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It nmay have been the guy in the hood teetering on the stool
el ectrodes
clanmped to his genitals. O smirking Lynndie Engl and and her | eash.
Maybe it was
the smarnmy nenos tapped out by soft-fingered |awers itching to justify
such
barbari sm The grudging, lunatic retreat of the neocons fromtheir
| ong- st andi ng
assertion that Saddamwas in cahoots with Gsama didn't hurt. Even the
Enr on
audi ot apes and their celebration of craven sociopathy |ikely played a
part. As a
result of all these displays and countless snaller ones, you could
feel, a
coupl e of nmonths back, as sunmer spread across the country, the ground
shifting
beneat h your feet. Not unlike that scene in The Day After Tonorrow,
then in
theaters, in which the giant ice shelf splits asunder, this was nore a
par adi gm
shift than anything strictly tectonic. No cataclysmc ice age,
adnmttedly, yet
somet hing was in the air, and people were inhaling deeply. | began to
get calls
fromfriends whose parents had al ways voted Republican, "but not this
tinme."
There was the staid Zbigni ew Brzezinski on the staid NewsHour with Jim
Lehrer
sneering at the "Owellian | anguage" flow ng out of the Pentagon. Wrd
spr ead
t hrough the usual channels that old hands fromthe days of Bush the
El der were
quietly (but not too quietly) appalled by his son's misadventure in
I raq.
Suddenl y, everywhere you went, a surprising nunber of folks seened to
have had
just about enough of what the Bush administration was di shing out. A
fresh age
appeared on the horizon, acconpanied by the sound of scales falling
from
people's eyes. It felt something |like a denonstration of that highest
of
Ameri can prerogatives and the nost deeply cherished Anerican freedom
di ssent.

Qddly, even ny father's funeral contributed. Throughout that |ong,
stately,
overtel evised week in early June, items would appear in the newspaper
di scussi ng
t he Republicans' eagerness to capitalize (subtly, tastefully) on the
out pouri ng



of affection for ny father and turn it to Bush's advantage for the fal
el ection. The famliar "Heir to Reagan" puffballs were reinflated and

| oosed

over the proceedings like (subtle, tasteful) Ml ar ball oons.
Predictably, this

backfired. People were treated to a side-by-side conmparison - Ronald W
Reagan

versus George W Bush - and it's no surprise who suffered for it.

M sty-eyed

wi th nostal gia, people set aside old political gripes for a few days
and

remenbered what friend and foe al ways conceded to Ronal d Reagan: He was
damed

impressive in the role of |eader of the free world. A sign in the
crowd, spotted

during the slowroll to the Capitol rotunda, seemed to sumup the nood
- a

portrait of my father and the words NOW THERE WAS A PRESI DENT.

The conpari son underscored sonething i nportant. And the guy on the
st ool ,
Lynndi e, and her grinning cohorts, they brought the word: The Bush
adm ni stration can't be trusted. The parade of Bush officials before
vari ous
conmi ssions and committees - Paul Wolfowitz, who couldn't quite
remenber how
many young Anmericans had been sacrificed on the altar of his ideol ogy;
John
Ashcroft, lip quivering as, for a delicious, fleeting nmoment, it | ooked
as if
Senator Joe Biden m ght just conme over the table at him- these were a
continuing rem nder. The Enron creeps, too - a reninder of how certain
environnents and particular habits of mnd can erode common decency.
Peopl e
noti ced. A tipping point had been reached. The issue of credibility was
back on
the table. The L-word was in circulation. Not the tired old bronide
[iberal.
That's so 1988. No, this tine sonething nuch nore potent: |iar.

Politicians will stretch the truth. They'|l|l exaggerate their
acconpl i shments, paper over their gaffes. Spin has |ong been the |ingua
franca
of the political realm But George W Bush and his adm nistration have
t aken
"normal " nendacity to a startling new | evel far beyond lies of
conveni ence. On
top of the usual massagi ng of public perception, they traffic in big
lies,

i ndul ge in any number of synptomatic small lies, and, ultimately, have
cone to

enbody di shonesty itself. They are a lie. And people, finally, have
started

cat chi ng on.

None of this, needless to say, guarantees Bush a one-term
presi dency. The



far-right wing of the country - nearly one third of us by sone

esti mates -

continues to regard all who refuse to drink the Kool-Aid (liberals,
rationalists, Europeans, et cetera) as agents of Satan. Bush could show
up on

vi deo canoodling with Paris Hilton and still bank their vote.

Ri ght-wi ng tal ki ng

heads continue painting anyone who fails to genuflect deeply enough as
a

"hater," and therefore a nut job, probably a crypto-Islamst car
bormber. But

t hese protestati ons have taken on a hysterical, alnost comically
desperate tone.

It's one thing to get trashed by M chael Mbore. But when Nobe

| aureates, a vast

majority of the scientific community, and a host of current and forner
di plomats, intelligence operatives, and mlitary officials line up
agai nst you,

it becones increasingly difficult to characterize the opposition as
fringe wackos.

Does anyone really favor an admnistration that so shanel essly
[ies? One
that so tenaciously clings to secrecy, not to protect the Anerican
peopl e, but
to protect itself? That so willfully msrepresents its true ains and so
knowi ngly m sl eads the people fromwhomit derives its power? | sinply
cannot
think so. And to cone to the same concl usi on does not make you guilty
of
swal | owi ng sone liberal critique of the Bush presidency, because that's
not what
this is. This is the critique of a person who thinks that |lying at the
top
| evel s of his governnent is abhorrent. Call it the honest guy's
critique of
George W Bush

The npst egregious exanples OF distortion and misdirection - which
t he
admi ni stration even now cannot bring itself to repudiate - involve our
putative
"War on Terror" and our subsequent foray into Iraq.

During his canpaign for the presidency, M. Bush pledged a nore
“hunbl e"
foreign policy. "I would take the use of force very seriously,"” he
said. "l
woul d be guarded in nmy approach.” Qther countries would resent us "if
we're an

arrogant nation." He sniffed at the notion of "nation building." "CQur
mlitary

is meant to fight and win wars. . . . And when it gets overextended,
nor al e

drops."” International cooperation and consensus buil ding woul d be the

cornerstone of a Bush administration's approach to the larger world.
G ven



candi date Bush's remarks, it was hard to imagi ne him as president,
flipping a

stiff mddle finger at the world and chargi ng off adventuring in the
M ddl e East.

But didn't 9/11 reshuffle the deck, changing everything? Didn't M.
Bush, on
Septenmber 12, 2001, awaken to the fresh realization that bad guys in
char ge of
I slami c nations constitute an entirely new and grave threat to us and
have to be
ruthlessly confronted lest they threaten the Anerican honel and agai n?
Wasn' t
Saddam Hussein rushed to the front of the |ine because he was conplicit
with the
hijackers and in sonme neasure responsible for the atrocities in
Washi ngton, D
C., and at the tip of Manhattan?

Wl l, no.
As Bush's forner Treasury secretary, Paul O Neill, and his onetine
"terror

czar," Richard A C arke, have made clear, the president, with the

ent husi astic

encour agenent of Defense Secretary Donal d Runsfeld and Paul Wolfowtz,
was

contenpl ati ng action against Iraq fromday one. "Fromthe start, we
wer e

bui |l di ng the case agai nst Hussein and | ooking at how we could take him
out,"

O Neill said. Al they needed was an excuse. Clarke got the sane

i mpression from

within the Wite House. Afghanistan had to be dealt with first; that's
where the

actual perpetrators were, after all. But the Taliban was a nere

appeti zer;

Saddam was the entrée. (O who knows? The soup course?) It was sinply a
mat t er

of convincing the American public (and our representatives) that war
was justified.

The real - but elusive - prime nover behind the 9/11 attacks, Osama
bi n
Laden, was quickly relegated to a back burner (a staff nenber at Fox
News - the
cable-TV outlet of the Bush Wite House - told ne a year ago that nere
mention
of bin Laden's nane was forbidden within the conmpany, |est we be
rem nded that
the actual bad guy remmi ned at |arge) while Saddami s |raq becane
I nt ernational
Enemy Nunmber One. Just like that, a country whose econony had been
reduced to
shanbl es by international sanctions, whose nilitary was | ess than half
the size
it had been when the U S. Arny rolled over it during the first Qulf



war, that

had extensive no-flight zones inposed on it in the north and south as
wel | as

constant aerial and satellite surveillance, and whose | ethal weapons
and

capacity to produce such weapons had been destroyed or seriously
degraded by UN

i nspection teanms becane, in M. Bush's words, "a threat of unique
urgency" to

t he nost powerful nation on earth.

Fanci ful but terrifying scenarios were introduced: Unnmanned
aircraft,
drones, had been built for mssions targeting the U S., Bush told the
nati on.
"W don't want the snpking gun to be a mushroom cloud," Nationa
Security
Advi sor Condol eezza Ri ce deadpanned to CNN. And, Bush maintained, "lraq
could
deci de on any given day to provide a biological or chem cal weapon to a
terrorist group or individual terrorists.” W "know' |Iraq possesses
such
weapons, Runsfeld and Vice-President Cheney assured us. W even "know'
wher e
they are hidden. After several nonths of this munbo junbo, 70 percent
of
Aneri cans had enbraced the fantasy that Saddam destroyed the Worl d
Trade Center.

Al'l these assertions have proved to be basel ess and, we've since
di scovered,
were regarded with skepticismby experts at the tine they were nade.
But
contrary opinions were derided, ignored, or covered up in the rush to
war. Even
as of this witing, Dick Cheney clings to his nad assertion that Saddam
was
somehow at the nexus of a worldw de terror network.

And then there was Abu Chraib. Qur "war president" nmay have been
justified
in his assunption that Anmericans are a warrior people. He pushed the
envel ope in
t hi nking we'd be content as an occupyi ng power, but he was sadly
m staken if he
t hought that ordinary Anericans would tolerate an i nage of thensel ves
as
torturers. To be fair, the torture was nmeant to be secret. So were the
nenos
justifying such treatnment that had floated around the Wite House,
Pent agon, and
Justice Departnent for nore than a year before the first photos cane to
light.
The neocons no doubt appreciate that few of us have the stones to
practice the
New Warfare. Could you slip a pair of wonen's panties over the head of
a naked,



cowering stranger while forcing himto masturbate? Wiat would you say
whi | e

sodomi zing himwith a toilet plunger? Is keeping soneone awake till he
hal | uci nates i nhumane treatnment or merely "sleep nanagement"?

Most of us know the answers to these questions, so it was incunbent
upon the
adm nistration to pretend that Abu CGhraib was an aberration, not
policy.
I nvestigations, we were assured, were already under way; relevant
bur eaucr aci es
woul d of fer unstinting cooperation; the handful of mscreants would be
sternly
di sciplined. After all, they didn't "represent the best of what
Anerica's al
about." As anyone who'd watched the proceedi ngs of the 9/11 Conmi ssion
coul d
have predicted, what foll owed was the usual adm nistration strategy of
stonewal | i ng, obstruction, and obfuscation. The appoi ntnent of
i nvesti gators was
stal | ed; documents were withheld, including the full report by Mjor
Gener a
Ant oni o Taguba, who headed the Arny's primary investigation into the
abuses at
Abu Ghraib. A favorite monent for nmany featured John McCain grow ng
apopl ectic
as Donald Runsfeld and an entire table full of arny brass proved unable
to
answer the sinple question Wwo was in charge at Abu Ghrai b?

The Bush adm nistration no doubt had its real reasons for invading
and
occupyi ng lrag. They've sinmply chosen not to share themwi th the
Ameri can
public. They sought justification for ignoring the Geneva Convention
and ot her
statutes prohibiting torture and i nhunane treatment of prisoners but
were | oath
to acknow edge as much. They may have ideas worth di scussing, but they
don't
wel cone the rest of us in the conversation. They don't trust us because
t hey
don't dare expose their true agendas to the light of day. There is a
surreal
quality to all this: Qccupation is liberation; lrag is sovereign, but
we're in

control; Saddamis in Iraqi custody, but we've got him we'll get out
as soon as
an elected Iraqgi government asks us, but we'll be there for years to

cone. Wi ch
is what we counted on in the first place, only with rose petals and
easy coochi e.

This Mdbius reality finds its donestic anal ogue in the perversely
cyni cal
"Cl ear Skies" and "Healthy Forests" sloganeering at Bush's EPA and in
t he



adm nistration's irresponsible tax cutting and other fisca

shenani gans. But the

Bush adm ni strati on has always worn strangely tinted shades, and you
wonder to

what extent M. Bush hinmself lives in a world of his own inagining.

And chances are your Anerica and George W Bush's Anerica are not
t he sane
place. If you are dead center on the earning scale in real-world
twenty-first-century Anerica, you nmake a bit |ess than $32,000 a year
and
$32,000 is not a sumthat M. Bush has ever associated with getting by
in his
wor | d. Bush, who has al ways managed to fail upwards in his various
careers, has
never had a job the way you have a job - where not showi ng up one
norni ng gets
you fired, costing you your health benefits. He may find it difficult
to relate
personally to any of the nearly two mllion citizens who' ve lost their
j obs
under his adm nistration, the first adm nistration since Herbert
Hoover's to
post a net |oss of jobs. M. Bush has never had to worry that he
couldn't afford
the best available health care for his children. For him forty-three
mllion
peopl e wi thout health insurance may be no nmore than a politically
i nconveni ent
abstraction. When M. Bush tal ks about the econony, he is not talking
about your
econony. His econony is filled with pals called Kenny-boy who fly
around in
their own airplanes. In Bush's economnmy, his world, friends relocate
of fshore to
avoi d paying taxes. Taxes are for chunmps |ike you. You are not a
friend. You're
the hel p. Wien the party M. Bush is hosting in his world ends, you'l
be left
pi cking shrinp toast out of the carpet.

Al adm nistrations will dissenble, distort, or outright |ie when
their
backs are against the wall, when honesty begins to look like politica
sui ci de.
But this administration seens to lie reflexively, as if it were sinply
t he
easi est option for busy folks with a lot on their mnds. Wile the big
lies are
nore daming and of inmeasurably greater inport to the nation, it is
the snall
unnecessary prevarications that nmay be di agnostic. Wo |ies when they
don't have
to? When the sinple truth, though perhaps enbarrassing in the short
run, is
neverthel ess in one's long-termself-interest? Wiy would a president
whose



calling card is his alleged rock-solid integrity waste his chief asset
for

penny-ant e stakes? Habit, perhaps. Or an inability to admt even small
nm st akes.

M. Bush's tendency to neander beyond the bounds of truth was
evi dent during
t he 2000 canpaign but was largely ignored by the mainstreamnmedia. Hs
untrut hs
simply didn't fit the agreed-upon narrative. Wile generally
acknow edged to be
| acking in experience, depth, and other qualifications typically
consi der ed
useful in a leader of the free world, Bush was portrayed as a decent
fell ow
nonet hel ess, one whose strai ghtforwardness was a given. None of that
"what the
meani ng of is is" business for him And, God knows, no furtive,
t axpayer - f unded
fellatio sessions with the interns. Al Gore, on the other hand, was
depicted as
a dubi ous self-reinventor, stained like a certain blue dress by Bil
Cinton's
prurient transgressions. He would spend val uabl e weeks expl ai ni ng away
statenments - "I invented the Internet" - that he never made in the
first place.
Al this left the coast pretty clear for Bush.

Scenario typical of the 2000 campai gn: Wile debating Al Gore, Bush
tells

two obvious - if not exactly earth-shattering - lies and is not
chal | enged.
First, he clainms to have supported a patient's bill of rights while

gover nor of

Texas. This is untrue. He, in fact, vigorously resisted such a neasure,
only

reluctantly bowing to political reality and allowing it to becone |aw
wi t hout

hi s signature. Second, he announces that Gore has outspent him during
t he

canpai gn. The opposite is true: Bush has outspent Gore. These

m sstatenents are

briefly acknow edged in major press outlets, which then quickly return
to the

nore germane issues of Gore's pancake makeup and whether a certain

f em ni st

aut hor has counseled himto be nore of an "al pha male."

Havi ng gotten away with such witless falsities, perhaps M. Bush
and his
team felt somehow above day-to-day truth. In any case, once ensconced
in the
VWi te House, they picked up where they left off.

In the immedi ate aftermath and confusion of 9/11, Bush, who on that
day was
in Sarasota, Florida, conducting an energency readi ng of "The Pet



CGoat, " was

whi sked off to Nebraska aboard Air Force One. Wiile this may have been
entirely

sensi bl e under the chaotic circunstances - for all anyone knew at the
tinme,

Washi ngton nmight still have been under attack - the appearance was,
shal | we

say, less than gallant. So a story was concocted: There had been a
threat to Air

Force One that necessitated the evasive maneuver. Bush's chi ef
politica

advi sor, Karl Rove, cited "specific" and "credible" evidence to that
effect. The

story quickly unraveled. In truth, there was no such threat.

Then there was Bush's now i nfanous photo-op | andi ng aboard the USS
Abr aham
Li ncol n and his subsequent speech in front of a |arge banner enbl azoned
M SSI ON
ACCOWPLI SHED. The banner, which | oonmed in the background as Bush
addressed t he
crew, became problematic as it grew clear that the mission in Iraq -
what ever
that may have been - was far from acconplished. "Mjor conbat
operations," as
Bush put it, nmay have technically ended, but young Anericans were stil
dyi ng
al nost daily. So the Wiite House dealt with the questionable banner in
a manner
befitting a president pledged to "responsibility and accountability":
It blamed
the sailors. No surprise, a bit of digging by journalists reveal ed the
banner
and its premature triunphalismto be the work of the White House
comuni cati ons
of fice.

More serious by an order of magnitude was the administration's
di shonesty
concerning pre-9/11 terror warnings. As questions first arose about the
country's lack of preparedness in the face of terrorist assault,
Condol eezza
Ri ce was dispatched to the pundit arenas to assure the nation that
one coul d
have i magi ned terrorists using aircraft as weapons.
experts
had warned repeatedly of just such a calamity. In June 2001, CA
di rector George
Tenet sent Rice an intelligence report warning that "it is highly
likely that a
significant Al Qaeda attack is in the near future, within severa
weeks. " Two
intelligence briefings given to Bush in the sumer of 2001 specifically
connected Al Qaeda to the i minent danger of hijacked planes bei ng used
as
weapons. According to The New York Tines, after the second of these
bri efings,

no

In fact, terrorism



titled "Bin Laden Determ ned to Attack Inside United States," was
delivered to

the president at his ranch in Crawford, Texas, in August, Bush "broke
of f from

work early and spent npbst of the day fishing.
Dr. Rice

di smissed as "historical" in her testinony before the 9/11 Comi ssion

This was the briefing

VWhat's odd is that none of these lies were worth the breath
expended in the
telling. If only for self-serving political reasons, honesty was the
way to go.
The flight of Air Force One could easily have been explained in terns
of
security precautions taken in the confusion of nmonentous events. As for
t he
carrier |landing, someone should have fallen on his or her sword at the
first
hint of trouble: W told the president he needed to do it; he likes
that stuff
and was gung-ho; we figured, What the hell?; it was a m stake. The
banner? W
t hought the sailors would appreciate it. In retrospect, also a m stake.
Yup, we
sure feel dunmb now. Oming up to the 9/11 warni ngs woul d have entail ed
nore than
si nmpl e embarrassnent. But done forthrightly and i nmedi ately, an honest
reckoni ng
woul d have earned the Bush team sone respect once the dust settled.
I nst ead, by
needl essly tap-danci ng, Bush's Wite House squandered vita
credibility, turning
even relatively mnor gaffes into telling exanples of its tendency to
di stort
and evade the truth.

But inage is everything in this Wite House, and the i mage of
CGeorge Bush as
a noble and infallible warrior in the service of his nation nust be
fanatically
mai nt ai ned, because behind the inmage lies . . . nothing? As Jonat han
Al ter of
Newsweek has pointed out, Bush has "never fully inhabited" the
presi dency. Bush
apol ogi sts can smlingly excuse his mal opropi sns and vagueness as the
pl ai nspokenness of a man of action, but watching Bush fl ounder when
attenpting
to comuni cat e ext enporaneously, one is left with the inpression that
he is
i nel oquent not because he can't speak but because he doesn't bother to
t hi nk.

George W Bush promised to "change the tone in Washington" and ran
for
office as a nbpderate, a "conpassi onate conservative," in the
focus-group-tested
sl oganeering of his canpaign. Yet he has governed fromthe right wng



of his

al ready conservative party, assiduously tending a "base" that includes,
al ong

with the expected Fortune 500 fat cats, fiscal evangelicals who talk
openly of

doing away with Social Security and Medicare, of shrinking governnment
to the

size where they can, in tax radical Gover Norquist's phrase, "drown it
in the

bat htub." That base al so enconpasses a healthy share of anti-choice
zeal ot s,

honophobi ¢ bi gots, and assorted purveyors of junk science. Bush has

t ossed bones

to all of them- "partial birth" abortion legislation, the prom se of a
constitutional anmendnent banning narriage between honbsexual s, federa
roadbl ocks to enbryonic-stemcell research, even coments suggesting
presidential doubts about Darwi nian evolution. It's not that M. Bush
necessarily shares their worldview, indeed, it's unclear whether he
enbraces any

coherent philosophy. But this president, who vowed to eschew politics
in favor

of sound policy, panders nonetheless in the interest of political gain
As John

Dilulio, Bush's former head of the Ofice of Conmunity and Faith-Based
Initiatives, once told this magazi ne, "Wat you' ve got is everything -
and |

nean everything - being run by the political arm"

This was not what the American el ectorate opted for when, in 2000,
by a slim
but decisive nargin of nore than half a mllion votes, they chose
t he
ot her guy. Bush has never had a mandate. Surveys indicate broad public
di ssatisfaction with his donmestic priorities. How many people woul d
have voted
for M. Bush in the first place had they understood his eagerness to
pass on
crushing debt to our children or seen his true colors regardi ng gl oba
war m ng
and the environnent? Even after 9/11, were people really | ooking to be
dr agged
into an optional war under false pretenses?

If ever there was a time for uniting and not dividing, this is it.
| nst ead,
M. Bush governs as if by divine right, seeming to actually believe
that a w se
God wants himin the Wite House and that by constantly evoking the
horri bl e
menory of Septenber 11, 2001, he can keep public anxiety stirred up
enough to
carry himto another term

Under st andabl y, sone supporters of M. Bush's will believe I harbor
a
personal vendetta agai nst the man, some seething resentnent. One
conservative



comment ator, based on earlier remarks |I've made, has al ready discerned

"jeal ousy" on ny part; after all, Bush, the son of a forner president,
now

occupi es that office hinself, while I, nmpost assuredly, will not. Truth
be told,

| have no personal feelings for Bush at all. | hardly know him having
met him

only twice, briefly and uneventfully - once during ny father's
presi dency and

once during ny father's funeral. 1'll acknow edge occasi onal annoyance
at the

pretense that he's sonehow a clone of my father, but far from
threatening, | see

this nore as silly and pathetic. My father, acting roles excepted,
never

pretended to be anyone but hinself. H s Republican party, furthernore,
seens a

far cry fromthe current nodel, with its cringing obeisance to the
religious

Right and its kill-anything-that-noves attack instincts. Believe it or
not, |

don't look in the mrror every norning and see ny father | oom ng over

shoulder. | wite and speak as nothing nore or |less than an Anerican
citizen,

one who is plenty angry about the direction our country is being
dragged by the

current administration. W have reached a critical juncture in our
nation's

history, one ripe with both danger and possibility. W need | eadership
with the

wi sdomto prudently confront those dangers and the inmagination to

bol dly grasp
the possibilities. Beyond issues of fiscal irresponsibility and
ill-advised

mlitarism there is a question of trust. George W Bush and his allies
don' t
trust you and ne. Why on earth, then, should we trust then?

Fortunately, we still live in a denocratic republic. The Bush team
cannot
expect a cabal of right-wing justices to once again deliver the Wite
House.
Corme Novenber 2, we will have a choice: W can enbrace a lie, or we can
restore
a neasure of integrity to our government. W can choose, as a bunper
sticker |
spotted in Seattle put it, SOVEONE ELSE FOR PRESI DENT.



