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 D
o U

.S
. presidents lie to the 

A
m

erican public? A
ccording to one psychological 

study, som
e recent chief executives becam

e so good at 
lying that their m

ost deceptive speeches seem
ed m

ore 
honest than their relatively truthful ones. 

"I'm
 not just saying cynically that (presidents) are 

alw
ays liars, or that they are incom

petent because they 
know

 how
 to lie," said D

r. H
enry A

. A
lker, a political 

psychologist at C
ornell U

niversity. 
"B

u
t p

resid
en

ts d
o
 k

n
o
w

 h
o
w

 to
 lie, an

d
 v

ery
 

effectively," he said. "T
hey know

 so w
ell that they 

so
m

etim
es g

et carried
 aw

ay
 an

d
 actu

ally
 g

iv
e th

e 
appearance of truthfulness." 

A
lk

er d
iscu

ssed
 h

is stu
d
y
 at th

e 8
4
th

 an
n
u
al 

m
eeting of the A

m
erican Psychological A

ssociation. 
T

he psychologist analyzed selected press confer-
ences of presidents E

isenhow
er, K

ennedy, Johnson, 
N

ixon and F
ord. H

e m
easured the "m

ystification and 
deception" of each speech w

ith a technique developed 
several years ago by T

he L
inguistic Society of A

m
erica. 

T
he results indicate that all presidents em

ployed 
som

e form
 of deception w

hen dealing w
ith the press. 

T
he study also show

ed that the m
en did the best job of 

lying during m
ajor political crises, w

hen the deception 
w

as "deliberate and prem
editated." 

A
lker exam

ined the texts of each president's first 
m

ajor press conference after taking office. 
T

h
e resu

lts sh
o
w

ed
 th

at N
ix

o
n
 w

as th
e m

o
st  

deceiving follow
ed by K

ennedy, F
ord, Johnson and 

E
isenhow

er in that order. 

T
he test w

as based on five indicators of deception 
and m

ystification: 

F
ailure to qualify statem

ents of fact. If a person 
om

its proof or qualification of a statem
ent —

 such as 
"m

y • advisers tell m
e" or "in m

y opinion" —
 that 

indicates he m
ay be trying to m

anipulate as w
ell as 

inform
 his listener, A

lker said. 
T

reating a noun as an adjective. P
hrases such as 

"air su
p
erio

rity
" ten

d
 to

 g
lo

rify
 th

e su
b
ject w

h
ile 

confusing its m
eaning. 

R
eference to accusations that m

ay have never 
been m

ade by persons w
ho never m

ade them
. "T

his 
adm

inistration has been slandered," or, "S
om

e w
ould 

have us w
eaken our national defense," are tw

o such 
exam

ples, according to the psychologist. S
uch state-

m
ents suggest "the truth of the statem

ent m
ay be taken 

for granted by the listener." 
Im

p
ly

in
g
 tru

th
fu

ln
ess w

ith
o
u
t p

ro
v
in

g
 it. T

h
e 

phrase "valid argum
ent" is one exam

ple —
 "valid to 

w
hom

?" asks A
lker. A

nother com
m

only used line is "it 
appears that ..." w

hen the person to w
hom

 the fact is 
apparent is not identified. 

U
sing the "royal 'w

e."' O
riginally used by kings, 

th
e term

 "can
 serv

e to
 m

y
stify

 an
 au

d
ien

ce as to
 

exactly w
ho says and thinks w

hat," A
lker said. "A

 
shared point of view

 is assum
ed or encouraged, w

hich 
m

ay be a m
yth. B

esides, presidents are not kings." 
T

he study's m
ost surprising finding cam

e w
hen the  

tests w
as applied to three significant press conferences 

that "historical hindsight has show
n to ... assum

e m
ore 

than routine am
ounts of deception," A

lker said. 

T
hose conferences w

ere: 
K

ennedy's reaction after the B
ay of P

igs fiasco, 
w

h
ere h

e "w
ith

h
eld

 sig
n
ifican

t facts, su
ch

 as w
h
o
 

planned the invasion," A
lker said. 

Johnson's statem
ents follow

ing the G
ulf of T

onkin 
incident, w

here he "gave the im
pression that the attack 

of N
orth V

ietnam
ese boats on our navy w

as totally 
unprovoked," said A

lker. 

N
ixon's lengthy defense of his record on W

ater-
gate after John D

ean and others had testified to the 
contrary before legislative investigators. 

T
he tests identified the president's w

ell chosen 
w

ords as "extrem
ely honest." 

T
hough such a conclusion is "surprising," A

lker 
said it show

s instead that given the m
otivation and the 

tim
e to

 p
rep

are (a sig
n
ifican

t p
erio

d
 h

ad
 elap

sed
 

betw
een event and its press conference), A

m
erican 

presidents have learned to perfect the art of deceiving. 
"A

 president m
ust have the skill to lie, because 

they are sim
ilar to the skills he m

ust use to persuade 
people of the truth," A

lker said. "T
he frightening part 

is the lying aspect. 

"B
ut if w

e can increase our capability of recogniz-
ing how

 people lie and m
anipulate us," he said, "w

e w
ill 

be m
ore able to effectively exercise our dem

ocratic 
responsibilities." 


