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The Liars Issue

Stop me if you’ve heard this one.
Actually, you’ve probably only heard this one 

if you know me, because I tell it to everyone I 
know. Back in 2009 when Rod Blagojevich was 
on the book tour for his totally, 100-percent, no-

doubt-about-it unbiased and air-clearing memoir, The 
Governor, I caught up with him at a local bookstore. I had him 
sign a copy of the book as a gift for a friend, and asked if he 
would sign the TOC end-of-the-year issue, which featured a 
caricature of him festooned in his black tracksuit, and his 
wife, Patti, eating a bug (à la her appearance on I’m a 
Celebrity…Get Me Out of Here!). He seemed excited to, and 
left the epigraph, “Jonathan, you sir are f’n golden.”

It was surreal, it was hilarious, it was kind of dumb. It was 
Blagojevich, the man who will go down in history as Illinois’s 
greatest liar.

Great liar is part of the politician’s résumé, right beneath 
ethically questionable lawyer and above wearer of boring ties. 
University of Chicago political-science professor John 
Mearsheimer, author of Why Leaders Lie, has even agreed 
that politicians should “Lie selectively, lie well and 
ultimately be good at what [they] do.” But Mearsheimer was 
talking about, say, Franklin D. Roosevelt allegedly lying 
about German U-boats attacking the USS Greer to pull us 
into a war we needed to enter. He probably wasn’t talking 
about the fucking golden U.S. Senate seat that Blago wasn’t 
just going to give away for fucking nothing. In other words, 
the governor broke all three of Mearsheimer’s rules. So why 
should we consider him our greatest liar?

First, it must be acknowledged, the whole thing was 
entertaining. Starting with his arrest in December 2008, his 
true clown nature has risen to the surface, unleashing months 

THANK YOU  

for lying
of high-octane, lowbrow humor. Our deposed governor served 
as an Elvis-impersonator-for-hire at a corporate barbecue. He 
ran through each of the nine circles of Dante’s Inferno, all the 
way to The View, where his journey was rewarded with a Joy 
Behar noogie. The entire Letterman audience laughed at him 
when he declared, “I did nothing wrong.”

Voters never know when politicians are lying, so we have 
to assume they always are, and that mistrust leads to 
detachment. But did you ever see a voter base more engaged 
than when Blago embarked on his bizarre, desperate and not 
even slightly humiliating media tour after his impeachment in 
January 2009? Sure, they may have been laughing at him, but 
people were, for once, paying attention. The extravagant lie 
was our ticket in.

But here’s really why the man’s whoppers were so 
meaningful to the people of Illinois: They accomplished the 
opposite of their intent. Rather than obscure the truth, they 
revealed exactly who Blago is. There was always something 
craven about the way Blagojevich governed, from pandering 
to seniors while crippling public transportation by mandating 
they ride free, to allegedly offering to allow at least one 
unfriendly reporter to stay at the governor’s mansion in 
Springfield (since Blago mostly, and oddly, worked out of 
Chicago). And though you could always catch whiffs of bad 
smells coming from his administration, you could never put 
your finger on the source, until his lies came back to bite him.

What’s more, they didn’t bite only him. Once he was 
arrested, the rusty machinations of a dying political 
apparatus were exposed as Roland Burris did the walk of 
shame into his Senate seat, and corruption was elevated from 
colorful back story to serious issue that needs to be addressed. 

Blago now embarks on his retrial after being convicted on 
only one count last year (notably, for lying to the FBI). Since 
that day in 2008, when he lay in a fetal position as FBI officers 
attempted to escort him out of his home, he has tried to cast 
himself as a folk hero, the man wronged by the system, 
despite the fact that he was the system’s lead engineer. In that 
way, I kind of love the guy. If he’d just given up, he’d be a 
villain. But the way he’s clowned and mugged ever since, you 
get the feeling that he believes his own lies, which, to my mind, 
also makes him Illinois’s greatest tragicomic figure. 
Sometimes I see him jogging down the street, just waiting for 
someone to call out his name so he can smile and wave, a jovial 
ghost of his former self.

And about that former self: Let’s not forget that, most 
meaningfully, Blago’s lies got him out of office. Which makes 
them, in the end, his greatest gift to all of us.

Rod Blagojevich, whose retrial starts 

this week, may go down as the greatest 

liar in Illinois history. And for that,  

he deserves our gratitude.   

By Jonathan Messinger  Photo illustration 

by Jamie DiVecchio Ramsay
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 Liars’ 
hall of 
shame 
 These local fi bbers 
take the prize for 
telling some of the 
boldest whoppers 
in Chicago history. 

When the former Cub 
appeared at a 2005 
congressional 
committee on steroid 
use in Major League 
Baseball alongside a 
motley crew of phonies 
(Rafael Palmeiro, 
Jose Canseco, Mark 
McGwire), Sosa 
suddenly lost his 
grasp of the English 
language. So he had 
his lawyer read this 
statement: “To be 
clear, I have never 
taken illegal 
performance-
enhancing drugs.” 
If his 1990s growth 
spurt and disturbingly 
rippled biceps didn’t 
convince you he was 
lying, a 2009 report 
by The New York 
Times cited some 
damning evidence: 
Sosa was one of 104 
players who tested 
positive for steroids 
in 2003, according to 
lawyers familiar with 
the investigation. 
That’s the same 
season he got busted 
for using a corked bat, 
which he brushed off 
as “a mistake.” Say it 
ain’t so, indeed.
—Rod O’Connor

SAMMY 
SOSA

“This is our year.”
Repeat a lie often enough and you start to believe it. But 
sorry, Cubs fans, the fact remains: Our lovable losers 
have the longest championship drought on the continent. 
Self-delusion has gotten us nowhere—let’s kick off the 
season with a truer prediction: We’re gonna choke!  

“Spring starts in March.”
If by spring you mean the revelation of litter and dog shit 
that were formerly cloaked under piles of snow, then yes. 
But March weather stats for Chicago are hardly springlike: 
The average high temp is only 47 degrees, and average 
days of snowfall are 4.6, yielding an average of 6 inches.

“We’re okay with being the Second City.”  
Chicagoans love to go off on why they would never move 
to New York. But let’s be honest: Aren’t we all secretly a 
little peeved that just about every overseas fashion brand 
launches its first boutique in NYC? That most restaurant 
trends start there, then eventually trickle to Chicago? That 
our most talented artists and musicians inevitably leave to 

make it big in New York? Let it out; it’s okay to be a bit 
jealous. At least we don’t live in shoe boxes.

“UGGs and puffy coats are totally in style.”
Scottish adventurer and celebrated smart-ass Sir 
Ranulph Fiennes famously said, “There is no such thing 
as bad weather, only inappropriate clothing.” We’d 
argue that there is such a thing as bad—in fact, 
beastly—weather. But he’s right on one count, and that’s 
why fugly $200 boots and a North Face sleeping bag–
cum–winter coat are our de facto winter uniforms.

“Wicker Park is still cutting-edge.”
Wicker Park circa the 1990s: The Smashing Pumpkins 
played a secret show at the Double Door under the name 
Audio Vanguard Association and Rainbo Club was an 
obscure dive. Wicker Park today: sports bars, chain 
stores, fro-yo shops and baby boutiques. Some change is 
good (we’ll trade Pontiac Cafe for tacos at Big Star), and 
there are still plenty of reasons to visit, but its rep as the 
hippest ’hood is as over as the Pumpkins.

 The lies we tell ourselves help 

 CONVENIENT 

untruths 
make Chicago more livable. Or so we think…  

By Erin Ensign  Photograph by Taylor Castle 
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“This is a green city.”
Chicago may be a leader in green roofs (there are more 
than 400 in various stages of development and our own 
City Hall boasts a 20,300-square-foot rooftop garden), 
but we’re breathing in more pollution than other cities. 
The outdated Crawford and Fisk coal-fired power plants 
(in Little Village and Pilsen, respectively) are two of the 
oldest and largest single sources of deadly particulate–
forming air pollution in the country. The EPA wants 
them upgraded, but no dice as of yet. 

“It’s easy having a car in Chicago.”
The average auto-insurance rate for Chicago  
residents is $1,290 per year. Factor in your Illinois 
license and registration ($99), City of Chicago sticker 
($75) and residential parking permit ($25), and the 
annual tab’s raised to $1,489. That’s not including 
variables like car payments, meters ($1.50–$5 per 
hour), gas (well over $4-per-gallon), a reserved spot, 
tickets and repairs. The annual cost for a CTA monthly 
pass: $1,032. Now that’s easy. 

“I like Midwesterners. They’re all so nice.”
If nice means knowing your neighbors or chatting up 
strangers while waiting for your dry cleaning, we have 
room for improvement. And actually, only two Midwest 
cities made the top ten of Travel + Leisure’s 2009 list of 
friendliest people: Minneapolis/St. Paul and Kansas City 
(Chicago ranked 19). Go figure.

“This is a postracial city.”
While Illinois leads the nation in electing African-
Americans to statewide office, we’re actually the third 
most segregated urban area in America. Among the 
reasons for the concentration of blacks on the South 
and West Sides, and whites to the North: historical 
(and now illegal) housing and lending practices, the 
concentration of impoverished blacks in public 
housing towers and the Interstate Highways Act of 
1956, which resulted in expressways like the Dan Ryan 
being routed through African-American 
neighborhoods in Chicago, further dividing black and 
white enclaves. 

A “Free Larry Hoover” 
movement still 
claims this legendary 
gang leader is a 
changed man, 
likening his 
imprisonment to 
that of Nelson 
Mandela. But in 
1995, a federal 
investigation found 
Hoover’s rebranding 
efforts—most 
notably, changing 
the initials GD from 
“Gangster Disciples” 
to represent a 
nonprofit 
organization called 
“Growth and 
Development”—
were an elaborate 
ruse. Informants 
revealed the public 
programs Hoover ran 
from prison, 
including a music 
label to help needy 
kids, were actually 
fronts for laundering 
drug money. Today, 
Hoover has plenty of 
time to dream up 
new deals: In 1997, 
he was sentenced to 
six additional life 
sentences for drug 
conspiracy, extortion 
and continuing to 
engage in a criminal 
enterprise while  
in prison.—RO

LARRY HOOVER
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 THAT DRESS does MAKE YOU LOOK FAT 
 A clothing-store manager and other locals reveal their most common on-the-job fibs.  
By Jake Malooley  Illustration by Ian Dingman 

THE REALTOR
“Granite countertops and stainless-steel appliances have 
become the lingo for new. But it can mean total shithole. 
Hotpoint makes [faux] stainless-steel appliances now. 
Hotpoint is the bottom of the barrel. It’s the garbage of all 
garbage appliances. We put that in a lot of our properties so 
we can say it’s stainless steel. It’s not even stainless steel, 
actually—it’s plastic. We’ll list hardwood floors; well, a lot 
of the hardwood floors are actually Pergo, which is like a 
plastic floor.”—real-estate agent for eight years
 
THE SERVER
“People will come up with all sorts of crazy requests. 
Sometimes the requested additions are things that are 
totally possible, but I tell the customer the kitchen can’t 
do something extra because if I ask the chef to do it, he’ll 
scream at me. Someone wants to add onions or cheese, 
and it’s like, ‘No, I’m really sorry. We can’t do that.’ I 
totally go back to the kitchen and make fun of those 
people. Also, basically anyone who asks for the 
manager—people who want to complain about the food 
or the service or people who come in with résumés—the 
manager is pretty much never available. He could be 

PHIL 
PAGANO

When former Metra 
chief Pagano took 
his own life in front of 
a speeding train last 
May, it came to light 
that he bilked his 
employer for nearly a 
half-million dollars in 
fake bonuses and 
left his wife more 
than a million dollars 
in debt. Pagano was 
also living multiple 
lives. Love notes and 
canceled personal 
checks addressed to 
several women were 
discovered, and his 
wife claimed he 
bankrolled two other 
households. To add 
insult to injury, 
Pagano told one of 
his lovers, an Indiana 
massage therapist, 
that he was 
widowed. Among the 
other little white lies 
peddled to his lady 
friends, Pagano 
fi bbed that he was 
suffering from 
pancreatic cancer. 
Because nothing 
gets a mistress hot 
like cancer of the 
pancreas.—RO

standing right next to me, but officially he’s not here.” 
—server for nine years at several fine-dining restaurants, 
most recently at a respected farm-to-table spot
 
THE BARTENDER
“The first and foremost lie is that I give a flying fuck 
about my customers’ problems. I don’t! It’s like, ‘No, 
you’re not annoying me at all’ when it’s busy and they’re 
trying to tell me their problems. And I always tell the 
two-pack-a-day, alcoholic regulars, ‘You won’t be single 
forever’ and ‘No, that fifth Cosmo won’t make you fat.’ ”
—bartender for two years at a smattering of new bars, 
including an upscale hotel rooftop spot
 
THE FLIGHT ATTENDANT
“Whenever people have connecting flights and we’re 
running late, people are always freaking out. We always 
tell them they’re going to make it, but there’s a good 
chance they won’t. [Laughs] And one common thing we 
always lie about is, we often turn on the FASTEN SEAT BELT 
sign and the pilot will come on the loudspeaker and say, 
‘Hey, there’s turbulence.’ That just means he’s gotta go 
piss. [Laughs] The FAA says we have to turn on the 
FASTEN SEAT BELT sign to open up the cockpit.”—flight 
attendant at a major U.S. airline for nine years

s THE STORE MANAGER
“There are a lot of things at my store that I think 

are really ugly. When people try them on 
and they’re like, ‘What do you think of 

this top?’ I’m like, ‘Oh, it’s so great! We 
just got it in! Actually, we just sold 

a ton of them!’ In my head, I’m 
like, That’s the ugliest piece of 

shit I’ve ever seen. I gotta 
make my numbers! But the 

biggest lie is the store 
credit card, how it’s a 
rewards-based card. 
Really it’s just a credit 
card that screws you 
over with a horrible 
interest rate. You have 
to buy a lot to reap any 

rewards.”
—manager 

of a trendy 
clothing 
chain for 
13 years
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DON’T RAIN ON THESE charades

IF AT FIRST YOU 
DON’T SUCCEED, 

How do lawyers nail a criminal when the 
most heinous charges don’t stick? 
Convict him for lying.  By John Greenfield

ALIBI NETWORK
Our first call to this company is appropriately mysterious; 
we’re patched through to a woman who sounds like a dead 
ringer for a Russian spy. “Vello? Vis is Alibi Network.” 
The service, launched in 2005 in Buffalo Grove, will do 
pretty much anything you need to aid and abet a lie. 
Attending a “conference” in the Caribbean? Alibi will 
deliver false paperwork to your boss. A weekend “fishing 
trip”? They’ll send faux college buds to your door, poles in 
hand. Starts at $35, alibinetwork.net.
 
RENT A DATE
It’s pageantry worthy of the movies: Pay a dashing Don or 
Debbie to pose as your significant other—no s-e-x 
attached. “I’m a Christian guy and I just refused to be a 
pimp,” says Steve Braem, founder of the Glen Ellyn–based 
company. The service, going strong since 1999, presents a 
photo database of about 100 background-checked 
“escorts”—currently, ages 21 to 62—who’ll play along 
with any back story, provided you stay in public in the 
Chicago area. One of Braem’s top tales is about a newbie 
newscaster who paid fake fans to flock to his table while 
out with station bosses. More common: hiring a wedding 
date. Starts at $190 for two hours, rentadate.com.
 
THE REFERENCE STORE
Résumé fudging is a fine line. Miles beyond that, there’s 
this nine-month-old biz that, so far, has waded through 

Between 1972 and 1991, former Chicago Police Cmdr. Jon 
Burge and his subordinates, known as “Burge’s 
Asskickers,” allegedly beat and tortured more than 100 

Lying  
is good  
for you
And other things 
Laura Baginski learned 
while recording her fibs  
for a week.

I’m an honest person. I 
could say it’s my strong 
moral conviction keeping 
me clean, which is part of it, 
but mostly I tell the truth 
because I’m a terrible liar. 
Keeping a “lie log” for a 
week opened my eyes to a 
bigger truth, though: I lie a 
lot, and I’m good at it. And 
sometimes, it’s good for 
everyone. Here’s why:

Lies make you look 
better. I tell these lies 
every day without saying a 
word: My hair is platinum 
blond; my eyelashes are 
black; my skin is flawless; I 
smell like nectarines with a 
hint of ginger. Call me 
shallow, but I don’t want to 
live in a world where zits 
and BO so brazenly 
announce themselves. 

Lies protect you (and 
others). I’m not proud of 
the fact that I tell my 
husband the Red Line was 
crazy-delayed when in fact I 
left the office late. Or that I 
saw a former coworker at a 
coffee shop and pretended 
I didn’t recognize him (for 
the record, he did the 
same). But sometimes it’s 
better to bend the truth 
than create unnecessarily 
tense conversations. And 
I’m sure that former 
coworker had as little 
interest in making banal 
small talk as I did. 
Everybody wins!

Lies make you nicer. 
I confess: I thought a 
writer’s story idea wasn’t  
all that great, even though I 
enthusiastically said it was 
“really interesting, but….”  
I expressed delight when a 
friend divulged he was 
going to work it out with his 
insufferable girlfriend. If I 
didn’t employ these “truth 
softeners” and just gave 
everyone the cold, uncandy-
coated facts, I’d become 
the social equivalent of 
Alcatraz. Here’s how  
I reconcile it: When I fudge 
the truth, I do it with the 
best intentions. Honest.

Hold off on that call to the Better Business Bureau—these companies are forthright 
about their lying ways.  By Marissa Conrad

lie, lie again

African-American suspects to force confessions. Although 
Burge never served a day in prison for the assaults, in 
January he was sentenced to four and a half years in 
prison—for lying. Attorney Flint Taylor, a founding 
partner of the People’s Law Office, which represented some 
of Burge’s victims, explains how perjury charges can help 
balance the scales of justice when other strategies fail.
 
WHEN TO USE IT
“The government uses perjury and obstruction of justice 
in cases where there’s been an official cover-up for many 
years, like there was with Burge.”
 
WHY
“In all criminal cases except murder, the statute of 
limitations is three or five years. So by the time the cover-up 
came unglued and there was a will to prosecute from U.S. 
Attorney Patrick Fitzgerald a few years ago, the only option 
left was an Al Capone–type of prosecution: They got 
Capone not for all his big crimes, but rather for tax evasion.”
 
HOW
“In several earlier civil-rights cases we had litigated, Burge 
and his officers denied under oath that they’d tortured 
anybody. In this latest trial, the government proved it by 
bringing in the testimony of five men who said they’d been 
tortured by electric shock and having bags put over their 
heads. There’s a powerful ‘code of silence’ among cops, but 
after the federal prosecutors granted immunity to former 
Area 2 detective officer Michael McDermott, they got him 
to testify he’d witnessed the torture, and this helped 
convince the jury Burge had lied.”

ethically troubled waters to help 64 people score jobs in 
Chicago. From its Wyoming headquarters, TRS creates 
phony former employers, complete with websites and local 
phone numbers, for job seekers worldwide. The first 
Chicago client: A man dishonorably discharged from the 
Army found work as a personal trainer in 17 days. “We 
believe that everyone deserves a second chance,” says 
operations manager David Everett. “Is Robin Hood a 
criminal? It depends on who you ask.” If you’re asking the 
personal trainer who didn’t get the gig, we’d back up a few 
steps. Starts at $44.95, plus $19.95 a month, 
thereferencestore.com.
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The Liars Issue

With its weathered blue sofa, textbook-littered desks 
and corkboard plastered with postcards from spring-
break spots like Florida and Hilton Head, Room 202 in 
Northwestern University’s Cresap Hall could easily 
belong to a frat brother. But no keg parties or Guitar 
Hero marathons have taken place within its yellowing 
walls. It’s a laboratory where psychologist and professor 
Peter Rosenfeld is working to read minds—by building 
the ultimate lie detector.
 Rosenfeld isn’t tinkering with knob-covered 
polygraph machines like the ones seen on cop shows. 
Instead, the burly 72-year-old is strapping electrodes to 
people’s heads and grilling each subject with questions 
designed to activate brain waves called P300s, which are 
triggered when a person recognizes a stimulus, like a 
picture or a word. For example, if you show a jewel thief a 
picture of a diamond he stole, he’ll most likely emit a 
P300 signal. (P stands for positive, and 300 is the 
minimum number of milliseconds it takes for the person 
to recognize the image.) Rosenfeld’s claim: Besides 
helping pinpoint whodunit, P300s can be used to predict 
and prevent future crimes by plucking essential 
information from the brains of would-be perpetrators.
 With his thinning gray hair and a New York accent 
that’s survived four decades in Chicago, Rosenfeld has 
been studying deception detection at Northwestern 
since the early ’80s. But after September 11, he started to 

think about his research in a new light. “I realized the 
government would be interested in an antiterror 
scenario,” he says. Last June, he published the findings 
of an unprecedented mock terrorism study in the 
scientific journal Psychophysiology.
 Researchers split 29 Northwestern students into two 
groups, instructing one to plan a vacation; the other, a 
terrorist attack. Then, subjects were outfitted with 
swim-cap-like hats covered in electrodes that would, 
essentially, read their minds. The lab’s aging PCs 
flashed hundreds of dates and pictures of cities; the 
“terrorists’ ” P300s shot up when relevant images or 
words—like Houston, the site of the attack, or July, the 
month—appeared. When researchers knew some of the 
attack’s details beforehand (comparable to the CIA 
having limited intelligence on a potential threat), they 
nabbed 12 out of 12 terrorists. When they didn’t, they 
identified ten of 12.
 “We don’t claim we’re revealing lies; we’re revealing 
recognition,” Rosenfeld says. “But if you can show that 
someone recognizes something they verbally deny, you 
can infer deception with a high probability of accuracy.”
 The method isn’t perfect. If a subject has an innocent 
mental link to something suspicious, his or her P300s will 
still spike at levels indistinguishable from the guilty 
suspects. (In the case above, that means anyone who 
happened to be planning a vacay to Houston in July may 

In Illinois, we’re no 
longer shocked 
when a sitting 
governor lies. But it’s 
the ballsy regularity 
with which Ryan 
betrayed the trust of 
citizens that is most 
appalling. For 
example: He 
consistently steered 
millions of dollars in 
contracts to friends 
in exchange for cash 
and vacations, lied 
about it to the FBI 
and then accepted 
more freebie 
getaways. (The 
disgraced guv’s fave 
hot spot? Jamaica.) 
The nadir of his 
dishonesty was the 
licenses-for-bribes 
scandal, which 
occurred while Ryan 
was Secretary of 
State. When Ryan 
learned that bribes 
were being paid for 
truck drivers’ 
licenses (including 
one for a driver who 
killed a family’s six 
kids on a Wisconsin 
highway), rather 
than ending the 
illegal practice, he 
tried to halt the 
investigation that 
uncovered it. 
Convicted on 
multiple counts  
of corruption in 
2006, Ryan was 
sentenced to prison 
until 2013. —RO

GEORGE 
RYAN

ELECTRODE 

avenue
A new form of lie detection from a small 

lab at Northwestern University 

could stop crimes before they happen.  

By Nicole Frehsee  Photograph by Jimmy Fishbein
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 Love the way 
you lie 

Stare ’em down. Though 
the Northwestern lab is out to 
convince courtrooms that 
when it comes to lying, it’s 
what’s on the inside (brain 
waves) that counts, you can 
prey on some common 
deception misconceptions to 
con people, says Ph.D. 
candidate Mike Winograd. 
One: that most fi bbers fl ake 
on eye contact. The truth is 
that while telling any story—
falsehood or fact—we tend to 
glance up and to the left, 
likely because the sky holds 
few distractions, which frees 
our brains to recount more 
details, Winograd says. But 
because people think eye 
contact matters in the battle 
between truth and lie, 
Winograd suggests locking 
onto their peepers to 
establish trust.

Chronology counts. 
Forget all we’ve learned 
from early-’90s rap: Don’t 
jump around, at least when 
trying to tell a whopper. 
Though truthful stories are 
rarely told chronologically—
“We tend to jump back in 
time and fi ll in details,” 

Winograd says—people 
who smell a rat may see 
your “Oh right, I didn’t 
mention Jeff had joined us 
at the bar” as suspect. Iron 
out the details before you 
start speaking and motor 
through, he says. 

Drop that phone. Don’t rely 
on e-mail, text or even a call 
to tell your sig o you can’t 
meet Thursday because you, 
um, have a cousin in town. 
When psychologists in 
England conducted two 
interviews—one true, one 
laden with lies—with the 
same person, subjects 
correctly picked which 
interview was B.S. about 
three-quarters of the time 
when both aired on the radio 
and about 64 percent of the 
time when they ran in print, 
but only half the time when 
they aired on TV. Gestures 
may make arguments 
appear more compelling, 
the study found. However, if 
you’re trying to master the 
art of lying to your girlfriend, 
may we suggest telling 
yourself the truth and ending 
it? —NF

AL CAPONE

 Become a better fi bber with the help of Northwestern’s 
lie-studying lab.   

have been flagged as a terrorist threat.) Of course, the 
more details available about a crime, the less probable 
such coincidences would be. But what happens when you 
don’t have that crucial intel? When interrogating a 
terrorism suspect, you can name all major U.S. cities 
pretty quickly to see if one is a trigger. But when grilling a 
potential bank robber, it would be near impossible to name 
every bank in the country to determine his or her target.

The larger-than-life 
crime fi gure wasn’t 
necessarily lying 
when he told 
reporters, “I am just 
a businessman, 
giving the people 
what they want.” No 
doubt, there was a 
healthy demand for 
his prostitution, 
gambling and 
bootlegging rings in 
Prohibition-era 
Chicago. But to 
encourage the law to 
turn a blind eye to 
his illegal 
enterprises, the 
brutal gangster 
maintained a 
respectable outward 
appearance that 
was less than 
forthright: The man 
known as Scarface 
lived with his family 
in a modest house in 
a middle-class South 
Side neighborhood 
and peddled a 
business card 
claiming he sold 
“second-hand 
furniture.” 
Eventually, it was 
Capone’s fi bs to 
Uncle Sam that got 
him tossed in 
Alcatraz when he 
was convicted of tax 
evasion in 1931. 
And ultimately, it 
was the lie he told 
himself—the one 
about not having 
syphilis—that led 
to his death in 
1947.—RO

years. The machines measure physiological arousal—
factors like heart rate or blood pressure, which allegedly 
rise when you lie. But you can throw off the system, 
Winograd says, by causing yourself physical pain—say, 
biting your tongue—to get your heart racing during the 
less-heated part of the interrogation. Then when you lie on 
the big question (“Did you murder your wife?”), any 
unintentional reaction will seem muted in comparison, 
and bam: The poly perceives you as innocent. 
 On a typical day in Rosenfeld’s lab, psych undergrads 
doubling as test subjects shuffle in and out while Ph.D. 
candidates conduct trials. “They’re not all as sexy as the 
terrorism scenario,” says Winograd, whose most recent 
study centered on a mock petty theft. The data sniffed 
out the guilty subjects with 92 percent accuracy.
 Rosenfeld says his research is “close to accurate 
enough” to use in court. The only hurdle left is a study 
on real-world subjects. He’s working on getting a 
proposal through the Institutional Review Board, 
which monitors research ethics. His goal is to get 
federal, law-enforcement and security agencies to 
recognize the potential of P300s. But the holy grail of lie 
detection, he adds, would be a system in which 
responses are directly correlated with deception—à la 
Pinocchio’s nose. “I think that kind of thing may be 
possible one day,” Rosenfeld says. “But you’re not 
going to get it with a polygraph.”

 According to Rosenfeld and his disciples, even with 
these flaws, P300 exams are superior to the polygraph 
tests favored by U.S. government and law-enforcement 
agencies. “You can be taught how to beat a poly in ten 
minutes,” says Mike Winograd, a 25-year-old Ph.D. 
candidate who’s been studying with Rosenfeld for five 

“We don’t claim 
we’re revealing lies; 
we’re revealing 
recognition.”

BRAIN STORM Professor 
Rosenfeld, left, and Ph.D. 

candidate Winograd, far right, 
perform a brain wave–based lie-

detection test on a subject in 
their Northwestern lab.
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