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			Book Presentation: Dead Certain by Robert Draper

			Book Abstract

			In Dead Certain, Robert Draper goes inside the Bush White House and delivers an intimate portrait of a tumultuous decade and a beleaguered administration. With unprecedented access to all the key figures of this administration – including six one-on-one sessions with the president himself, Draper has achieved what no other journalist or contemporary historian has done thus far: he has told the story of the Bush White House from the inside, with a special emphasis on how the very personality of this strong-willed president has affected the outcome of events.

			Draper allows readers to witness the personal force of a president determined to achieve big things, who remained an optimist in the face of a sometimes harsh unpopularity, and who confronted the history of his time with what can surely be described as dead certainty.

			About the Author

			Robert Draper is a national correspondent for GQ magazine and was once the senior editor at Texas Monthly. He is also the author of the novel Hadrian’s Walls and the biography Rolling Stone Magazine: The Uncensored History. He lives in Washington, D.C. 

		

	
		
			Summary of Dead Certain (Robert Draper)

			Introduction

			George W. Bush believes it will be impossible to evaluate his presidency until after he is dead. The president is absolutely convinced in what he has termed his Freedom Agenda, the notion that America’s security is inextricably tied to spreading the blessings of liberty throughout the globe, especially across the Middle East.

			Even as the situation in Iraq has deteriorated, President Bush remains steadfast and optimistic that history will ultimately vindicate the choices he’s made, particularly his decision to invade Iraq. He does not dwell on his low approval ratings or on the past. He believes he has a responsibility to project confidence that America can complete its mission in Iraq.

			“The job of the president,” Bush contends, “is to think strategically so that you can achieve big objectives.” Playing small-ball, Bush insists, is incompatible with America’s influence, or with achieving peace. For instance, Bush contends that Iran is a strategic threat because it is promoting an intolerant form of religion. This makes it a destabilizing force in a volatile region in the world where upheavals could cause energy resources to fall into the hands of anti-Western extremists. The president must make strategic decisions based on principles. He must stick by his convictions and not be driven by polls.

			Bush believes it is his obligation as commander-in-chief to visit with those who have borne the brunt of the decisions he’s made. Meeting with wounded soldiers and families that have lost loved ones can be a tremendously emotional experience. Bush has been confronted by families that do not believe the war in Iraq is worth it, but more often, he has been buoyed by families that urge him to see the mission through so that their loved will not have sacrificed in vain.

			Bush is allergic to doubt. He believes that to express doubt would undermine the morale of U.S troops, Iraqis, and the American people. But Bush’s self-certainty is no pose. In Bush’s view, resolve based on principles is the opposite of leadership that follows polls. Regarding his optimism and certainty on Iraq, Bush says “you can’t fake it, you have to believe it. And I believe it, I believe we’ll succeed.”

			Bush is an idealist, a proponent of grand, if risky, visions. The grim conditions in Iraq, however, have sucked the oxygen out of Bush’s presidency. Despite dismal approval ratings, numerous scandals, and spotty progress at best in Iraq, Bush exhibits serenity about his role as president and his place in history. He believes the surge he has ordered will stabilize Iraq. He believes his successor will maintain America’s presence in the Gulf. And he believes America’s engagement in the region will serve two important functions: 1) it will tilt the Middle East in a better direction, and 2) it will remind certain actors in the Gulf that the U.S. is a force to be reckoned with.

			Bush is confident that the decisions he has made were necessary to secure the country. Most Americans, however, no longer trust Bush’s judgment. “The First Optimist has made pessimists out of them.” But neither the setbacks in Iraq nor Bush’s unpopularity have dampened Bush’s confidence. He loves to make decisions. And he is dead certain he will be proven right.

			The Road to the White House

			George W. Bush is a ferocious competitor; he does not believe you can win by playing it safe and he thrives on the adrenaline rush of competition. He is a remarkably vigorous man who enjoys working out, chopping wood, and dirt biking. Even at 60, President Bush can out-hustle the younger Secret Service agents trying to keep up with him on a mountain biking expedition.

			Bush would arrive at the White House an untested man. He was the son of a president – George H. W. Bush – and he had achieved some modest success in business, including a stint as a part owner of the Texas Rangers baseball franchise. He had been elected to two terms as the popular governor of the state of Texas, but there was little evidence from the first four decades of Bush’s life that he was presidential material.

			Bush received a first class Ivy League education, but his academic record, by his own admission, was mediocre. He also received preferential treatment to join the Texas Air National Guard, which allowed him to avoid the Vietnam War. Bush admits to drinking heavily until his 40th birthday, after which he forswore alcohol and accepted Christ as his personal savior. His first venture into politics was unsuccessful – he lost a Congressional race in 1978 – though he had made a respectable showing for a novice candidate. Still, Bush later confessed, “You don’t ever get over losing.”

			When he was elected governor of Texas in 1994, Bush was determined to get big things done. He had diligently studied up on policy matters that interested him and he identified four issues where he believed he could make a difference: educational reform, juvenile justice reform, tort reform, and welfare reform. Bush had made these issues the centerpiece of his campaign and he worked successfully with the Democratic-controlled state legislature to pass his agenda. He was reelected by a landslide, which led many Republicans, including a political strategist by the name of Karl Rove, to think in terms of Bush’s national electability.

			Bush entered the race for president in 1999 as the Republican frontrunner. Name recognition, an unprecedented war chest, and the backing of the Republican establishment made him the man to beat. Nevertheless, an upset victory by John McCain in the New Hampshire Republican primary threatened to derail Bush’s coronation. Bush, however, would rebound in South Carolina by running a bruising, no-holes barred campaign against his Republican rival.

			Bush’s chief political strategist, Karl Rove, always believed his candidate would beat Al Gore, but he also recognized that they did not have history on their side running against the designated successor of an administration that had presided over a period of unprecedented peace and prosperity. The Bush campaign managed to frame the contest in terms of values and character, with Bush receiving his biggest applause lines by promising to restore honor and dignity to the White House. However, a last minute October surprise, the revelation that Bush had once been arrested for drunk driving, nearly tipped the election in Gore’s favor. In fact, Gore managed to win the popular vote by more than 500,000 votes, though the election would hinge on Bush’s 536 more votes in the crucial and bitterly contested state of Florida. George W. Bush would spend a month at his ranch in Crawford, Texas while the legal wrangling over the disputed election played out. But Bush was heading to 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue.

			The Presidency

			Punctuality is a virtue with Bush. The president doesn’t like to be kept waiting and he considers it a matter of courtesy to keep White House meetings on schedule. Bush is so intent on running a tight ship that he once ordered the doors to a Cabinet Room locked when Colin Powell was noticeably five minutes late for a meeting. The room erupted in laughter when the Secretary of State struggled with the door knob. Bush got his point across: meetings would start and finish on time.

			Bush was also sending an implicit message, he was the president and he was in charge. No one who worked for him doubted that Bush was the driving force in his administration. Yet, the conventional wisdom held that Bush was a puppet of Karl Rove, of Dick Cheney, or even Bush’s father. “Bush endeavored to dispel these notions with a vengeance.”

			Education was the first item on Bush’s presidential agenda, but tax cuts would prove to be Bush’s first legislative victory. His $1.6 trillion tax cut proposal was meant to fulfill a campaign pledge. Bush’s advisors urged the president not to get hung up on a specific number for the tax cuts, but Bush insisted, “We’re going to say $1.6 trillion. And we’re going to keep saying $1.6 trillion. And we’re not going to back off. And we’re not going to talk [about] compromising.” Bush knew his approach would upset a lot of legislators, but he reasoned that the longer they kept firm, the less they’d eventually have to compromise. Eventually, Congress passed $1.35 trillion dollars in tax cuts with Bush managing to pick up no small measure of Democratic support.

			The next item on Bush’s agenda was federal funding for stem cell research. Bush was extremely interested in the ethical dilemmas raised by using cells taken from discarded embryos in the hopes of effecting cures for many diseases. The pro-life movement was adamant that tampering with a human embryo was immoral. Though Bush opposed abortion, he didn’t make it his pet issue. He was wary of crossing his base, but he also pondered the fact that if a human embryo was going to be discarded anyway, why wouldn’t it be morally advantageous to use the stem line to help cure diseases?

			Bush listened carefully to both sides of the issue and settled for a middle of the road solution: he would allow Federal funding only for those stem cell lines where the human embryo had already been discarded (i.e. the life and death decision had already been made). The decision was bound to disappoint opposing sides in the debate, but the president viewed his decision – delivered during an 11-minute prime time address – as an opportunity to educate the public on this topic. His aides believed he had delivered the most consequential address he would make as president. It was August 2001 and 9/11 was only a month away.

			September 11, 2001

			George W. Bush seemed strangely accidental up through the early fall of 2001. The electorate was already split and his approval ratings were in a downward drift. All that changed dramatically after the attacks of September 11th. Put simply, the pre-9/11 George W. Bush seemed a man in search of a mission; the post-9/11 Bush was a man imbued with purpose.

			Bush’s initial response to the worst terrorist attack on American soil seemed shaky – an initial address to the nation and his delay in getting back to Washington were not reassuring – but his visit to Ground Zero would provide one of the most iconic images of his presidency: President Bush amid the rubble, holding a bullhorn, his arm around a firefighter. Bush also struck all the right chords in his address to the
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