States. When he spoke to states whose citizens had grown weary of the liberal establishment he would promise to “drain the swamp.” He knew, in effect, what type of discourse worked with a specific audience, using polling research to shape his talking points. In each rally speech, Trump pretends to be what that particular audience wants him to be. He is a modern-day Tartuffe—the fictional character in Molière’s 1664 play, Tartuffe, subtitled, The Imposter. The parallels between Tartuffe and Trump are startling. In English, the word tartuffe is used to designate a hypocrite who exaggeratedly feigns virtue—a fact that is evident in Trump’s support of moral causes, despite his profligate lifestyle.

Also like Mussolini, Trump portrays himself as the “savior leader” who is ready to free the people from the tyranny of liberalism and political correctness. James Pennebaker, an American social psychologist, found that pronoun use reveals what is in the mind of a speaker.47 An analysis that I made of fifty tweets chosen at random and recordings of five rallies indicates that Trump never uses the pronoun we to refer to the government that he heads; rather, he uses I, setting up the image of a government that revolves around him, proclaiming himself to be the only true leader of the people, and calling those who oppose him “losers,” “haters,” and “lapdogs.” Notice his tactical use of the I pronoun and reference to his unique intelligence in the following tweets:


Sorry losers and haters, but my I.Q. is one of the highest—and you all know it! Please don’t feel so stupid or insecure, it’s not your fault.48

I am the BEST builder, just look at what I’ve built.49

Many people have said I’m the world’s greatest writer of 140 character sentences.50

I will be the greatest job-producing president in American history.51

I will be the best by far in fighting terror.52

Actually, throughout my life, my two greatest assets have been mental stability and being, like, really smart.53



This type of self-adulation is similar to Mussolini’s. Even the name Mussolini adopted for himself, Il Duce, smacked of self-aggrandizement. It comes as no surprise to find that Trump has admired Mussolini, even though when confronted with this fact, he twists his response in dissimulative fashion. During an NBC Meet the Press interview, Trump defended a Mussolini quote he had retweeted. When challenged to explain why he wanted to be associated with a Fascist dictator, Trump cunningly replied as follows:


No, I want to be associated with interesting quotes. And people, you know, I have almost 14 million people between Instagram and Face-book and Twitter and all of that. And we do interesting things. And I sent it out. And certainly, hey, it got your attention, didn’t it?54



Trump sees himself as an American Duce. He has developed a whole lexicon of personal insults, as did Mussolini, which will be discussed in more detail later. These are intended to belittle opponents, so that he, the leader, can rise above everyone. During the primaries leading up to the 2016 presidential campaign, he called candidate Jeb Bush “low energy Jeb,”55 Marco Rubio “little Marco,”56 and then Hillary Clinton, his adversary in the campaign, “Crooked Hillary,”57 all alluding to ascribed weaknesses in character or appearance. He called undocumented Mexicans “rapists and criminals”58 and women “dogs.”59 These are not just insults; they are part of Trump’s promotion of a persona who shows bravado by defying politically correct speech. Like Mussolini, he aims to destroy the liberal establishment by pitting himself against their nonsensical rules of hypocritical decorum that so many have come to loathe. Even his refrain of “draining the swamp” is modeled on a phrase used by Mussolini— drenare la palude (“drain the swamp”), which Mussolini used to rationalize his firing of over 35,000 civil servants when he came to power, as noted by Madeleine Albright (Obama’s secretary of state) in her 2018 book, Fascism: A Warning.60 Mussolini knew that with this metaphor he could justify the elimination of his enemies, convincing his followers that his opponents were part of an effete bureaucracy that was purportedly strangling Italy. As journalist John Kelly observes, the same phrase, “drain the swamp,” appeared in a Wisconsin newspaper in 1903: “Socialists are not satisfied with killing a few of the mosquitoes which come from the capitalist swamp; they want to drain the swamp,” which were the words uttered by a Social Democratic Party organizer.61 The same expression has actually been used by politicians on the left and the right, including Pat Buchanan and Nancy Pelosi.

It is not possible to psychoanalyze Trump’s understanding of the term, nor from which source he adopted it. Nevertheless, the parallel with Mussolini’s metaphor is remarkable. Mussolini actually drained real physical swamps, using the phrase drenare la palude to acknowledge this real accomplishment. But he used it as well as a metaphor for the larger political and social swamp that he aimed to drain.




ALIENATION

The question of why a masterful liar-prince can conquer the minds and hearts of people through mendacity is the central one in any discussion of the Art of the Lie. One likely reason is that people occasionally feel marginalized and even ostracized by the society in which they live. There may be other reasons (of course), but this is a central one, as Machiavelli certainly understood long before the contemporary psychological research on alienation and marginalization. Already in the Renaissance, he understood that this feeling presents an opportunity for the liar-prince to promise a restoration of a sense of belonging—by any means possible, ethical or unethical. This has actually happened throughout history. A classic example is the French Revolution and the overthrow of the Bourbon monarchy in France in the period between 1789 and 1799. The crisis started with a meeting of the legislative assembly in May of 1789, when French society was undergoing a serious economic crisis. In July of that same year, the people stormed Bastille prison. The revolution became increasingly violent and ruthless under the leadership of the Jacobins and lawyer Maximilien de Robespierre. The execution of Louis XVI in January of 1793 was followed by Robespierre’s so-called Reign of Terror, which failed to produce a stable form of republican government and was eventually overthrown by Napoleon in 1799. The people who rose up against the monarchy had become disenchanted with the aristocracy, feeling dispossessed and disparaged by its members. The latter sentiment came to be symbolized by a purported (but unverified) statement by Marie Antoinette, “Let them eat cake,” which she supposedly uttered upon learning that the peasants did not even have bread to eat.

Psychologically, alienation is defined as a feeling of isolation from society, experienced by people who believe that society is unresponsive to their emotional needs.62 The term was originally coined by Karl Marx to describe the sense of estrangement that he assumed working-class people (the proletariat) felt in a capitalist system.63 But French social theorist Émile Durkheim suggested that alienation stemmed not from a particular type of polity, but rather from a loss of moral and religious traditions in a secularized and materialistic world.64 He coined the term anomie to refer to the sense of irrational purposelessness that may arise in such a society.

Anomie may have been a subtle factor in the rise of Trump, who understood strategically that religious groups, such as white American evangelicals, felt an urgent need to restore their own model of morality to America. The religious right instantly saw Trump as the one who would make the restoration realizable politically, ignoring his morally checkered life.65 Cleverly, Trump took their side on moral issues, assuring legislation to revisit abortion, promising to appoint federal judges and Supreme Court justices to overturn previous liberal judgments. In other words, many white evangelicals saw Trump as a vessel who would adopt their religious agenda and implement it, no matter what opposition he faced. (This topic will be discussed in more detail in chapters 3 and 7.) Before Trump’s rise to power the mass media hardly paid attention to the religious right. Evangelicals saw the liberal media as promoting a secular worldview and moral relativism, while at the same time looking down implicitly and superciliously on their own religious views. They saw Trump as the person who would champion their religious ideology, no matter his philandering past lifestyle.




EPILOGUE

“Divide and conquer” is an expression that Machiavelli used in another one of his books, The Art of War, so as to suggest that the most effective strategy for conquering people is to divide the forces of the enemy, break up existing power structures, and stir up rivalries within the populace.66 This can be done in military ways, of course, but the best approach is through the Art of the Lie—a tactic that Mussolini and Trump certainly understood before coming to power. Trump’s divisive language is effective because it crawls surreptitiously into the subconscious, below the filters of conscious reflection, to produce images of those who are outside MAGA culture as “invaders” and “aliens,” as Trump has called nonwhite immigrants. During the presidential campaign, he started to avoid heterogeneous crowds because of the chances of having to face unwanted conflict, talking exclusively to his base, which, he knew, would be enthusiastically supportive of his rallying cries against America’s enemies— from within and without. In such a friendly atmosphere he could openly attack liberals and immigrants with brutal language. As George Orwell so insightfully put it, “Everyone believes in the atrocities of the enemy and disbelieves in those of his own side.”67

Trump’s followers are firmly in his camp, willing to accept anything he says, perceiving his discourse style as a primary tactic for fighting enemies in the ongoing “cold civil war,” as the renowned journalist Carl Bernstein has characterized the dangerous state of affairs created by Trump: “We are in a cold civil war in this country. These two events, both the Mueller investigation and the Kavanaugh nomination, are almost the Gettysburg and Antietam, the absolute central battles of this cold civil war.”68 As journalist Ben Yagoda points out, the same phrase was used before Bernstein, in a 1950 New York Times article by one of its editors, Delbert Clark, in reference to the climate of fear and intimidation that McCarthyism had brought about in that era.69 Discontented with America’s liberal approaches to race, ethnicity, and morality, Trump’s followers see the cultural war in terms of moral privilege. For this reason, his allies defend his stances and policies, no matter what they are, because they see themselves as his ersatz soldiers in this war. Trump’s speeches are laden with dog whistles, symbolic metaphors, and bellicose slogans that fuel the will to fight the deep state.

Trumpian discourse has been promoted and reinforced by the alt-right social media universe. Even Trump’s lies about his own lies are seen as strategic. This is why, as political commentator David Frum so aptly puts it, “Trump lies without qualm or remorse. If necessary, he then lies about the lie.”70
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