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			Book Presentation: Black in the White House by Ron J. Christie

			Book Abstract

			Black in the White House follows Christie’s three-year tenure in the Bush-Cheney White House, from the early interviews by the electoral transition team through to his final appointment by President Bush to the USA Freedom Corps. He provides a behind-the-scenes look at the inner workings of the White House, with revealing sketches of well-known political personalities.

			Christie explains his work on issues important to the early administration, such as tax reform, energy policy and President Bush’s Compassionate Conservative social agenda. Throughout his White House journey, Christie reveals the challenges of being a black Republican and demonstrates throughout his commitment to serving African Americans.

			About the Author

			Ron Christie is a long-time black conservative who served in the Bush-Cheney White House from 2001-2004. He began as the vice president’s Deputy Assistant for domestic policy, then in 2002 received a promotion to become special assistant to the president for the USA Freedom Corps. Prior to working in the White House, Christie was counsel to Senator George Allen (R-VA) and advisor to Representative John Kasich.

		

	
		
			Summary of Black in the White House

			Road to the White House

			Ron Christie was selected for his White House position as a domestic policy deputy assistant to the vice president after serving Republican congressmen and working in campaign politics. In December of 2000, he had just celebrated the electoral victory of Senator George Allen (R-VA), for whom he had been special counsel, and he had recently been called to the Republican recount team overseeing the contested presidential election results in Florida. Just after the Supreme Court decided 7-2 against a further recount – thus deciding the election in favor of Bush – Christie received the fateful phone call from the Bush-Cheney transition office requesting an interview.

			He interviewed with Scooter Libby, who was hiring the vice president’s staff, and who would later serve as Cheney’s Chief of Staff. The interview went smoothly, complete with discussions of literature and sports, and Libby suggested that Christie might be a candidate for a domestic policy position. A brief, but nervous wait led Christie to another interview with Cheney himself several days later, where they discussed his background, experience and views on whether the proposed Secretary of Labor appointee, Linda Chavez, should withdraw given her personal background that had proved controversial and embarrassing for the incoming administration. Christie was asked if he “had done anything that would embarrass the President and wind up on the front page of the Washington Post?” to which he was fortunately able to answer no. Christie received the job offer of deputy assistant to the vice president for domestic policy, a position he had never dreamed of, but was thrilled to accept.

			Beginning work in the White House was an exciting journey into an unknown challenge. Nervously passing through Secret Service at the White House gates on his first day, Christie was struck by the aura of power and history in the Old Executive Office Building, although the offices had been left in a shambles by the departing Clinton staff. A White House staff meeting with Bush’s Chief of Staff Andrew Card, later to become a close confidante, impressed all of the newcomers with the importance of advancing the President’s agenda as opposed to their own, of respecting the White House hierarchy and communication, and of the privileged yet tenuous nature of these politically sensitive jobs.

			They “were warned not to get too comfortable or complacent – most staff in the White House served for a period of 18 months or less… [They] were challenged to work hard, do the work of the American people, and then leave government service to allow others the rare opportunity and privilege to serve.”

			Early Challenges as Domestic Policy Advisor

			One of the early challenges facing the Bush administration was the media-crafted public image of an imbalanced power relationship between the vice president and president. A biased media presented images of “George W. Bush as an amiable Texas lightweight who had chosen his father’s defense secretary to show Junior the ways of Washington and the world.” Cheney was portrayed as “the puppet master behind the scenes pulling all the strings of the candidate.” These media representations, which persisted through the early months of the administration, were starkly contrasted to the reality of the White House’s directive for Cheney’s staff: “support President Bush and his team in any way [they] could.”

			Christie’s early blooper in discussing his duties with the Washington Post demonstrated the dangers of navigating the waves of public perception. Upon being asked about how the vice president’s and Bush’s staff worked together, he described “how [they] were seamlessly integrated and joined at the hip to fulfill the president’s domestic agenda.” Though he had thought it a harmless statement demonstrating the vice president’s supportive role, the Post selectively focused on his remark that the vice president’s and President’s staff were on “equal footing,” implying that he viewed them as equal partners, “almost a co-presidency,” which would be a harmful image to those skeptical of Cheney’s influence. Christie regretted his comments and the media attention they received and the Chief of Staff was reportedly none too pleased about his “media transgression,” an unfortunate early misstep, but luckily more pressing domestic issues demanded attention.

			Christie’s key tasks as domestic policy deputy advisor were to prepare policy papers and briefing memos for the vice president on key issues that the administration hoped to address. His duties included answering questions in regular weekly meetings to satisfy the vice president’s “voracious appetite for information.” To be unprepared, or to be unable to answer a question, was a cardinal sin, and one that could subject a staffer to a private tongue lashing by Margaret Spellings, the VP’s chief domestic policy advisor, a fate that Christie worked assiduously to avoid.

			He initially focused on economic issues like the budget, taxes, Social Security and Medicare reform. His scope would also come to include healthcare, agriculture and the environment – all told a tall order. The initial budget review for the fiscal year 2002 budget promised to be contentious, even within the Republican Party, as congressional members wanted to curb domestic spending, while Bush’s cabinet secretaries would fight to reduce cuts in their own areas. President Bush wished to pursue immediately one of his campaign promises to cut taxes for working Americans, which would also provide an economic stimulus to the sluggish economy. Christie’s efforts to support the new economic initiatives included accompanying Cheney to his speeches to stump for the tax cuts. While watching Cheney address the National Association of Manufacturers, Christie received his first up-close glimpse of the vice president’s commanding and charismatic public performance that marked his career.

			Another key issue was developing the administration’s energy policy. Increasing fuel prices prompted the vice president to critique the nation’s deficient energy infrastructure, and Cheney was appointed the chair of the National Energy Policy Development Group by Bush. Cheney’s remarks about conservation drew political controversy when he claimed, during a speech, that “conservation may be a sign of personal virtue, but it is not a sufficient basis all by itself for sound, comprehensive energy policy. We also have to produce more.” The comment drew liberal protest as it was seemingly dismissive of conservation. The press’s widespread condemnation of the remarks and portrayal of the policy as one designed to reward and benefit big business exemplified the pervasive trend of liberal media bias that buffeted the administration.

			Compassionate Conservatism and the Politics of Race

			Christie felt a personal stake in another policy initiative, the development of Bush’s social policy that came to be called Compassionate Conservatism. Christie hoped these policies would enable the Republican Party to make significant inroads into the African American community, a political base that had previously been less than receptive to Republican agendas.

			The Compassionate Conservative agenda included social policies that would benefit all Americans, including African Americans, and one of the challenges after coming out of a narrow election was to make this case strongly to the public. No Child Left Behind education reform, lowered taxes, reforming Medicare and Social Security, and health care reform were all issues that should be favored by black families. While working on these policies early in his White House career, Christie recalls, “I resolved to seek every opportunity to demonstrate the value of an approach to attract the African-American community to support the Bush agenda by showing how the president’s policies would benefit all Americans – particularly African Americans.”

			He would soon have the opportunity to advance his agenda in a meeting with the vice president. In March of 2001, upon Cheney’s request, he drafted a paper called Thoughts on Black America, describing how to change their outreach to the African American community. “Rather than having typical ‘black’ events, he and the president should highlight various programs, individuals, and entrepreneurs who happen to be of color, without appearing to pander to or placate the usual suspects of civil rights leaders and clergy.”

			At a meeting to discuss the issue with Cheney and other black staffers, they stressed that black communities were broad and multi-vocal and that traditional black leaders were not representative and instead portrayed a culture of victimization. “Finding discrimination and trouble behind every corner, these folks were extremely successful in extorting ridiculous sums of money from government and corporations that would oddly find their way into the leaders’ pockets rather than the constituencies they claimed to represent.” Instead of focusing on traditional issues like crime and drugs, Republicans should stress the Compassionate Conservative agenda, particularly the No Child Left Behind Act, as a way to improve communities. Concerning strategies for political outreach, it was advised that “avoiding the entrenched black establishment and listening to small business leaders, doctors, and other professionals would yield a far more accurate picture of important issues.” Through his support at this first key meeting, as in the following months, the vice president demonstrated his genuine care for the black community.

			Christie was often aware of his status as one of few black staffers in a nearly all white administration. The White House staff was incredibly egalitarian and caring, though a couple of experiences revealed the lingering specter of racial bias and drove home how difficult it could be to function as a black politician. One such event occurred when Christie accompanied Condoleezza Rice, Bush’s National Security Advisor, who is also black, to a celebration at Howard University, the Capitol’s noted African American university. After he walked into the event politely carrying her coat, a senior member of the University brusquely ordered him to take the coat to the coat check, exhibiting a racist and elitist assumption that he was only her lackey. To her credit, Rice stood up for him by informing the gentleman of Christie’s status as deputy advisor and demanding an apology for the slight.

			Another insult occurred among the White House staff, when upon visiting the hall that housed the offices of Christie, a Filipino domestic policy advisor and another black Advance scheduler, a senior staffer commented “It’s starting to look like a ghetto down here.” Christie was angry and hurt by the experience. His conscience prompted him to speak out and the White House handled the situation to make sure it would not be repeated. Vice President Cheney, however, treated his staff without distinction by race or gender. As Christie remarks, “If the best group of people available were all brown, yellow and green by way of skin color, I have no doubt Cheney would have hired them.”
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