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I happily and lovingly dedicate this book to my mother, Carol Schoen, who has taught me more about life than anyone I have ever known.






“Most people can bear adversity. But if you wish to know what a man really is, give him power.”

ROBERT G. INGERSOLL, Abraham Lincoln: A Lecture (1895)








INTRODUCTION

I AM WRITING to you about the world as it is, not the world as it ought to be. To my regret, and surely yours also, the two are not the same at all. In the world as it ought to be, people are honest, altruistic, and loyal. In the world as it is, they are too often, perhaps most often, none of these things. We discover, sometimes too late, they are deceptive, self-centered, and fickle. Yet this is the world we must each navigate. We have to manage the life that we have, so as best to achieve the life we ought to have. The people in power can afford to hire people like me to help them. The rest of us have to figure it out ourselves. Don’t fret: I am here to help you.

You, too, can live like a leader, in your particular world. People may sometimes be greedy and narrow-minded, but they can also be brave and visionary and inspiring. In a lifetime as a political consultant, my clients have included a famous assassin–turned prime minister; a celebrated “terrorist” who also became the leader of his country; a bootlegger-pimp who was elected as a pioneering civil rights mayor; and a “Mafia priest” who rebuilt one of America’s poorest slums. I have advised presidents and prime ministers and congresspeople and mayors and billionaire businessmen who raised up the poor, empowered the downtrodden, stood up for the persecuted, rose up against oppressors, battled rogue nuclear states, fought just wars, and made peace. Two of my clients—Yitzhak Rabin in Israel and Zoran Djindjic in Yugoslavia—were assassinated, as was the brother of a third, Medgar Evers in Mississippi. Three—Menachem Begin, Shimon Peres, and Rabin in Israel—won the Nobel Peace Prize. I advised President Bill Clinton how to handle the Monica Lewinsky scandal and conducted the first-ever presidential poll for Donald Trump. I helped both Ed Koch and Michael Bloomberg become mayor of New York. The lessons I have learned from them about the dynamics of power, you can learn too. These fifty principles of power, arranged in six simple steps, will help anyone, as they have helped me, optimize their prospects of success. My message: With a thought-out strategy, you, too, can do great things in your life.


“I was once hired by one of America’s big lottery companies to conduct a poll to determine whether the public preferred a one-in-a-million chance of winning $1 million, or a one-in-five-hundred chance of winning $1,000.”



As I would with a presidential candidate or a business titan, I offer you here a clear strategy. It is an unfortunate fact that many of us, if not most of us, suffer from poor decision-making. Time and again, we anticipate extraordinary outcomes that are so unlikely that we put our entire lives and livelihoods at risk. Dazzled by hope and desire, or by sheer need, we seem unable to weigh probabilities with proper perspective and rational judgment. We treat life as if it were a Lotto ticket. When we don’t win, we are taken aback by outcomes that were perfectly foreseeable by others who were able to calculate correctly.

I was once hired by one of America’s big lottery companies to conduct a poll to determine whether the public preferred a one-in-a-million chance of winning $1 million, or a one-in-five-hundred chance of winning $1,000. Trick question: I thought it was obvious that people would prefer the better odds. Not so. Some 70 percent of Americans prefer to take the long shot, despite the poorer chance of success.

The starting point of this book is the injunction not to do yourself self-harm. This is so fundamental that it should be self-evident, but it is surprisingly not. How many times do we see people who run a successful business try to expand too far or branch out into activities they are not suited for? This book reflects not only the lessons I have learned from those in power, but also the ways I have tried to manage my own life and my own business: with diligence, determination, and ambition, but also with circumspection.

You will find here a roadmap to accurately evaluate yourself and your circumstances and to play the cards you have at the right time to maximum effect. It will help you not just if you want to become Leader of the Free World; it will help you in your workplace, your community, your family, and even, for those unlucky enough to be there, your prison. We are all, after all, in our own prison. And we all seek to jailbreak in our own way. Some seek to escape to wealth and fame, others to political power, but most of us just seek our own independence. To help you free yourself, here in fifty simple truths is my insider’s guide to power.







PART ONE KNOW YOURSELF


The inscription on the Oracle at Delphi—and surely the best advice anyone ever gave anybody.
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BILL CLINTON

President of the United States 1993–2001, Governor of Arkansas 1979–1981, 1983–1992
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White House intern Monica Lewinsky caught the eye of President Bill Clinton—but their relationship cost him his reputation.






Truth 1 FIRST, DO NO SELF-HARM



To this day, the medical profession lives by the Hippocratic Oath dating back to Ancient Greece. Its main injunction to doctors and nurses is to protect the patient: “First, do no harm.” In the realm of power, the requirement is even more fundamental: “First, do no self-harm.” Half the damage you will suffer, perhaps more, will be self-inflicted. Avoid it and you are already halfway there.






WITH MY HELP behind the scenes, Bill Clinton emerged triumphant from the 1996 election. Having successfully repositioned himself as a centrist after a brief entente with the Left, Clinton won re-election by almost 9 percentage points—the first Democratic president to win two full terms since Franklin Delano Roosevelt in 1936.

This spectacular victory set him up to be a potentially transformational president in an era of American world dominance after victory in the Cold War. Having boldly proclaimed that “the era of Big Government is over,” he stood at the threshold of a major renovation of America that included finally grasping the nettle of Social Security reform. The post–Cold War economy was thriving and the stock market booming. Ultimately, however, a petty sexual scandal vitiated his precious second term and irreparably weakened his presidency.

These days, especially with the advent of the Me-Too movement, Bill Clinton has lost his broad popularity. Sometimes, Clinton can no longer even appear in public without sparking angry protests.

This is profoundly sad to me because his enormous contributions to politics and policy often go unremarked and unacknowledged. Having heard him speak a number of times privately, I feel it is a profound loss to America that Bill Clinton no longer has the public voice that he used to.

I watched this unraveling happen close up, in painful slow motion, from inside the White House.

Clinton is the most accomplished political operative I have ever met. A charismatic, working-class, southern white boy (and musician), he is the Elvis Presley of American politics: an absolute natural. He had it all: He could play a local crowd, he could analyze a state, he could think through a political problem, and he had more sincere compassion for people than virtually any other politician I have ever seen.

He asked me to join him midway through his first term as president to help him fight the 1996 election. For a political consultant, he was a dream. He operated by the Socratic method: asking questions. His view was that he would achieve a better result through a vigorous debate among advisers. I remember him instructing me, even beseeching me, “I don’t want to hear what you think I want to hear. I want to hear what you think, fully and completely, always.”

He is also one of the most attractive men I have met. When he would feast his eyes on a woman, and look into her eyes, he was mesmerizing. However, he was unable to control his urges despite the obvious self-harm it caused. Some women, like Juanita Broaddrick, Paula Jones, and Kathleen Willey, made accusations against him that literally boggled my mind.

Less than a year into his second term, I found myself mired in the scandal over the president’s relationship with the twenty-two-year-old White House intern, Monica Lewinsky.


“I watched this unraveling happen close up, in painful slow motion, from inside the White House.”



That the scandal blew up should really have been no surprise to me, and particularly to him, since Bill had already had a similar scare on the campaign trail in 1992 with a lounge-singer named Gennifer Flowers. But his wife, Hillary, stood by her man on 60 Minutes and Bill survived to fight another day.

Bill’s encounters with Monica in the private hallway off the Oval Office proved a far greater threat than Flowers. She was not only much younger but was also his subordinate in the White House hierarchy. Bill insisted on TV, “I did not have sexual relations with that woman, Miss Lewinsky.” His calculation was that he needed his support in the House of Representatives and only a categorical denial would do. I watched the White House surreptitiously mount a whispering campaign to discredit Lewinsky.

Although the Lewinsky scandal led to him becoming only the second president ever impeached by the House, Clinton, frankly, never understood the fundamental problem. He always insisted that the passive receipt of oral pleasure was not sex—a concept that someone who is not a former law professor like him might struggle to comprehend. Just as some men need a stiff drink in times of stress, he felt he needed sexual relief.

The “opportunity cost” of the scandal was immense—both for Clinton and America. Clinton was never able to reimagine government for a new era, as he had promised to do. There was also, I believe, a serious impact on national security. On August 20, 1998, Clinton ordered cruise missile strikes against al-Qaeda in Sudan and Afghanistan in retaliation for the bombing of the US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania. The strikes, named Operation Infinite Reach, missed Osama bin Laden. Beset by the Lewinsky affair, the Clinton Administration lost focus and leverage to pursue him aggressively and bin Laden struck again on 9/11.

Clinton’s considered explanation of his misbehavior with Monica was essentially “just because I could”—a comment that displays a remarkable lack of self-knowledge for a man of such obvious intelligence. In his memoir, My Life, he called it “selfish stupidity.” To this day, he appears befuddled by the Monica fuss. When she co-produced a TV miniseries about the saga in 2021, the fact that he was unable to offer her the apology she is owed left me disappointed and saddened.

It is a blindness that has damaged not just Bill Clinton himself but also his wife, politically as well as emotionally. When Hillary ran against Donald Trump for the presidency in 2016, Trump fended off pressure over his “Grab ’em by the p----y” comments by invoking Bill’s sexual misdeeds. Longtime Republican operative Roger Stone co-wrote a 2016 book titled The Clintons’ War on Women and invited Bill’s accusers Broaddrick, Willey, and Jones to embarrass Hillary at the second presidential debate in St Louis. This was a deliberate act of diversion that may well have distracted Hillary Clinton. It further damaged her chances of becoming America’s first female president. What Bill considered innocent dalliances ended up hurting not just himself but also Hillary. Harming your wife also counts as self-harm.



DONALD TRUMP

President of the United States 2017–2021
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The idea that the owner of soon-to-be bankrupt casinos could be elected president seemed ridiculous when I did Donald Trump’s first presidential poll in 1987.






Truth 2 YOUR WEAKNESSES ARE YOUR STRENGTHS…



People generally underrate their weaknesses. But it is important to recognize them—and not just to avoid them—because a weakness is often a strength in another context.






I DID THE FIRST POLL for Donald Trump to test his chances of being elected president of the United States—in 1987! At the time, I thought the whole thing was ridiculous. The guy was flirting with bankruptcy with his casinos in Atlantic City; he did not listen to anybody; he could be abusive; and he did not pay his bills.

My first meeting with him took place in his office on the now-famous twenty-sixth floor of Trump Tower. He was much more low-key than he appears now, and much more uncertain about how to present himself, but equally quick to act like he knew better than you.

In contrast to what you read in the media, Trump in person is actually a very smart and thoughtful man—if he is not under the gun. Trump, however, feels under the gun any time he is in a meeting with more than two people. On such occasions—and particularly if there was a woman present—he feels an absolute need to dominate the conversation. Which he does.

I worked closely with him doing market research on his casinos and his short-lived airline, the Trump Shuttle, so I can confirm one of his best-known flaws: You could not do a standard presentation to him. I remember showing up with fifty to a hundred slides to do a presentation to him, and getting through just three or four slides before he started to dominate the conversation. His inability to listen is now legendary. It is the narrative of just about every book and article written about his administration.


“He didn’t even ask what I was doing there unannounced. ‘Donald, you’ve got to pay,’ I declared.”



Trump’s niece Mary, who has a PhD in clinical psychology, insists her uncle’s domineering behavior and reality-defying hyperbole are the consequence of his upbringing by his “sociopathic” father, Fred, the second-generation German immigrant who built the family’s real-estate empire in the New York borough of Queens. In Mary Trump’s telling, Donald was forced to become his own cheerleader to impress his father. “By the time of his election, Donald met any challenges to his sense of superiority with anger, his fear and vulnerabilities so effectively buried that he didn’t even have to acknowledge they existed,” she wrote.

Mary, the daughter of Donald Trump’s older brother, Freddy, comes, of course, from a line of the family that was virtually disinherited because Freddy, an alcoholic, died when he was just forty-two. The family drama she describes in her book Too Much and Never Enough: How my Family Created the World’s Most Dangerous Man is often heart-rending. After she complains to her grandmother Mary—after whom she is named—that she has been cut out of the family inheritance, her grandmother writes Mary out of her own will as well. But what is a problem around the Thanksgiving table is not necessarily a problem in power politics.

In politics you have to have thick skin. You have to be willing to deal with the slings and arrows from your opponents, and do what Donald Trump did singularly well, which is to stand up to criticism. He is able to do that in a way that actually brings in more votes rather than costs him support. What to Mary Trump is hard-heartedness can in politics be called resilience.

Donald’s first tentative foray into national politics came on September 2, 1987, when he placed a full-page open letter “To the American People” in the New York Times, the Washington Post, and the Boston Globe. The ad complained that America’s allies were freeloading by failing to pay their fair share for the United States defending them, which later became a familiar Trump theme. The man famed for his fragile ego concluded with a very Trumpian punch line: “Let’s not let our great country be laughed at any more.”

Our 1987 poll concluded, as I had always expected, that Trump was very unlikely to be elected president the following year. In a poll, you game-test the campaign to answer a simple question that is not answered simply: How easy or difficult is it to elect the candidate? We asked people whether they had heard of Donald Trump and whether they would vote for him. We then offered voters tidbits of information about the would-be candidate to determine whether that information made them more or less likely to support him. Though he was already a tabloid figure in New York City, we found that he still had little name recognition nationwide. This was before he hosted The Apprentice on TV for fourteen seasons. While we found there was resonance for a man with his message, he had just 15 to 20 percent favorability. There was not yet the current scale of anti-systemic anger that would favor an outsider candidate. The main obstacle, however, proved to be the state of his Atlantic City casinos, which were heading inexorably into insolvency. The idea of running for president while you had a bankrupt casino was, to say the least, very problematic.

Typically, as we now know, Trump did not pay me for the poll. The outstanding amount was the then not-inconsiderable sum of $80,000. So I decided to take matters into my own hands. One Friday, I had lunch with a friend at the Harvard Club—a place that is culturally about as far from Donald Trump as it is possible to be, but geographically lies just thirteen blocks from Trump Tower. As I was walking home up Fifth Avenue, I decided to go into Trump Tower and confront him. In those pre-9/11 days, there was little security. I just took the elevator to the twenty-sixth floor, brushed past the receptionist, and strode into his office, where he was sitting. He looked up, showing no surprise. He didn’t even ask what I was doing there unannounced. “Donald, you’ve got to pay,” I declared. He looked at me and gestured at a stack of papers standing about eighteen inches high on his desk. “You see this pile?” he asked. “I’ve got all these invoices to pay. You want me to pull yours out?” I responded with what I thought was a quick and clever reply. “But, Donald, I only need one check.” Without fuss, he said, “That’s okay.” He wrote out a check and handed it to me, and I went straight out to the bank.

His reaction has always impressed me. I think he thought my unexpected appearance and demand showed the kind of person I was—and he appreciated my chutzpah. Rather than be offended, I think he thought I’d shown a little moxie. The encounter did not generate any ill-will at all.

If he were a buffoon and an idiot, as so often portrayed in the media, he couldn’t have pulled off winning the presidency. He beat ten other candidates in the Republican primary and then defeated the Clinton machine. Even though Hillary Clinton was unpopular, she still had a war chest of $1.8 billion that dwarfed Trump’s less-than-$1 billion.

In 1987, I did not think he’d be president. But when I saw his staying power, his resilience, and his ability to manipulate public opinion, I was not surprised. Whether it is an adaptation to a dysfunctional father, or whether it’s tenacity that goes off the charts, we have never had anyone in American life do what Trump did. It was an extraordinary accomplishment for a man who had never been in politics. The last outsider to win the presidency was Dwight D. Eisenhower—a five-star general who won World War II.

Throughout his term in office, Trump doubled down on the traits that had got him so far: overweening self-confidence, domineering behavior, his stubborn refusal to listen to anybody other than himself. While they had served as a source of strength to him in winning power, they proved a weakness once he was in power. If he had not acted as crazy as he did about the COVID-19 virus, if he had just spoken to all of us about the need to pull together, if he had just acknowledged that there were no answers and that he was trying to balance public health with the economic well-being of the country, which we all knew anyway, and if he had been willing just to wear a mask, he’d have been re-elected in 2020. I don’t think there is any doubt of that.



EHUD BARAK

Prime Minister of Israel 1999–2001
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Ehud Barak, left, disguised himself as an aircraft technician to rescue hostages in the 1972 hijacking at Tel Aviv’s Lod Airport.






Truth 3 …AND YOUR STRENGTHS ARE YOUR WEAKNESSES



We are often told to “play to our strengths.” But there is a peril to this also. Personality is seamless so that even the most obvious strengths are rarely just strengths. They can also be unappreciated weaknesses.






IT IS NOT EVERY DAY that I meet a highly trained assassin. By the time of our first encounter, Ehud Barak was Israel’s most decorated soldier. He was famous above all for cross-dressing as a woman for a daredevil commando raid into Lebanon to assassinate three Palestinian Liberation Organization figures. In 1973, Barak, then commander of Israel’s special forces, Sayeret Matkal, had disembarked at night from a boat on the Beirut waterfront and led the assault on three apartments on the city’s Rue Verdun. The successful attack became the stuff of legend, later featured in the 2005 Steven Spielberg movie Munich. Barak and two other members of the thirteen-man squad disguised themselves in drag with wigs and flared pants as female partygoers with their boyfriends. Barak, then thirty-one, played the “mother” of the group, carrying the team’s radio in a large purse. When his real wife woke up to find him back at home after the successful completion of the mission, he was still wearing his blue eye shadow and mascara.


“I could tell that he was a trained killer: He had a steely coldness in his eyes.”



It was a very unlikely preparation for our first experience of working together: a business meeting in Florida to discuss marketing strategy for SlimFast diet products. Barak, who had recently completed his term as Israeli chief of staff, was serving as an adviser to S. Daniel “Danny” Abraham, the owner of SlimFast and the founder of a think tank on Middle East peace. Barak and I flew down to West Palm Beach on Abraham’s private plane to offer our insights. He was by then somewhat portly. Obviously, he had never used SlimFast. Even though we were discussing diet products mostly used by downscale women, it was immediately clear to me that he had a brilliant strategic mind. I could tell, however, that he was a trained killer: He had a steely coldness in his eyes.

A small number of people you meet in life are very smart, and an even smaller number are ruthlessly brilliant, but most are neither. Barak was both very, very smart and ruthlessly brilliant. My later dealings with him, as a political consultant, confirmed that view—but also allowed me to see how self-confident brilliance was also his Achilles’ heel.

After a thirty-six-year military career in which he had commanded Israel’s special forces, led a tank battalion across the Suez Canal in the 1973 Yom Kippur War, run military intelligence, and finally become chief of staff, Barak decided to enter the battlefield of Israeli politics. Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin, one of Israel’s long line of soldier-statesmen, also a previous chief of staff, asked Barak to become interior minister. But Rabin was gunned down at a peace rally by a Jewish extremist in 1995 in an attack that shocked Israel. His successor, Shimon Peres, appointed Barak as foreign minister. When Peres lost the election the following year to his right-wing challenger, Benjamin “Bibi” Netanyahu, Barak called me in to sound out his own prospects.

At the end of 1997, I was hired with my colleague Zev Furst to provide Barak with a comprehensive polling picture of the electorate. Bibi Netanyahu had served under Barak in the Sayeret Matkal, as had his older brother, Yoni Netanyahu. Bibi and Barak had worked closely in the special forces. In 1972, Barak had picked the more junior Bibi as one of his team to storm a hijacked Sabena airliner that had landed at Tel Aviv’s Lod Airport. Yoni, the more senior and battle-tested of the two brothers, had been training in the Negev desert and arrived later at the scene demanding to be added to one of the assault teams. Following an unwritten Sayeret Matkal rule, Barak refused to allow the two brothers to go into harm’s way together. The brothers discussed it among themselves and left it up to Barak to make the choice. Barak chose Bibi, telling Yoni: “Today it’s Bibi.” Dressed in white overalls as mechanics, Barak’s force seized the Boeing 707, killing two of the hijackers and capturing the other two. One of the ninety passengers was also shot dead. Bibi’s arm was grazed by a bullet in the fight.

Yoni, who became Barak’s deputy, infiltrated into Beirut with him for the Rue Verdun raid (though Yoni was not required to dress as a woman). Then in 1976, Sayeret Matkal was scrambled to deal with another hijacked airliner, this time at Uganda’s Entebbe airport. By then, Yoni had succeeded Barak as the chief of special forces—and was also his downstairs neighbor in their apartment building in Ramat HaSharon, north of Tel Aviv. Barak was named the overall commander of the Entebbe rescue operation with Yoni charged with leading the audacious assault. It was in this battle, which successfully freed 102 of the 106 hostages, that Yoni was shot dead. Barak asked his wife to go downstairs to break the news of his death to Yoni’s wife.

Despite this intense history, Barak gave me no sign that he had more than a passing acquaintance with Bibi Netanyahu. Even as the 1999 election drew closer, we had no discussion at all about what kind of man his opponent, Bibi, was. His sole focus was: “What is the best way to win this election? Tell me what to do and I will do it.” Barak spoke of himself as a general seeking “intelligence,” not a politician seeking strategic advice.

Barak publicly announced he was hiring our rival pollster Stanley Greenberg along with Democratic Party strategists James Carville and Bob Shrum. Greenberg had played a key role in the victories of both Bill Clinton and Britain’s Tony Blair. Nevertheless, I continued to provide separate polling advice to Barak in the background.
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