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INTRODUCTION 16,000 Falsehoods



“As the vilest writer hath his readers, so the greatest liar hath his believers: and it often happens, that if a lie be believed only for an hour, it hath done its work.”

—Jonathan Swift, “The Art of Political Lying,” 1710



Every president lies—at some point.

It’s the nature of politics and diplomacy. Sometimes, a president might convince himself that a lie is in the national interest. A president might lie to shield the public from damaging information that could undermine sensitive missions. A lie could be a way to protect intelligence vital to national security. Or a presidential falsehood could be inadvertent, the result of sloppy staff work or wishful thinking.

Not every lie is equal. There is the daily fluff of campaigning—marketing embellishments meant to secure political support, such as Barack Obama’s “If you like your health-care plan, you’ll be able to keep your health-care plan.” There are lies to prevent embarrassment, such as John F. Kennedy’s denial that he had Addison’s disease or Bill Clinton’s denial that he had an affair with Monica Lewinsky. There are lies to protect national security, such as Kennedy faking a cold to cancel a campaign tour so he could meet with top aides about the still-secret Cuban Missile Crisis. And at the top of the scale, there are lies to cover up important crimes—such as the Watergate scandal—and lies of policy deception: Lyndon B. Johnson minimizing the war in Vietnam, Richard Nixon hiding the secret bombing of Cambodia, and Ronald Reagan denying the Iran-Contra scandal.

Just about every recent president is associated with one big lie. Sometimes, a falsehood becomes notorious because it seemed out of character for that president.

Dwight Eisenhower, now ranked by many historians as one of the greatest presidents, approved a series of statements designed to cover up secret overflights of the Soviet Union by American U-2 spy planes. The president’s misleading comments were based on the mistaken belief that the pilot of a missing U.S. “weather plane” was dead and his aircraft had been destroyed. But the pilot, Gary Powers, had miraculously survived after being shot down by Russian surface-to-air missiles. Eisenhower’s error proved to be a propaganda bonanza for Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev, as the Soviets could disprove U.S. claims with both a live pilot and the plane’s wreckage. Years later, Eisenhower was asked what his “greatest regret” as president was. “The lie we told,” he said. “I didn’t realize how high a price we were going to pay for that lie.”

And then there’s Donald Trump, the most mendacious president in U.S. history. He almost never expresses regret. He’s not known for one big lie—just a constant stream of exaggerated, invented, boastful, purposely outrageous, spiteful, inconsistent, dubious and false claims.

From the start of Trump’s presidency, The Washington Post Fact Checker team has catalogued every false or misleading statement he has made. As of Jan. 20, 2020, three years after Trump took the oath of office, the count stood at 16,241.

That works out to about 15 claims per day. But the pace of deception has quickened exponentially. He averaged about six claims a day in 2017, nearly 16 a day in 2018 and more than 22 a day in 2019. Indeed, the president made more false or misleading claims in 2019 than he did in 2017 and 2018 combined.

Some days are simply astonishing: On Sept. 7, 2018, he made 125 claims. On Dec. 18, 2019, 126 claims. And on Nov. 5, 2018, 139 claims. October is an especially dangerous month for the truth: In October 2018, the president tallied 1,205 claims, and in October 2019, the count was 1,159.

The pace and frequency of Trump’s falsehoods can feel mind-numbing—and many Americans appear to have tuned out the torrent of presidential misstatements. In 2003, George W. Bush’s administration was thrown off course for months, with a top official offering his resignation and a presidential aide eventually convicted of perjury, after the president’s State of the Union address included 16 words—“The British government has learned that Saddam Hussein recently sought significant quantities of uranium from Africa”—that turned out to be based on inconclusive evidence.

By contrast, Trump routinely says dozens of things in each State of the Union address, campaign rally and major speech that are flat wrong—with barely any consequence.

At a January 2020 rally, Trump casually announced that he had “made a deal. I saved a country.” He contended that he should have been awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for achieving peace between Ethiopia and neighboring Eritrea. Ethiopia’s prime minister had been given the Nobel for negotiating a peace deal after 20 years of bloody conflict. Trump had had nothing to do with those peace talks.

Trump had confused these negotiations with another set of talks, between Ethiopia and Egypt, and he had maligned the head of another country. In any other presidency, such remarks likely would have resulted in a scandal or at least days of negative news reports. In the Trump presidency, the statement passed by with virtually no notice.

This book is not simply a catalogue of false claims; rather, it is a guide to Trump’s attack on the truth. The construction of false but boastful narratives about his achievements is at the core of his political strategy and it is a key to his personality. Trump took office as trust in government institutions was rapidly declining—a drop he has exacerbated with attacks on the FBI, intelligence agencies and what he calls the “deep state.” He has constructed a vision of America that connects with the frustrations of his supporters—but leaves little room for opposing viewpoints or even respectful dialogue with people who are not in his base. That laser focus on his base, and his tradition-shattering embrace of lurid rhetoric and coarse insults, helps explain why many of his supporters believe in him with such fervor—and also why a majority of Americans continue to disapprove of his performance, despite economic numbers during his first three years in office, before the coronavirus crisis hit, that would have earned the envy of many past presidents.

Trump’s falsehoods can be overwhelming, so we’ve organized this book to be digested in whatever way readers find useful. Read it straight through to get the full impact and meaning of the president’s mendacity. Or dip into the chapters that most intrigue you; each chapter stands on its own. We have strived to avoid repetition, but repetition is one of Trump’s favorite tools, and we do want to reflect how and why he uses it to persuade people of his message. The first chapter assembles Trump’s most noteworthy falsehoods, across all subjects. The next three chapters document Trump’s lies about himself, his attacks on his perceived enemies, and his deception of his political base. Chapter Five examines how Trump uses his favorite transmitter of falsehoods: his Twitter account. The final five chapters detail Trump’s major falsehoods about important policy areas: immigration, economics and trade, foreign policy, the Ukraine controversy that led to his impeachment, and the coronavirus crisis that dominated 2020. In between the chapters are quick glimpses at some of the oddest and most oft-repeated themes that emerge from the Trumpian landscape of falsehoods and exaggerations. The conclusion considers Trump’s impact on truth in American politics. Finally, at the end of the book, an appendix demonstrates how Trump combines dozens of falsehoods in a single campaign rally, delivering to his followers a rousing but confounding stew of misstatements, lies and the occasional actual fact.

Facts and figures are a critical part of most politicians’ arsenals. But whether people actually care if those facts are correct is open to question. Supporting a “blue” or “red” candidate increasingly is an important part of Americans’ identity. In the age of Trump, there is evidence that Republicans have grown less concerned about presidents being honest than they were a decade ago. A 2007 Associated Press–Yahoo poll found that 71 percent of Republicans said it was “extremely important” for presidential candidates to be honest, similar to 70 percent of Democrats and 66 percent of independents. Fast-forward to 2018, when a Washington Post poll asked the same question and found that identical shares of Democrats and independents still prioritized honesty in presidential candidates, but the share of Republicans who said honesty was extremely important had fallen to 49 percent, 22 points lower than in the poll a decade earlier. That statistically significant shift suggests that many Republicans realize that Trump often lies, yet they have decided that truth-telling is less important than the message he sends about the country’s sorry state and the forces he blames for its troubles.

Social science research shows that people are receptive to information that confirms their preconceived notions, especially when it comes to politics. One study quizzed participants on data measuring the effectiveness of a skin-cream product; people with good math skills could interpret the data correctly. But when the same survey participants were shown similar numbers on whether gun control increased or decreased crime, liberals and conservatives who were good at math misinterpreted the results to conform to their political leanings. In other words, once politics was introduced, people could not accept a finding that conflicted with their beliefs.

The Washington Post launched The Fact Checker in 2007, coincidentally at the same time that PolitiFact, another early fact-checking organization, was founded. Both projects were born out of journalistic frustration. Editors and reporters concluded that they had not consistently vetted the claims of politicians and advocacy groups, and they had failed to expose the shaky intelligence on weapons of mass destruction that was used to justify George W. Bush’s invasion of Iraq in 2003. Campaign controversies such as the “swift boat” attacks on 2004 Democratic presidential candidate John Kerry and the release of fabricated documents concerning Bush’s National Guard service also demonstrated the need for a dedicated fact-checking team.

In politics, you only succeed if you win. After more than three decades of covering government, politics and diplomacy—in the halls of Congress and at the White House and the State, Treasury and Transportation departments—I have found little difference between the two parties on this basic fact: They will both stretch the truth if they believe it will give them a political advantage. The rationale behind The Fact Checker was this: Just like most people would not buy a used car without checking under the hood, neither should people accept what a politician says to advance his or her policy preferences without checking out the facts.

At least five days a week, we take detailed looks at a politicians’ statements and examine the facts behind those claims. We dig through government reports, find relevant data, speak to analysts and experts and of course challenge the politician’s staff to explain the source of their information. Then, in what at the time was considered a groundbreaking innovation, we make a ruling on how truthful each statement is, using a Pinocchio scale. It is like a reverse restaurant review, ranging from One Pinocchio (selective telling of the truth) to Four Pinocchios (a whopper). Those Pinocchios got politicians’ attention. No longer could they expect the newspaper to settle for dueling quotes from both sides, leaving readers puzzling over who was right. Instead, we are the readers’ advocate, showing them how we do our research and why a politician’s claim is misleading.

We aim to write deeply about policy issues. In many cases, a politician’s statement is simply a jumping-off point to educate readers about complicated policy issues—health care, taxes, foreign policy and so forth. Politicians often speak in code or shorthand. We have found that the more complex a subject is, the more likely a politician will try to hoodwink voters about it. Our goal is to make people better informed, not to change votes. (Indeed, one study found that fact checks of Trump improve the accuracy of readers’ beliefs about what’s true, even among his supporters, but they do not change attitudes toward Trump.)

For political fact-checkers, there’s nothing more satisfying than finally figuring out how a politician has manipulated statistics to promote a policy. After all, if a politician has to fiddle with the facts to sell a proposal, maybe something’s wrong with the policy.

But we had never encountered a politician like Trump—so cavalier about the facts, so unconcerned with accuracy, so willing to attack people for made-up reasons and so determined to falsely depict his achievements. Presidents previously sought to speak with authority; Trump wants to brag or berate, usually armed with false information.

One hallmark of Trump’s dishonesty is that if he thinks a false or incorrect claim is a winner, he will repeat it constantly, no matter how often it has been proven wrong. Many politicians are embarrassed to receive a Four-Pinocchio rating; often, they will drop or refine the offending talking point. Some even apologize for their departure from the truth. Trump digs in and doubles down. He keeps going long after the facts are clear, in what appears to be a deliberate effort to replace the truth with his own, far more favorable, version.

When Trump was elected president, The Fact Checker team faced a conundrum. In fact-checking Trump, we did not want to have our core function—writing about policy—sidelined by chasing down the president’s latest tweet or ignorant assertion. We also wanted to note when he simply repeated a false claim without having to constantly write new fact checks to respond to old deceptions. So we decided to create a database, starting with the first 100 days of the new administration, to record every false or misleading claim. Our standard was that it had to be a statement that merited at least Two Pinocchios (essentially “half-true”) on our rating scale. The president sometimes repeats the same claim several times in a speech, but to keep it simple we decided we would record only one entry per news event (a speech, rally or remarks to reporters), no matter how often he repeated the same falsehood in that setting.

In those first 100 days, we counted 492 claims, or almost five a day. Readers urged us to keep going. Though maintaining the database was time-consuming, it seemed manageable. We decided to continue at least through Trump’s first year. He maintained a pace of about six claims a day. This behavior clearly was not going to go away. We announced we would keep the database going through the rest of his term.

It quickly went downhill from there. In his second year, Trump effectively became his own press secretary. The daily White House media briefings got shorter and shorter and were eventually eliminated. Instead, Trump began talking more to reporters, on the White House lawn or in interviews with friendly TV hosts. His speeches got longer. He tweeted more frequently. The number of false and misleading claims exploded; midway through 2018, the number of monthly claims doubled from the pace earlier in the year. Our weekends and evenings were soon lost to the depressing task of wading through the president’s forest of falsehoods.

We eventually realized we needed a better method for tracking Trump’s insistent repetition of clearly false claims. We were hesitant to use the label “lie” when we couldn’t discern Trump’s intent, but we wanted to reflect the fact that he was peddling propaganda. In 2018, we introduced the “Bottomless Pinocchio,” a Web page that lists each distinct Trump claim that has earned a rating of Three Pinocchios (“mostly false”) or Four Pinocchios—and been repeated at least 20 times. The list was announced on Dec. 10, 2018, with 14 claims. It grew to 32 claims by Jan. 20, 2020.

Maybe because The Fact Checker Pinocchio is such a visually-arresting image—and because our ratings are published in the Sunday edition of The Washington Post—Trump can’t stop talking about our Pinocchios. He’s brought them up nearly 20 times, usually to complain that we are nitpicky. “I have to be always very truthful because if I’m a little bit off, they call me a liar,” he said at a December 2019 rally. “They’ll say, ‘He gets a Pinocchio,’ the stupid Washington Post They’re Pinocchio.” Of course, when we award Pinocchios to Democrats, such as Four Pinocchios to Rep. Adam Schiff (D-Calif.), his nemesis in the House impeachment inquiry, Trump is quick to cite the fact check.

Whether all of Trump’s false statements could be considered lies is certainly subject to dispute. Many are exaggerated or factually wrong, but “lie” suggests that a person knows his statements are false. In some cases, the word “lie” is clearly justifiable: Trump lied when he said he didn’t know about secret payments to alleged paramours; he had been recorded on tape discussing the payments. He also repeatedly lied about Obama’s Hawaiian birth certificate, spreading the fiction that it was fake and that Obama likely was born in Kenya. He knew better.

Trump is also quick to falsely accuse his opponents of lying, a typically Trumpian form of projection: His main GOP primary rival in 2016 was “Lyin’ Ted” Cruz; Democratic presidential nominee Hillary Clinton was “a pathological liar”; former FBI director James Comey is a “a liar and a leaker”; and Schiff is a “congenital liar.”

But in many cases, Trump appears to have persuaded himself that his falsehoods are true. That’s because Trump lives only for the moment—what he said yesterday may be completely different from what he says today, and he sees no problem in the inconsistency. For Trump, his statements are relevant only for today’s news cycle and are subject to change, even to total contradiction. In a word one could (once upon a time) never use in a family newspaper, Trump is a bullshitter—a characterization that he has occasionally embraced, though he prefers to call himself a “showman” or “master salesman.”

Philippe Reines, an aide to Hillary Clinton who played Trump in mock debates during the 2016 campaign, noticed that an easy way to get under Trump’s skin is to quote him back to himself. Clinton sent Trump into a rage during one of the presidential debates when she reminded him that he had once tweeted that climate change was a hoax made in China. Trump’s ghostwriters and biographers have often noticed that he has little recollection of what he’s previously said—and doesn’t care if his new comments are the opposite of what he’d said in the past.

The longer Trump has been president, the more he has confined himself to friendly interview settings, such as Fox News shows, where hosts generally do not challenge—and even encourage—his stream-of-consciousness falsehoods. A contentious interview with Leslie Stahl on “60 Minutes” in 2018 was a rare exception. Trump bobbed and weaved as Stahl challenged his claims. Her first question: Did Trump still think climate change is a hoax? He dodged by saying “something’s happening.” Then Trump completely reversed course and declared that climate change is no hoax: “I’m not denying climate change.”

Whatever the venue, Trump routinely exaggerates his accomplishments. He has claimed that he passed the biggest tax cut ever, presided over the best economy in history, scored massive job-creating deals with Saudi Arabia and all but solved the North Korea nuclear crisis. He then repeats those claims over and over, sometimes hundreds of times. The Fact Checker team has identified more than 400 false or misleading claims that the president has repeated at least three times each.

The president often makes statements that are disconnected from his policies. He said his administration did not have a family-separation policy on the border, when it did. Then he said the policy was required because of existing laws, when it was not.

The president also invents faux facts. He repeatedly said U.S. Steel was building six to eight new steel plants, but that wasn’t true. He said that as president, Obama gave citizenship to 2,500 Iranians during the nuclear-deal negotiations. It didn’t happen. Over and over, Trump claimed that the Uzbekistan-born man who in 2017 was accused of killing eight people with a pickup truck in New York had brought two dozen relatives to the United States through so-called chain migration. The actual number is zero.

The issue of immigration especially animates the president, making it one of the biggest sources of false claims. He loves to suggest the Mara Salvatrucha gang (commonly known as MS-13), which originated in Los Angeles in the 1980s, is akin to a foreign army that has invaded the country.

“It’s like liberating, like a war, like there’s a foreign invasion. And they occupy your country. And then you get them out through whatever. And they call it liberation,” Trump declared at a Wisconsin rally in 2018, prompting some audience members to begin yelling, “Get the hell out!”

This dystopian vision of a violent gang overrunning cities and towns across the United States is divorced from reality. MS-13 operates in a few areas, including Los Angeles, Long Island and the Washington, D.C., region. The 10,000 members in the United States don’t make up even 1 percent of all gang members in the country.

In one of his strangest claims, Trump on four separate occasions has falsely asserted that Obama had such a bad relationship with the Philippines that the country’s leaders would not let him land his presidential jet during an official visit, leaving him circling above the airport. Trump often seeks to undo and minimize Obama’s accomplishments, but why would he conjure such an implausible scenario? The answer, never certain, could be as simple as “because he can.”

Sometimes, Trump attempts to create his own reality. Leaders gathered at the U.N. General Assembly in 2018 burst into laughter when Trump uttered a favorite false claim—that he had accomplished more in less than two years than “almost any administration in the history of our country.” The president, visibly startled, remarked that he “didn’t expect that reaction.” Later, he falsely insisted to reporters that his boast “was meant to get some laughter.”

Similarly, Trump’s response to the 2020 coronavirus outbreak was hobbled by his consistently upbeat pronouncements that the United States was safe, even as the virus rapidly spread around the globe. “We pretty much shut it down coming in from China,” he said on Feb. 2. Three weeks later, he said the coronavirus “is very well under control in our country.” The next day, he confidently predicted that the 15 reported cases in the United States at that point “within a couple of days is going to be down to close to zero.” Reality struck when thousands of cases spread across the country, deaths spiked and the scope of the public-health crisis was too large to ignore. Only then did Trump shift his tone. “I felt it was a pandemic long before it was called a pandemic,” he said on March 17.

The president is also quick to embrace conspiracy theories, even from the most dubious sources, if he believes he can weaponize the claim to his benefit. Trump refused to accept the U.S. intelligence finding that Russia had interfered in the 2016 U.S. election; instead, he seized on the notion that it was actually Ukraine that was responsible for the interference—a false claim spread by Russian intelligence. Trump raised this theory in his July 25, 2019, phone call with Ukraine’s apparently nonplussed president, Volodymyr Zelensky. That was the same call in which he urged Zelensky to investigate his potential 2020 campaign rival, former vice president Joe Biden.

That phone call, of course, led to Trump’s impeachment. His statement shocked White House aides who were monitoring the call, prompting a whistleblower to file an official complaint. Trump responded in typical fashion: He had done nothing wrong, and the phone call had been “perfect.”

Trump even exaggerates when the facts are on his side.

The economy continued to churn out new jobs through his first three years in office, so Trump could reasonably claim to have overseen the creation of 6.7 million jobs in that period. That’s a good record. But instead of stopping there, he routinely touted a number that measures job growth starting back at the November 2016 election, rather than beginning when he took office three months later, thus inflating the cumulative figure by 600,000 jobs.

During his campaign and his presidency, Trump has spun the same government data to make diametrically opposing points, seemingly unconcerned about consistency. Data is merely a weapon to be used to make a rhetorical point, rather than information that might inform policymaking.

For most of his first year in office, for instance, Trump bragged about how sharply apprehensions of undocumented immigrants had fallen on the southern border. Using cherry-picked numbers, he claimed a drop of 40 percent, then 61 percent, and then 78 percent.

The president stuck to the 78 percent statistic for months, even when his own fuzzy accounting was out-of-date. Then, after several months of silence on the matter, as the number of apprehensions climbed, he rolled out a new and opposite claim: “We have set records on arrests at the borders.”

Both claims are from the same data maintained by U.S. Customs and Border Protection. It’s just that Trump flipped the script, twisting the numbers to present the rosiest picture possible. Whereas a drop in arrests previously was cause for celebration, now a surge in arrests was declared to be even better.

Of course, when arrest numbers started to go down again in 2019, Trump flipped the script back to his original take. “Thanks to our tireless efforts to secure the border, illegal crossings are down 75 percent since May,” he crowed at a January 2020 rally.

Trump has played similar games with economic statistics. In Trump’s version of history, he “inherited a mess,” with “millions of people out there” seeking jobs, whereupon he “accomplished an economic turnaround of historical proportions.”

Actually, it was Obama who inherited an economic crisis, with the country shedding 800,000 jobs a month when he took office in 2009. Eight years later, Trump took over when the economy was adding about 200,000 jobs a month, as it continued to do through his first three years. But Trump sought to persuade Americans that the good economy was entirely his own doing—and that it was the best economy ever.

Trump comes from a real estate background, where what he once called “truthful hyperbole” is regarded as the norm. Real estate developers often hype their properties, describing them in gloriously elaborate language, to lure buyers. But Trump went far beyond the usual sales tactics to hone his (mostly invented) image as a wildly successful Manhattan playboy tycoon, misleading reporters, investors, bankers and customers on a regular basis.

As a business reporter for Newsday in 1990, I co-wrote one of the first articles about how Trump’s portfolio of real estate, airline and casino holdings was under stress—he later filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection six times. Our article recounted numerous examples of the disconnect between his public statements and reality. So I was familiar with Trump’s dysfunctional relationship with the truth. He made it appear as if he had paid $10 million in cash for his Palm Beach estate, Mar-a-Lago, when court records later revealed he had put up only $2,000. (Chase Manhattan Bank helped in this subterfuge by not recording its loan to buy the property in public records, court records showed.) And Trump claimed he paid only $30 million for Manhattan’s St. Moritz hotel, but legal filings showed he had paid nearly $74 million—and had an $80 million loan from Bankers Trust.

While running his businesses, Trump rarely faced public consequences for his lack of truthfulness. Apartment buyers who realized they had been misled about condo sales or banks that concluded he had lied about his net worth did not put out news releases; they simply would not do business with him again. A rare instance in which Trump’s deceit became public came when he sued a reporter, Timothy O’Brien, for writing a biography that questioned Trump’s claims about his net worth. As part of the lawsuit, Trump was forced to endure a two-day deposition in which lawyers for the other side caught him 30 times making false statements—about condo sales, golf-club membership prices, the number of his employees, his debts and his earnings. At one point, he asserted he had been paid $1 million for making a speech, but under oath conceded he’d received only $400,000 in cash. The other $600,000 was his fuzzy estimate of the value of the publicity he had received.

When Trump in 2015 suddenly announced he was running for president, our fact check of his error-filled announcement speech began with these words: “Businessman Donald Trump is a fact checker’s dream… and nightmare.”

That may sound prophetic, but we were unprepared for the tsunami of untruths we would encounter over the course of the campaign. Most politicians earn Four Pinocchios about 15 to 20 percent of the time. Before Trump, only one politician—Rep. Michele Bachmann of Minnesota—had received Four Pinocchios for more than 30 percent of the claims we examined. But 65 percent of Trump’s statements received Four-Pinocchio ratings over the course of the campaign.

The list of false claims was endless. Trump said he had watched thousands of Muslims in New Jersey cheer the fall of the World Trade Center; there is no TV footage, no newspaper coverage, just scattered, unconfirmed reports of five or six people celebrating—and they were not necessarily Muslim and probably only teenagers. He said the wives of the 9/11 attackers were sent home from the United States before the attacks; all but one of the attackers was unmarried—and the wife of the married terrorist never visited the United States. He said millions of undocumented immigrants (“illegal aliens”) were flooding U.S. borders, even though the estimated number of undocumented immigrants has been static for years.

Trump had been making false statements about his business prowess from the moment he appeared in a New York Times profile in 1976. In the presidential campaign 40 years later, he continued to mislead about his career.

During the campaign, Trump said he got his start in business with only a $1 million loan from his father, which he then turned into a $10 billion empire. But most experts who have looked at the available numbers say Trump is not worth anywhere close to $10 billion. And Trump’s father gave him more than that single $1 million loan. Trump actually inherited tens of millions. Most famously, when one of Trump’s casinos was teetering on the edge, unable to make a mortgage payment, his father bought $3.5 million in gambling chips—and then did not use them, effectively giving his son a cash infusion. The hotel then used the cash to make the mortgage payment. Gambling regulators later called that an illegal loan.

Such falsehoods were part of Trump’s secret sauce for getting elected. Most politicians would have been wary of making such claims because they knew they were false. But Trump said many things that his supporters already believed to be true, so he sounded like the first politician who actually told the truth. And having watched his act for 14 seasons as a decisive boss on “The Apprentice,” the popular NBC reality-TV show, supporters readily accepted the story that he was a self-made success. His claims often got an extra boost of credibility when right-leaning media outlets such as Fox News and Breitbart amplified them for Americans who get their information in a right-leaning media silo.

Trump had long found many of his pseudo-facts by listening to talk radio, such as Rush Limbaugh’s nationwide broadcast or New York’s “Bob Grant Show.” Sam Nunberg, a Trump campaign aide, recently revealed that a major source for Trump’s campaign rhetoric was Mark Levin’s syndicated radio show. Nunberg would email Trump about issues that animated Levin’s conservative listeners, and then Trump began listening to the show himself. When Trump appeared on the show, as Politico’s Michael Kruse put it, he gave “Levin’s listeners what they wanted—which essentially was… Levin’s ideas, studiously collected by Nunberg, consumed by Trump and regurgitated back to the host.”

Trump has earned fierce loyalty from his base through such techniques, but he also has trapped himself. His narrow 2016 victory was such a surprise, especially to the Republican establishment, that Trump could have governed as he campaigned—somewhat aloof from party orthodoxy and affiliation. He might have cut bipartisan deals to restructure the Affordable Care Act, fund infrastructure projects and assist the so-called dreamers, undocumented immigrants who had arrived in the United States as children. But while such outreach might have earned Trump support from people who did not vote for him, it also could have angered voters who tuned into Mark Levin’s show. While Trump occasionally dabbles in such deal-making—he even briefly considered gun-control legislation—he invariably runs back to positions supported by his base. Trump’s inability to reach across the aisle—indeed, his constant effort to deride his opponents as evil, duplicitous people—has exacerbated an already deep partisan divide. The result is that Trump has not been able to expand his support, becoming the first president since World War II who never once has achieved an average approval rating above 50 percent.

To be fair, Trump for decades has held dear to certain lodestones, including a belief that the United States is getting ripped off by international trade deals, that tariffs are good and that foreign alliances are suspect. Those instincts run counter to Republican orthodoxy, but through the force of his personality and the loyalty of his base, he has managed to persuade most Republican lawmakers to adopt his program and support nearly everything he says (or at least to acquiesce publicly, even if they privately hold different beliefs).

Trump’s dysfunctional relationship with the truth has made it easier for him to control his own party. And conversely, his party’s near-absolute support for him has assured that Trump faces little risk when he makes false statements. During the Obama years, we fact-checked nearly 200 statements by the president. These often were complex checks, because Obama generally spoke carefully and used the full resources of the government to vet his speeches. Obama was not happy to receive Pinocchios, so his White House staff often worked hard to defend his remarks and provide factual backup for his statements. When Obama got in trouble with his facts, it was generally when he spoke off-the-cuff or was in campaign mode, such as making unwarranted attacks on Mitt Romney’s business record.

Trump’s misstatements are more casual and routine than Obama’s, posing a difficult challenge for The Fact Checker team. (The Trump White House also almost never responds to our queries.) Many of Trump’s claims are such nonsense that they can be checked in minutes. During the 2016 campaign, for instance, Trump claimed he would save $300 billion a year in Medicare by negotiating for prescription drug prices—but Medicare spent only $78 billion a year on prescription drugs. That was a five-minute fact check. (When Chris Wallace of Fox News called out Trump on his fantastical Medicare math during one of the primary debates, Trump appeared confused about why it was even an issue.)

And the opportunities for the news media to expose or push back against such claims have been sharply curtailed since Trump took office. The president’s constant banter with reporters is a poor substitute for a White House briefing. (The administration also largely eliminated State Department and Pentagon briefings.) Past administrations have discovered that the rigor of preparing to brief the press forced officials to confront contradictions in policies and required better coordination among Cabinet agencies. Just as muscles get flabby when you don’t work out regularly, an administration’s policy process withers without the daily requirement to agree on how to explain its positions to reporters. But there does not appear to be much of a policy process in the Trump White House. Much depends on the whims of the president, who contradicts himself from day to day. Since few officials want to take the risk of advocating a policy position, only to be reversed by the president, the rest of the administration has become largely silent—leaving only one voice of authority.

That voice is distinctive. Trump is needy and boastful; he’s often a bully, yet he is easily offended. He makes jokes, often with a nasty tone, but rarely about himself.

Bella DePaulo, a social scientist at the University of California at Santa Barbara, studied Trump’s falsehoods using The Fact Checker’s database, drawing on claims the president made in his first year in office. Research indicates that most people tell an average of nearly two lies a day, mostly in service of their own self-interest. About half of the lies told by participants in DePaulo’s previous surveys were self-serving, compared with about a quarter that were told to advantage, flatter or protect someone else. Only a tiny percentage of falsehoods were labeled as mean-spirited. By contrast, DePaulo found that two-thirds of Trump’s falsehoods were self-serving and slightly less than 10 percent were meant to be kind. That meant he told nearly seven times as many self-serving lies as kind ones. Then, when DePaulo catalogued claims by Trump that could be deemed hurtful or disparaging, she found that “instead of adding up to 1 or 2 percent, as in my previous research, they accounted for 50 percent. When I first saw that number appear on my screen, I gasped.”

In another surprise, Trump’s falsehoods often fell into more than one category: He managed to both belittle others and enhance himself with the same statement. DePaulo offered this tweet as an example: “Senator Bob Corker ‘begged’ me to endorse him for reelection in Tennessee. I said ‘NO’ and he dropped out (said he could not win without my endorsement).” Corker said he didn’t do any begging; rather, Trump had called him to reconsider his decision not to seek reelection and offered his endorsement.

Trump speaks at the reading level of a 4th or 5th grader (as measured by the Flesch–Kincaid Grade Level Formula), according to an analysis by FactBa.se, a website that tracks Trump’s statements. That is the lowest grade level of any president since Herbert Hoover. Obama, Ronald Reagan, George W. Bush and Bill Clinton spoke at an 8th or 9th grade reading level, according to the analysis, which studied at least 100,000 words spoken in unscripted settings such as news conferences and interviews. Yet Trump also has a unique ability to command attention, according to a study that monitored brain activity as participants watched 2016 debate clips.

The full Trump effect is clear at his campaign rallies. He has a collection of favorite falsehoods, which he sprinkles into riffs on perceived insults or malfeasance by his enemies. He alternates between bragging about his supposed successes and pitching himself as a victim of intrigues by Democrats. A little less than one-third of his factual statements are correct, according to a detailed examination The Fact Checker team has made of three rallies. For two rallies in 2018 and one in 2019, we catalogued every assertion by the president, and the results were stunning: Two-thirds to three-quarters of the claims were false, mostly false or unsupported by evidence. His pitter-patter of data points and outraged stories are intended to suggest a degree of verisimilitude to his supporters. At a two-hour rally in Michigan in December 2019, Trump presented 179 statements as facts, more than one a minute, of which 67 percent were false or misleading.

At his rallies, Trump depicts himself as a political superhero, able to bend the will of government, the economy or other nations with a force previous presidents have lacked. More than 100 times, for instance, Trump has falsely claimed he passed into law the Veterans Choice Act. At one rally in 2018, Trump suggested the law was the result of a brilliant brainstorm. “I said, ‘I have the greatest idea. We’re going to do this. If a veteran has to wait, we’re going to send them to a private doctor. We’ll pay the bill.’ What a genius—I said, I said, ‘How good is that?’ They said, ‘Sir, we’ve been trying to get it passed for 44 years.’ ”

Actually, Barack Obama signed into law the Veterans Choice Act in 2014, two years before Trump became president. Trump merely signed an expansion of that law.

When Trump inserts the word “sir” in a story, it’s often a sign that he’s telling a fairy tale. (Almost 100 claims in The Fact Checker database involve a story in which some hapless soul calls Trump “sir,” only to learn of his brilliance.) He regales his audiences with tales of tough, beefy men who collapse into tears because of something he has accomplished. Usually, the alleged tears happened backstage, making it difficult to verify. But on three occasions, Trump has claimed that when he signed a repeal of an Obama rule at a White House ceremony, tears were flowing.

“Strong people, very strong, men and women, and almost all of them were crying,” he informed the Economic Club of New York in 2019.

“Half of them were crying,” he said in a 2019 speech to the American Farm Bureau Federation.

“People that haven’t cried in many years,” Trump again told the Farm Bureau in 2020. “Some of them were so tough they never cried, they didn’t cry when they were babies, and they were crying.”

There’s a video of the 2017 signing ceremony available on YouTube. Every eye witnessing the signing is dry.
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CHAPTER ONE The Biggest Whoppers: “Mexico’s Paying”


Selecting Trump’s Top Ten false or misleading claims is like assembling a year-end list of best songs from an ocean of tunes—thousands of singles and dozens of genres. A pop critic may struggle over whether a list should be filled with critical successes, pop chart darlings or esoteric yet wondrous pieces of music.

That’s the challenge The Fact Checker team faced as we tried to select the president’s biggest whoppers out of more than 16,000 possibilities. Are the most troubling claims the ones he has repeated most regularly? Or those with the strongest impact on policy or politics? Should the claim be completely, unarguably false, or is it more insidious if the claim is merely misleading, but about a vitally important or sensitive topic? Does it matter when he said it—in the raucous uncertainty of his first months in office, or three years later, after he’d surrounded himself with aides less likely to push back?

Ultimately, we decided that this chapter should collect the most egregious and important false claims, the ones that reveal something essential about Trump’s term in office. This list mirrors the most prominent themes in Trump’s vision for the country—a strictly controlled immigration system, an economy unleashed from regulations and focused on job creation, a world that respects American strength and allows the United States to go its own way. The list also reveals Trump’s fears and peeves, focusing on his enduring sensitivity about being laughed at, disrespected or dismissed.

The claims in this chapter boil down to three types of false statements: “I did it,” “It wasn’t me,” and “They did it.”

“I DID IT”

Trump has said that repetition of a claim can lead people to believe it. He has taken that credo to heart. He often takes credit for any act that might be perceived positively. Never mind if a simple Google search can prove these assertions false.


[image: Image] “Mexico’s paying for the wall. You know that. You’ll see that. It’s all worked out. Mexico’s paying.”

—Jan. 14, 2020 (campaign rally)



Having Mexico pay for a giant wall along the U.S.-Mexico border was the president’s signature campaign line, drawing cheers at every rally.

Trump first made this promise when he announced his candidacy in June 2015. “I would build a great wall, and nobody builds walls better than me, believe me,” he told the crowd. “I’ll build them very inexpensively, I will build a great, great wall on our southern border. And I will have Mexico pay for that wall.”

Spoiler alert: Mexico has not paid for the wall. Nor is there any suggestion that it will. A leaked transcript from Trump’s first weeks in office suggests even he wasn’t convinced that Mexico would pay. In his first call with then-president Enrique Peña Nieto, Trump told the Mexican leader that they were “both in a little bit of a political bind because I have to have Mexico pay for the wall.” The president then bargained with himself, asking Peña Nieto not to outright say “we will not pay.” Trump concluded that “I am willing to say that we will work it out, but that means it will come out in the wash and that is okay. But you cannot say anymore that the United States is going to pay for the wall. I am just going to say that we are working it out.”

Even if that sounded like a clear acknowledgment that Mexico would not pay for the wall, it did not deter Trump from finding myriad ways to suggest that his seminal campaign promise might yet come to fruition.

Ahead of the 2018 midterm elections, he claimed that his minor reworking of the North American Free Trade Agreement would provide the money to pay for the wall. But that’s not how economics works. Countries do not “lose” money on trade deficits, so there is no money to earn; the size of a trade deficit or surplus can be determined by other factors besides trade. Changes in the trade balance with Mexico would not generate cash for the wall.

Trump eventually dropped that talking point only to resurrect an earlier, simpler version. In January 2020, Trump said, “Mexico’s paying for the wall. You know that. You’ll see that. It’s all worked out. Mexico’s paying.”

There’s no evidence for that claim. Trump never won congressional approval for his big concrete wall, but started replacing existing barriers with bollard fencing and, in his fourth year in office, has finally begun to break ground on the border in limited locations where no barrier previously existed. But the current barrier construction is being paid for with billions of dollars appropriated by Congress for the defense budget and raided by Trump over congressional opposition.

Mexico is still not paying for the wall.


[image: Image] “Republicans will always protect patients with preexisting conditions. We’re doing it.”

—Nov. 4, 2018 (campaign rally)
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“I was the person who saved Pre-Existing Conditions in your Healthcare, you have it now.”—Jan. 13, 2020



Trump’s biggest domestic defeat of his presidency was his failed drive to repeal the Affordable Care Act. The effort that collapsed in the Senate would have weakened a key tenet of Obamacare: protections for people with preexisting health conditions.

After that defeat, Trump’s rhetoric shifted: He falsely asserted nearly 75 times that Republicans had protected people with preexisting conditions.

In 2020, he even tweeted that “I was the person who saved Pre-Existing Conditions in your Healthcare.” He didn’t.

Obamacare included two provisions designed to make health care accessible regardless of a person’s health status: guaranteed issue, which means insurance companies must sell a policy to anyone who wants to buy one, and community rating, which means that people within the same geographic area who buy similar insurance and are the same age will pay similar prices. The two elements together made insurance more affordable for people with ailments that require expensive treatment, such as cancer. Before passage of the ACA, even minor health problems could lead an insurance company to deny coverage because insurers could factor in a person’s health status when determining premiums.

On the 2016 campaign trail and throughout his first year in office, Trump fervently opposed Obamacare, promising to repeal and replace it. In theory, the proposed replacement could have strengthened protections for preexisting health conditions, but neither the House nor the Senate GOP plan did so. Either proposal likely would have resulted in higher costs for people with preexisting conditions in some states, according to the Congressional Budget Office. Both proposals would have weakened those protections by letting states seek waivers from the ACA to consider a person’s health status when writing insurance policies.

Even after losing his repeal-and-replace effort in Congress, Trump took other steps that could have harmed people with preexisting conditions. The administration refused to defend the ACA against a lawsuit that would declare Obamacare unconstitutional, thereby putting such protections at risk. Then, the administration called for the entire law to be struck down. And it issued new rules that promoted the use of low-quality, short-term insurance plans that had been prohibited under the ACA. (A federal judge ruled that those new rules were legal.) These plans typically allow insurers to deny coverage or charge higher prices to people with existing health conditions.

This is a prime example of where up is down in Trump world. As the president repeatedly takes steps to weaken coverage for people with preexisting health conditions, he falsely claims he “saved” it. Trump had nothing to do with the bill that Obama signed into law in 2010.


[image: Image] “Many [NATO] nations owe vast sums of money from past years, and it is very unfair to the United States. These nations must pay what they owe.”

—March 17, 2017 (news conference)




[image: Image] “So when I came in, as you know, NATO was virtually a dead organization. It had no money. Nobody was paying except us. Practically nobody was paying.”

—Jan. 10, 2020 (interview)



Throughout the 2016 campaign and his presidency, Trump has demonstrated he has little notion of how the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) is funded and operates. He repeatedly claimed that other members of the alliance “owed” money to the United States and that they were delinquent in their payments. Then he claimed credit for the money “pouring in” as a result of his jawboning, even though much of the increase in those countries’ contributions had been set under guidelines arranged during the Obama administration.

There are two types of funding for NATO: direct and indirect. The 29 member countries make direct payments to share the cost of the actual alliance (for example, maintenance and headquarters activity). Trump routinely suggested that the United States paid 70 percent of NATO’s costs, but the actual total is far lower: about 22 percent, the largest share of any country. Germany is second, with about 15 percent, though Trump sought an agreement to make the two nations’ payments equal.

Indirect spending is what NATO countries spend on their own defense budgets. NATO members are supposed to spend at least 2 percent of their gross domestic product (GDP) on defense spending, but many of them don’t reach that level and the commitment is voluntary and not legally binding. After Russia seized Crimea from Ukraine, the Obama administration in 2014 secured an agreement among member nations to increase their spending on defense to the 2 percent guideline within 10 years, by 2024. As Trump became president, NATO members’ spending on defense was already on an upward slope and there was wide acknowledgment that the Europeans were not spending as much as they could on defense. None of the increase in defense spending would go to the United States or even necessarily to NATO; this is money that countries would use to bolster their own militaries, effectively supporting the alliance’s operations.

Experts say it’s virtually impossible to calculate how much of overall U.S. defense spending is devoted to NATO. The mismatch in defense spending occurs in large part because the U.S. military projects its might across the globe, while many other members of the alliance focus more on defending their own homeland.

We wrote many fact checks on this issue, and Trump consistently refused to acknowledge how NATO operates. Trump’s aides found this frustrating. Washington Post reporters Philip Rucker and Carol Leonnig, in their 2020 book, “A Very Stable Genius,” described what happened when top military brass tried to explain the NATO fundamentals.


Trump proceeded to explain that NATO, too, was worthless. U.S. generals were letting the allied member countries get away with murder, he said, and they owed the United States a lot of money after not living up to their promise of paying their dues.

“They’re in arrears,” Trump said, reverting to the language of real estate. He lifted both his arms at his sides in frustration. Then he scolded top officials for the untold millions of dollars he believed they had let slip through their fingers by allowing allies to avoid their obligations.




[image: Image] “We’re proposing one of the largest tax cuts in history, even larger than that of President Ronald Reagan. Our tax cut is bigger.”

—May 1, 2017 (speech)




[image: Image] “We did pass the largest tax cut in the history of the country, bigger than Ronald Reagan’s tax cut.”

—Nov. 15, 2019 (interview)



Trump has always had a bit of an obsession with Ronald Reagan, a Republican icon. In May 2017, when the administration’s tax plan was still in the planning stages, Trump announced to the Independent Community Bankers Association of America, prompting a wave of applause, that “We’re proposing one of the largest tax cuts in history, even larger than that of President Ronald Reagan. Our tax cut is bigger.” He reinforced that statement, with similar wording, repeatedly—before the legislation was written, after it passed Congress and two years after it was implemented. After three years in office, Trump had made some variation of this claim 184 times.

Repetition doesn’t make it true.

The best way to compare tax cuts over time is to measure them as a percentage of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP), the broadest measure of the U.S. economy. Using a method that the Treasury Department has deployed to compare tax cuts and hikes through the last half-century, we computed that Trump’s tax cut amounts to nearly 0.9 percent of GDP, meaning it is far smaller than Reagan’s tax cut in 1981, which added up to 2.89 percent of GDP. Trump’s tax cut was also smaller than two tax cuts Congress passed under Obama.

Looking back at other tax cuts over the past 100 years, we found that Trump can claim only to have passed the eighth-largest tax cut in the last century—a far cry from the biggest in U.S. history.
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“95% Approval Rating in the Republican Party, A Record. Thank You!”—Jan. 18, 2020
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