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INTRODUCTION

Collecting these utterances by our now president over the past year and a bit, I’ve found myself returning time and again to the same question: What exactly is wrong with this guy?

The most widely publicized clinical evaluation came from Gail Sheehy, the famed psycho-journalist. Sheehy wrote a lengthy article in Vanity Fair proposing that George W. Bush suffers from undiagnosed dyslexia. Within a few hours of the piece’s publication, the Republican nominee had responded, “The woman who knew that I had dyslexia—I never interviewed her.” People who read this quote in the newspaper might have thought the Texas governor was kidding around. Reporters like me who were surrounding him on an airport tarmac in California when he made the remark knew that, alas, he was not trying to be funny.
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That comment notwithstanding, I don’t think Bush is dyslexic. When confronted with a TelePrompTer, Bush squints, knits his eyebrows, and peers into it like an admiral trying to discern landfall in the twilight. Yet he has no special trouble rendering his speechwriter’s words in the proper order as they scroll past his eyeballs. The trouble arises when Bush isn’t reading what someone else has written for him, and comes up with stuff like “I understand small business growth. I was one” or “What a good man the Englers are!”

Dana Milbank of The Washington Post identified another possible pathology. Bush, Milbank suggested, might have contracted a mild case of apraxia. According to Lyn Goldberg, a speech pathologist at George Washington University, victims of apraxia have trouble selecting, timing and ordering sounds, which causes them to shorten words (as in “vile” for “viable” or “subsidiation” for “subsidization”). But this can’t be it either. Bush just as often reinterprets familiar words by making them longer (as in “subliminable” or “analyzation”). And apraxia, which is often caused by a stroke, is a serious disorder that disrupts neural programming and often leaves its patients unable to speak at all. Bush has not been afflicted to this degree, though at times he does appear headed in that direction.
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Could the Man from Midland simply be a bit thick? Texas troublemakers like Paul Begala and Molly Ivins tend to favor this view, expressing it in the sort of colorful metaphor for which their state is known. Our president ain’t the brightest bulb on the tree. He ain’t the sharpest tool in the shed, either. He may be a few fries short of a Happy Meal, etc., etc. Some of Bush’s comments do lend support to this interpretation. I’m thinking of Bush’s accusation that Democrats treat Social Security “like it’s some kind of federal program,” and the postelection civics lesson in which he reminded us, “The legislature’s job is to write law. It’s the executive branch’s job to interpret law.” Under the educational standards Bush has supported in Texas, he’d be doing eighth grade for the thirty-ninth time. Still, I think we have to admit that Dubya is no Dan Quayle. In fact, he’s much funnier.
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