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			Book Presentation: The Promise by Jonathan Alter

			Book Abstract

			From Franklin Roosevelt to Lyndon Johnson through to Ronald Reagan, American presidents have by-and-large done much of their domestic scoring in the first quarter of their first terms when their political capital is at its peak. The initiatives they push through in Year One tend to set the tone for the rest of their presidencies.

			By the time Barack Obama became the 44th president of the United States on January 20, 2009, his new administration was facing two active and long-running wars, the most serious financial crisis since the Great Depression and the people’s unrealistic expectations that dramatic political change was about to happen. Yet in spite of that, President Obama has managed to use a huge and underappreciated stimulus bill to kick-start the economy, navigated his way through auto bailouts and bank rescues, faced down the Pentagon, reached out to the Muslim world, advanced nuclear nonproliferation and managed the wars America was engaged in. For all that, however, he’s most likely to be remembered for the health care reforms which were encapsulated in House and Senate bills which came back from the dead over and over. This was his administration’s signature achievement and it is what he will be remembered for by history – for better or for worse.

			About the Author

			JONATHAN ALTER is a senior editor at Newsweek. He has written a column on politics, history, media and society at large since 1991. He is also an analyst and contributing correspondent for NBC News and MSNBC. Mr. Alter also wrote The Defining Moment: FDR’s Hundred Days and the Triumph of Hope. 

		


		
			Summary of The Promise (Jonathan Alter)

			President-in-Waiting

			It’s easy to assume a President-elect can relax for a while after winning an election but for Barack Obama, the work involved began in earnest at 8a.m. on the morning after the election. Obama had decided two weeks earlier in October Rahm Emmanuel would be his new chief of staff and how the White House would be organized in the event he won. Obama’s closest political advisors – political consultant David Axelrod, family friend Valerie Jarrett and Capitol Hill veteran Pete Rouse – all agreed the incoming Obama administration should avoid the mistakes of the Clinton administration where a large group of advisors had direct access to the president. It was decided instead everything for Obama would instead be channeled through Rahm which was a more structured way to operate. Now all that was left to do was to appoint a Cabinet and fill the seven thousand or so political positions an incoming president decides on.

			The highest profile cabinet appointment was that of Hillary Clinton as secretary of state. Obama’s inner circle were initially against the idea until they were set straight by Obama who correctly noted: “You guys are missing the fundamental point – she’s the most qualified candidate.” Clinton was surprised to even be offered the job given the strong feelings which had been generated during the Democratic primaries. She resisted for a good week or so because she wanted to stay in the Senate where she would have direct involvement in health care reform, but ultimately she decided this was too good an opportunity to pass on.

			While it would be nice to imagine the transition to the incoming Obama administration didn’t start until the Inauguration, the reality was external events were moving too swiftly for a complete hands-off approach to problems to be viable. In fact, it’s likely that never before in American history has a president-elect been required to make so many presidential-level decisions before actually being sworn in. Obama was required to sign off on the $700 billion TARP program which was one of the largest public investments since World War II. He became actively involved in lobbying for the bank rescue bill even though technically he was a private citizen since he had resigned from the Senate shortly after the election. Fortunately, Obama acted as president-elect with a decisiveness which impressed many commentators.

			As president-elect, Obama couldn’t sign bills, issue executive orders or even work in the White House but for all practical purposes, the transition period was used to get up to speed so he would hit the ground running after the inauguration. Obama was announcing personnel appointments, receiving daily briefings on national security and the economy, negotiating with Congress and even holding as many as five press conferences a week as president-elect. Rahm and his other political advisors came up with a game plan for the transition: To score some quick early success and use them to work towards long-term victories. In particular, everything Obama did as president-elect was intended to (1) use victories to add to existing strengths, while avoiding distractions; (2) stimulate the economy while also making progress on long-term initiatives in health, energy, and education; and (3) bring real, not cosmetic, change to the way Washington does business. Rahm set a goal that Obama would sign the Recovery Act on his first day in office and also sign nomination papers for his thirty-four top appointees. This proved to be wildly optimistic thinking but that was the intention.

			In the end, President-elect Obama locked his administration into record government spending increases before he even took the oath of office. This was quite jarring as Democrats were suddenly forced to go from having no authority to spend a dime to spending hundreds of billions of taxpayer dollars virtually overnight. By mid-December, Obama had decided on $700 - $800 billion in economic stimulus spending, a projected budget deficit of around 3 percent and billions more to be committed to educational reforms, development of a new power smart-grid and numerous other infrastructure project. If for nothing else, the Obama presidency was already notable for the sheer number of “not invented here” problems the incoming administration would be forced to address first hand.

			The Inauguration

			President-elect Obama arrived in Washington on January 5 – mainly so his two children could start at their new schools at the beginning of the second semester. Obama did however go almost immediately to the Hill to meet with the Republican leadership in order to signal a bipartisan approach to the stimulus package was needed. The Republicans made all the right noises about working with the incoming president – most likely driven by the fact they had no real alternative to suggest. Obama also met with the Democratic Senate caucus who treated him like a winning conqueror. Obama worked the phones and the fiscal stimulus package was passed by the new Senate 52-42 about five days before the inauguration.

			In the lead-up to the inauguration, the enormity of the challenges facing the new administration became clear. Around 700,000 Americans were losing their jobs every month meaning around 8.5 million Americans would likely lose their jobs in 2009 alone – more than meeting any economist’s definition of a Depression. The banking system remained in crisis mode and the longtime engines of economic growth, the automobile companies, were facing bankruptcy. Whereas Bill Clinton had left office in 2001 with a $236 billion budget surplus, Barack Obama was inheriting a $1.3 trillion deficit from George W. Bush. Furthermore, it was clear to everyone if health care costs weren’t brought under control, there would soon be little money left for anything else. The United States was also at war in two remote countries and the nation was also waging a shadowy war against terrorism in a half-dozen more. And just to make things more interesting for the new administration, nuclear technology was on the verge of spreading to unstable regions at the same time as climate change threatened colossal disruptions across the globe. By any conceivable yardstick, it was clear the new president would need to act boldly and decisively not just for his own political future but to keep America from being absolutely swamped by its immediate challenges.

			All of that was temporarily put to one side on January 20, 2009. “The founders of the United States and twelve of its president – more than one quarter of the total – had owned slaves; the Capitol where Obama would take the oath had been built mostly by slaves; the Mall where hundreds of thousands would gather was the site of slave auctions in the early nineteenth century; the District of Columbia had for generations been segregated, first by law and now by fact. For months Barack Obama had been making presidential-level decisions, but the ceremonial transfer of authority carried its own power as a symbol of the nation’s inspiring capacity for renewal.”

			Inauguration day was clear but bitter cold in Washington D.C. Yet, despite a wind chill of just 17 degrees, a crowd of some one million people stretched down the National Mall as far as the eye could see. Included in Barack Obama’s inaugural speech were the thoughts: “We gather because we have chosen hope over fear, unity of purpose over conflict and discord. On this day, we come to proclaim an end to the petty grievances and false promises, the recriminations and worn-out dogmas that for too long have strangled our politics. Starting today, we must pick ourselves up, dust ourselves off and begin again the work of remaking America. The question we ask today is not whether government is too big or too small, but whether it works. This is the meaning of our liberty and our creed – why men and women and children of every race and every faith can join in a celebration across this magnificent Mall, and why a man whose father less than sixty years ago might not have been served at a local restaurant can now stand before you to take a most sacred oath.”

			The inauguration day ended with nine balls around Washington which President Obama and his wife attended. There was also a reception at the White House later on for about fifty of his closest friends and supporters which ended around 2:30a.m. As Obama left the reception, he suddenly realized he didn’t know the way to the family quarters. “Where do I go now?” he asked no one in particular.

			The “Honeymoon”

			Barack Obama got no honeymoon from the GOP. In a sense, the Inauguration Day was more like a twenty-four-hour cease-fire. As one political observer noted, Obama’s reconcilitary extension of his hand to the Republicans was slapped away even before the Inauguration scaffolding had been taken down. Obama had cometo Washington on the strength of a promise to ease the partisan wars of the previous decades but that mindset was under attack almost immediately.

			Obama set three message goals for the first 100 days of his presidency (loosely patterned on how FDR operated in 1933 when he won election during the Great Depression.) Obama’s message goals were:

			
					To be seen as a clean break from the past – sort of to position himself as “the un-Bush” president.

					To have a White House which demonstrably showed its competence daily by putting “points on the board.” Obama was anxious to get some early political victories in order to build momentum. He wanted to enact the Recovery Bill by President’s Day (February 16) and to do other things which showed he was serious when he called for “action and action now.”

					To restore public confidence – by showing that he was enjoying the job and staying optimistic, even in the face of pressing problems. Obama wanted to demonstrate beyond any doubt he was up to the job and knew exactly what was required to succeed.

			

			To show a clean break from the Bush era, Obama signed a wad of executive orders in the first week restricting the activities of lobbyists, closing the Guantanamo Bay detention center within a year, lessening secrecy, barring ex-presidents from restricting the release of their papers and lifting the gag order on overseas abortion counseling. Obama also immediately started work on his health care reform ideas but found early progress very slow going. He was starting to understand why health care reform had eluded presidents for almost one hundred years and what the Republicans really meant when they vowed from the start they would kill any kind of reform in this area.

			Despite his earlier intentions to fill all the political appointments quickly and decisively, the confirmation process soon bogged down as everything from past tax returns to sexual preferences became fair game. Nominees were asked point blank whether they had ever paid for sex, been unloyal to the United States, used illegal drugs, watched pornography online and so on. The process took months and backed up every decision that needed to get made. An early casualty was Tom Daschle who was nominated as HHS secretary and White House health czar. Daschle revealed he had recently paid $128,000 in back taxes on a car and driver which had been provided by a Democratic donor with links to health industry clients. Daschle withdrew his nomination which handed the new administration a serious PR problem. In a refreshing break from the traditional approach where presidents on a few occasions had said that “mistakes were made”, Obama instead went on national TV and stated: “I screwed up. We can’t send a message to the American people that we have two rules, one for prominent people and another for ordinary people.” This was a great example of how Obama could defuse a political crisis by saying something that made sense to ordinary voters and Obama’s approval ratings went even higher.

			In fact, Obama learned quickly one of his most potent tools was to use the pulpit to pressure other politicians. “Don’t bet against me,” he told Republican senators who were threatening to derail the stimulus bill. “When you start hearing arguments on the cable chatter, just understand a couple of things. Number one, when they say, ‘Well, why are we spending $800 billion when we’ve got this huge deficit?’ – first of all I found this deficit when I showed up. Number two, I found this national debt, doubled, wrapped in a big bow waiting for me as I stepped into the Oval Office.” Obama was a quick study and he soon figured out how to use public pressure to move his political agenda forward.

			Zen Master

			One of the hardest things about serving as president of the United States is it’s all too easy to “get lost in the bubble” that surrounds Washington in general and the White House in particular – to lose touch with ordinary Americans. Politicians need

			
			
			
			
			
			
					Obama will work out in the White House gym before 6 a.m. with his wife and then helps gets the kids ready for school. He will typically read the New York Times, the Washington Post, the Wall Street Journal and USA Today over breakfast. He walks downstairs to the Oval Office around 9:15.

					At about 9:30, Obama receives the Presidential Daily Briefing on national security followed by the Economic Daily Briefing at around 10:30. In between, Obama will meet with his senior staff and his speech writer to go over the day’s scheduled remarks.

					Following that, Obama will go through the ten letters from ordinary Americans who write to him. Obama then often wanders through the first floor of the White House talking with aides in what management gurus would call “management by walking around.” If he has something to discuss with any of his staff, he’s more likely to wander down the hall to their offices than he is to summons them to the Oval Office.

					The rest of the day is filled with a mix of public events, telephone calls, staff meetings, interviews, tapings and sessions with foreign leaders. Obama’s manner has been described as brisk, low-key and with a straightforward focus on brass tacks rather than pleasantries.

					Obama’s workday usually ends with a casual review of the day’s events with a few senior staff and then dinner with his family at around 6 p.m. Many evenings, there will also be a reception or other event Obama drops by before going back to his study in the residence for three or four more hours of work. He will frequently call aides with questions around 10 p.m. Nighttime is generally devoted to the president’s reading and regeneration.
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