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For Kathleen




AUTHOR’S NOTE

IN MY WORK AS A critic and columnist, I often attempt to absorb the major books by a single author, or the vital books on a single subject, and tease out unexpected themes and insights. It never occurred to me that one day I would take a similar approach to my own writings. But when I was invited to deliver the Red Smith Lecture in Journalism at the University of Notre Dame, I decided to revisit a decade’s worth of my essays on politics and reviews of political books to find what might be worth resurfacing and reconsidering. The Washington Book, which gathers fifty pieces that first appeared in the Washington Post and the New York Times between 2013 and 2023, is the result of that effort.

There is something both egotistical and humbling about assembling an essay collection. The ego is in assuming that you’ve produced a body of work worth dressing up in hard covers; the humility in realizing that the sum of the parts adds up to something far different from what you might have anticipated. You never really know what you’ve written until you read it again or, better yet, until someone else reads it for you.

The introduction to this book is adapted from my Red Smith lecture, “How to Read Washington,” delivered on February 9, 2023. The rest of the book is divided into six sections, and each focuses on a recurring activity in the nation’s capital. “Leading” covers books by and about major political figures, especially presidents, vice presidents, and candidates for the throne. “Fighting” explores Washington at war, from the 9/11 era to the current standoff between liberalism and authoritarianism. “Belonging” touches on political debates over citizenship, race, gun violence, and identity. “Enduring” centers on the challenges to democracy and community in America, moving from the musings of Tocqueville to the menace of January 6. “Posing” lingers on the obfuscation and posturing inherent in Washington life. “Imagining” considers how history, politics, and thought come together, and often clash.

The pieces in The Washington Book appear almost exactly as originally published in the Post and the Times. I have taken the occasional liberty of eliminating some redundancies across essays that were not originally meant to appear together; omitting a few references that, removed from the moment in which they were published, are too obscure years later; and tweaking some transitions and awkward phrasing that, in the rush of newspaper deadlines, I settled for rather than embraced. Any of the wisdom and all the folly found in the originals remain here.




INTRODUCTION: HOW TO READ WASHINGTON

I’M A WASHINGTON JOURNALIST, BUT I don’t interview politicians or cover foreign policy. I don’t report on Congress or break news about government agencies. I don’t dig up classified documents, and I certainly don’t meet secret sources in parking garages.

Instead, I read.

I read histories and manifestos. I peruse centuries-old essays and decades-old commission reports. I scour Supreme Court decisions and the texts of the latest congressional investigations. I read many books about American politics, and, I must confess, I also read books by politicians and government officials. I read the campaign biographies candidates write when they’re dreaming of high office, and the revisionist memoirs they publish when they leave office. I read the tell-all books by mid-level administration staffers, and the tell-some books by presidents, vice presidents, senators, chiefs of staff, and FBI directors.

I’ve spent nearly a decade devoted to this work, first as a book critic at the Washington Post and now as an opinion columnist at the New York Times. And when people learn that I’ve spent so much time reading and writing about political books—rather than, say, discovering the next Great American Novel—they typically have one response:

You read those books so we don’t have to!

The assumption behind this reaction is that these books are simply terrible. They’re self-serving, ghostwritten propaganda, so there’s no need to take them seriously. “Does Anyone Actually Read Presidential Campaign Books?” the Washington Post asked in a 2022 op-ed essay. The question was rhetorical, of course, because the author concluded that such books range from “mediocre” to “spectacularly bad,” and that there’s no reason to publish, buy, or read them. And when I wrote a book of my own in 2020 that drew on some 150 volumes about the Trump era in American politics, the reviewer in the New York Times suggested that my reading all those other works was “an act of transcendent masochism.”

Not just masochism—transcendent masochism. That’s what people think it is like to read political books.

The pundit Chris Matthews wrote an essay some years ago admitting that a lot of Washingtonians don’t really read these books; instead, they give them what he calls the “Washington Read.” Rather than reading the full book, you can just “go through it”—give it a quick skim and hope to absorb it that way. Another kind of Washington Read is to read one chapter and pretend you’ve read the whole book. Or, if you’re a serious power player, you scan the index for your own name, examine the relevant pages, and, based on how well you’re treated, decide whether to keep reading. In 2013, the journalist Mark Leibovich published a classic Washington book called This Town, and he omitted an index because he wanted to force boldface Washingtonians to read the book if they wanted to find their names. (I had our interns at the Washington Post build an index of the prominent figures in This Town, which we published along with my review.)

Yes, there are some wretched political books. I’ve encountered plenty. But I am here to make the case for the Washington book. I believe in the Washington book. The relentless negativity about political books misses the point of reading them.

First, this critique is hypocritical. These supposedly serious readers would never lower themselves to read the memoir by, say, Donald Trump’s third White House press secretary, but they still want to know what is in such books. They want to know whom these authors criticize or praise, and the scores they settle. When people ask me about one of these books, they don’t ask me if it’s good. They ask: What’s the news? What’s the takeaway? They want the Washington Read. Even worse, they want me to do the Washington Read for them.

These readers also love nothing more than a brutal takedown of a book written by a politician they despise, or rapturous praise of a book authored by a politician they admire. They treat these books as sources of partisan ammunition. They rarely come to them with an open mind.

And that’s a shame—because here’s the real reason to read these books: no matter how carefully these politicians sanitize their experiences and positions and records, no matter how diligently they present themselves in the best and safest and most electable or confirmable light—they almost always end up revealing themselves. Whether they mean to or not, in their books, they tell us who they really are.

They can’t help it. Politicians can’t stop talking about themselves, and in their own pages, they eventually admit or reveal something that helps us see them in a new light. They expose their true fears, their unresolved contradictions, their unspoken ambitions. They tell on themselves. And when you read enough of these books, you don’t just learn something about this or that political figure. You also glean something about the state of our civic life.

It is rarely the sexy or newsy material that proves most revelatory. It might be a throwaway line here, a recurring phrase there, maybe something a politician casually said to a low-level aide. It might even be a line in the acknowledgments section of a book. But it’s in there somewhere. And that means that even these presumably bad books can be enormously illuminating.

You don’t need to rely on the Washington Read. You just need to know how to read the Washington book.



One politician who probably could have made his living as a writer—and now he does, to some extent—is Barack Obama. His 1995 memoir, Dreams from My Father, may be his best book, so much so that I think all his subsequent works suffer by comparison.

There is a moment in that memoir when Obama, early in his post-college years, considers his aspirations for community organizing in Chicago. “Because this community I imagined was still in the making, built on the promise that the larger American community, black, white, and brown, could somehow redefine itself—I believed that it might, over time, admit the uniqueness of my own life.” He’s talking about the challenge of fitting into the African American community, and how the country might evolve, so that he—a young man bringing together Hawaii, Kansas, Kenya, Indonesia, Chicago—could feel a greater sense of belonging.

You might forget about that line until you revisit his keynote address at the 2004 Democratic National Convention in Boston, the speech that affirmed Obama’s broad national appeal, the speech in which he hailed the promise of an America that was not red or blue but united, a place so unique that, as he put it, “in no other country on Earth is my story even possible.” That is less about struggling to fit in than about embracing a country that enabled him, that made his life a reality. It’s a celebratory line in a celebratory speech.

And you might forget about that line until you read his 2006 campaign book, The Audacity of Hope, where Obama writes that, as a black man of “mixed heritage,” sometimes he feels like “a prisoner of my own biography.” Obama’s view of his own life story has changed again—rather than celebratory, it is now confining.

When I pull these lines together, I start to understand why Obama, throughout his presidency, constantly defaulted to discussing his own life as a symbol—whether of national aspiration, collective self-improvement, or unfulfilled promise. This most self-referential presidency was fully outlined, in his own words, long before he ever sat in the Oval Office.

Obama also tried to manage and refine public perceptions of that story. One place I see that is in Power Forward, the memoir by Reggie Love, Obama’s former personal aide. Love recalls the time he forgot Obama’s briefcase before a flight when they were headed to a Democratic primary debate in 2007. He worried he might be fired, but Obama gave him another chance. It’s a passing anecdote in the book, but then Love mentions one reason Obama was annoyed about the missing bag. It turns out, he liked to be seen carrying something when he got off a plane. Here’s how Obama explained it to Love: “JFK carried his own bags.”

That one moment, that one line—“JFK carried his own bags”—is what I remember best from Power Forward. It says so much about how carefully Obama cultivated his public image, how he wanted people to think about his story, and maybe how he thought about it himself. You wouldn’t know it unless you read Reggie Love’s book.

Sometimes politicians are less subtle when they tell on themselves. If you had read Trump’s books—The Art of the Deal and Surviving at the Top and The Art of the Comeback and the rest—you would not have been surprised by the presidency that followed. Shocked, yes, but not surprised.

Here is what I concluded when I read eight of his books in July of 2015: “Sitting down with the collected works of Donald J. Trump is unlike any literary experience I’ve ever had or could ever imagine… Over the course of 2,212 pages, I encountered a world where bragging is breathing and insulting is talking, where repetition and contradiction come standard, where vengefulness and insecurity erupt at random. Elsewhere, such qualities might get in the way of the story. With Trump, they are the story.”

Although these books are far from truthful—even the ghostwriter of The Art of the Deal has disowned that book and regrets ever working on it—they still reveal Trump. For instance, he wrote a book in 2004 called How to Get Rich, where he drops a bizarre passage that says much about him. It’s about his hair.

“The reason my hair looks so neat all the time is because I don’t have to deal with the elements. I live in the building where I work. I take an elevator from my bedroom to my office. The rest of the time, I’m either in my stretch limousine, my private jet, my helicopter, or my private club in Palm Beach, Florida…. If I happen to be outside, I’m probably on one of my golf courses, where I protect my hair from overexposure by wearing a golf hat.”

Now, what does this show, aside from Trump’s vanity? Political reporters often say that the White House traps the president in a bubble, but, judging from that passage, Trump lived in a bubble of his own making long before he came to Washington. In a soliloquy about his hair, Trump reveals his complete and deliberately constructed isolation—the kind of isolation that lets you spin whatever story you’ve created for yourself.

Sometimes a book reveals the central tension of a politician’s ambitions. Here I’m thinking of Hillary Clinton’s 1996 manifesto, It Takes a Village, published during her tenure as first lady. In this book, two Hillary Clintons are doing battle: she combines progressive tendencies on big policy debates such as health care with a surprisingly moderate to conservative streak on cultural issues including sex and family. Throughout It Takes a Village, you see Clinton weaving a line through the center, calling on Americans to stop pitting government against the individual, “and recognize that each must be part of the solution.” She even writes that “most of us would describe ourselves as ‘middle of the road’—liberal in some areas, conservative in others, moderate in most.”

It was a tension Clinton never resolved. Do you remember that 2016 Democratic primary debate with Sen. Bernie Sanders, when CNN’s Anderson Cooper asked her if she was a progressive or a moderate? “I’m a progressive,” she answered, “but I’m a progressive who likes to get things done.” There are many reasons Clinton did not become president of the United States, and lots of them have nothing to do with her politics, qualifications, or values. But that combination of principle and expediency, that semi-reluctant centrism, helps explain why she was perceived as far too cautious and establishment for the left, and far too much of a big-government progressive for the right. If you want to see that in her own words, you can find it in It Takes a Village.

Sometimes politicians’ books are notable not for the words they include but for those they omit. In his 2022 memoir, So Help Me God, Mike Pence covers the drama of January 6, of course, when the vice president, as presiding officer of the Senate, refused to go along with the effort to decertify the results of the 2020 election. Yet when Pence describes the events of that day—a day when rioters were calling for his hanging, and when Trump did nothing to protect him—Pence still obscures the president’s transgressions.

He quotes Trump’s video message that afternoon, in which the president finally calls for the rioters to leave the Capitol. Here is how Pence quotes Trump: “I know your pain, I know your hurt… but you have to go home now, we have to have peace.”

Trump did say those words, but that’s not all he said. What did Pence cut out of the quote with that ellipsis? If you watch the video, here is what Trump said in the middle of that passage: “We had an election that was stolen from us. It was a landslide election, and everyone knows it, especially the other side.” Only then does he go on to say, “but you have to go home now, we have to have peace.”

Even when telling his supporters to stand down, Trump was still lying about the election. And in his memoir, where Pence is making his case to history, he still covers for the boss.

When you’re reading a Washington book, you must look for the go-to lines, the rhetorical crutches that politicians lean on. In her 2019 memoir, The Truths We Hold, Kamala Harris, then a US senator from California, repeatedly brings up the notion of false choices. For instance, she writes that “it is a false choice to suggest that you must either be for the police or for police accountability. I am for both.” And she recalls a town hall meeting in Sacramento during which a constituent complained that Harris cared more about undocumented immigrants than about American citizens. She said that was another “false choice,” and that she “care[d] deeply about them both.”

Now, it sounds very thoughtful to say that something is a false choice. But politics is all about making difficult choices, about picking among competing priorities. Harris’s eagerness to stay on both sides of difficult questions is captured in her frequent invocation of false choices—and it may explain why she has had some trouble carving out a distinctive role as vice president. Her memoir helps me understand that; Harris doesn’t like zero-sum choices, so she says they aren’t real.

As I mentioned earlier, when you’re reading a Washington book, always read the acknowledgments section. That is where politicians disclose their debts, scratch backs, suck up, and snub. (For instance, Pence does not thank Trump by name in the acknowledgments of So Help Me God.) By far my favorite acknowledgments moment in a political book comes in American Dreams, the 2015 memoir by Sen. Marco Rubio. The first person that Rubio thanks by name is “my Lord, Jesus Christ, whose willingness to suffer and die for my sins will allow me to enjoy eternal life.”

The second person Rubio thanks? “My very wise lawyer, Bob Barnett.”

Bob Barnett is an influential lawyer for the Washington political set—he helps candidates prepare for presidential debates, for instance, and his clients include major politicians and media figures, for whom he negotiates lucrative book deals. It does not get more establishment than Bob Barnett, which is why I just love that Rubio wrote this. It tells you so much about the inside/outside game that politicians play, beating their chests about God in one sentence and hiring a DC power broker in the other. It’s the Washington addendum to Pascal’s wager: believe in God, but just in case things go wrong, hire a big-time lawyer.



There is another kind of Washington book, written not by individuals shaping their own stories but by institutions telling our collective story. These are studies by high-level panels, reports by congressional committees and special counsel investigations, even Supreme Court decisions. Reading Washington also means reading these documents.

The Supreme Court’s 2022 decision in Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization, which overturned the constitutional right to abortion established in Roe v. Wade, was a monumental event and news story, and the leak of the decision to the press some weeks in advance had Washington debating the politicizing of the high court. Since then, the justices have been the subject of news coverage regarding their outside incomes and outside influences. But if you want to see how the court has grown politicized over the past fifty years, you can also just read the justices’ decisions.

Examining the Dobbs decision alongside the original Roe ruling in 1973 and the Planned Parenthood v. Casey decision on abortion in 1992 reveals an institution that was becoming politicized long before anyone leaked anything to Politico. The accusations and recriminations the justices fling at each other grow more contentious across the decades. In his dissent from the majority opinion in Roe v. Wade, Justice William Rehnquist acknowledged the historical inquiry and legal scholarship of the majority ruling; despite his disagreement with it, he wrote, the opinion “commands my respect.” That politeness disappears from the subsequent two decisions. The opinion that decided the Casey case warned that overruling Roe could constitute a “surrender to political pressure”; one justice even wrote of his “fear for the darkness” if his four colleagues who opposed Roe ever found one more vote. Of course, one of those four justices disparaged the other side’s “almost czarist arrogance.” In Dobbs, different factions of the high court accuse one another of incompetence, duplicity, and hypocrisy. The majority in Dobbs dismisses the Roe ruling as an “elaborate scheme” that was “concocted” to make up a constitutional right, while the dissenters denounce the majority for letting personal preferences get in the way of their duty; they say that with Dobbs, “the Court departs from its obligation to faithfully and impartially apply the law.”

When some justices accuse others of succumbing to insidious political impulses—whereas they alone remain uncorrupted—they sound much like the rest of our political class, robes notwithstanding.

Landmark documents such as the 9/11 Commission report, the Kerner Commission report on urban riots in the late 1960s, and the January 6 committee report on the assault on the Capitol, among so many others, are also essential Washington texts. Together, they form an unofficial historical record, snapshots of America at its most traumatic moments. They deserve to be read, not just discussed.

After the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, the CIA embarked on a program of “enhanced interrogation”—that is, of torture against terrorism suspects in clandestine sites around the world. And to do this, the Office of Legal Counsel of the Justice Department issued a series of memos, between 2002 and 2005, approving of the techniques. These memos were revealed in the press, and were later published as a book, titled The Torture Memos. Reading them is excruciating; it is also vital. They show what our government can do in our name, and in the name of our security. They show how, in moments of great fear, it is tempting to abuse both law and language. No Washington documents have seared themselves in my memory like the torture memos, with their dry, clinical prose.

And yet part of the reason we know so much about what the CIA did—how it used the interrogation methods that the Justice Department initially endorsed in these memos—is because of another Washington document that appeared years later: the Senate Intelligence Committee’s massive investigation into the CIA’s post-9/11 interrogation programs. The executive summary, published as a 549-page book in 2014, found that torture did not generate useful intelligence, that the interrogation sessions were even harsher than the CIA ever acknowledged, and that the spy agency impeded oversight of its actions. The brutality permitted in one series of documents is exposed and condemned in another. The story of these Washington books is the story of how we fail, and then how we attempt to atone for those failures.

I read the House’s January 6 report, another effort to understand the vulnerabilities of our political and constitutional system. It offers a damning assessment of President Trump’s actions on that day and in the weeks leading to it. And there is one passage I can’t stop thinking about.

You may recall the testimony before the special committee by Cassidy Hutchinson, a former aide in the Trump White House, describing the president’s behavior on the morning of January 6. She said Trump was upset that the magnetometers (weapons detectors) were inhibiting some armed supporters from entering the area where the president would deliver his speech. Trump wanted a bigger crowd, and Hutchinson said she heard the president say something like this:

“I don’t f—ing care that they have weapons. They’re not here to hurt me. Taking the f—ing mags away. Let my people in.”

Think about that second sentence: They’re not here to hurt me. Which word might the president have emphasized when speaking out loud? If it’s the verb “hurt,” the sentiment would be somewhat innocent. They are not here to hurt me, but perhaps to praise or cheer me. If the stress falls on “me,” the meaning becomes more sinister. They’re not here to hurt me, but to hurt someone else. That could be Mike Pence, Nancy Pelosi, Capitol Police officers, or any of the lawmakers gathering to fulfill their duty and certify the election.

So, which was it? The January 6 report doesn’t exactly clarify matters: it cites the passage twice, italicizing the word “me” in the final chapter but leaving it unitalicized in the executive summary. The video of Hutchinson’s testimony shows her reciting the line somewhat neutrally, with perhaps a slight stress on “hurt” rather than “me.” (You can watch for yourself.)

It may seem odd to linger on how a single two-letter pronoun is rendered in print. But these accounts purport to serve as historical records. Every word and every quote, every framing and every implication, merits scrutiny. And if the result is sometimes ambiguous, sometimes unclear, that is okay. Because history can be murky, too—even with a written transcript.



In The Speechwriter (2015), Barton Swaim described his time working for a southern governor, drafting speeches and statements and letters, and channeling the ideas and ambitions of a boss he didn’t respect. Swaim reached an intriguing conclusion about political rhetoric. “One hears very few proper lies in politics,” he wrote. “Using vague, slippery, or just meaningless language is not the same as lying: it’s not intended to deceive so much as to preserve options, buy time, distance oneself from others, or just to sound like you’re saying something instead of nothing.”

To sound like you’re saying something instead of nothing. That is a politician’s specialty. “Words are useful,” Swaim wrote, “but often their meanings are not.” If the art of politics can be to subtract meaning from language, to produce more and more words that say less and less, then it is my purpose as a journalist to try to find that meaning and put it back.

I realize this kind of journalism may seem a bit passive. After all, I’m just reading. But by digging through the books that politicians write, I can help explain, reveal, and understand them. I may not have found that next Great American Novel, but I hope that reading these texts helps me fill in a little bit more of the great American story.

Consider the range of human experience found in just the few books and documents I’ve covered here. Personal identity and the construction of one’s self-image. Isolation and delusion. Principles and expectations, the lowest kind of subservience and the highest of ambitions. Posturing, ambiguity, conflict, deception, revelation. These are some of the great themes of literature, and the great struggles of life—whether of individuals or of nations.

So when people tell me that I read these books so that they don’t have to, I just smile to myself. They’re missing so much. The more I read Washington, the more intricate the connections I find among different books and ideas and visions of our politics. I embarked on this path almost accidentally, and now I cannot stop. There is so much more to read.

Please read along with me. I assure you the experience is rarely masochistic, and even occasionally transcendent.

Red Smith Lecture, University of Notre Dame, February 2023




I. LEADING
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THE MEMOIR GEORGE H. W. BUSH COULD HAVE WRITTEN

GEORGE HERBERT WALKER BUSH NEVER wrote a real memoir. In fact, he seemed to avoid it.

Leading up to his 1988 presidential campaign, Bush published Looking Forward, a ghostwritten affair he later dismissed as “the kind of book that comes out about the candidate during an election year.” The 1998 volume on his foreign policy, A World Transformed, is coauthored with Brent Scowcroft and features alternating passages by the two men. (Scowcroft’s are better.) A decade later, Bush’s diary from his time as China envoy in the mid-1970s morphed into a book only after a historian pitched the idea and did all the work. And a lifetime of letters came together in All the Best, George Bush, a 2013 collection that the former president stresses was “not meant to be an autobiography.”

Loved ones have written about him—his late wife, Barbara, in her 1994 memoir; George W. in the loyal 41—and historians and former aides have taken their turns. But not Bush himself. “I was unpersuaded,” he explained simply.

It’s our loss. George H. W. Bush had the experiences, insights, revelations, and blind spots that could have made for a terrific memoir. The raw material is scattered throughout these various works. Individually, they are snapshots of a life. Together, they could have redefined it.

In these pages, Bush—so often labeled the speedboating, fly-fishing scion of Kennebunkport—grapples with his advantages, early and late in life. He is aware of his rhetorical limitations but, even as a younger man, treats higher office as a certainty. He is indignant at the suggestion that he cared more for foreign than domestic policy yet privately admits the truth of the charge. A decorated navy pilot who fought a world war and closed out a cold one, he is thoughtful about the horrors of armed conflict but lets slip a moralizing militarism that feels more 43 than 41. Remembered as awkward and out of touch, here Bush can be emotional, self-aware, even funny.

Most revealing, the candidate and president who couldn’t nail down the “vision thing” displays in his writing a clearer worldview than he gets credit for—one in which leadership, America’s and his own, is not a means but its own end. Bush, who passed away Friday, at ninety-four, had a vision. He just had to look in a mirror to find it.



When Bush was preparing to accept the Republican presidential nomination in 1988, he sent his speechwriter a list of notions that he believed best represented him. “Words I like: family, loyalty, kids, freedom, grandkids, caring, love, heart, decency, faith, honor, service to country, pride, fair (fair play), tolerance, strength, hope, healing kindness, excellence… I like people; I’m proud of USA; I like sports; I’m experienced; I love kids.” Yes, he likes kids so much he mentions them twice.

This jumble exemplifies Bush’s difficulty in conveying his personal values and political project, a condition he both disputes and acknowledges in his writings. “The criticism was off-base,” Bush complains of the coverage he received during his 1980 presidential bid. But even as vice president, he couldn’t really explain, beyond banalities, why he sought the top job. “I want to see an educated America,” he writes in a November 1986 diary entry. He also wanted to see an America that was literate, drug-free, employed, peaceful, and focused on family values. “But, how do you say all these things and get it into a slogan or a formula—a catch-all. I don’t know.”

Bush received frequent letters from voters complaining about his speaking style, and when his phrases proved memorable—“voodoo economics” or “read my lips”—he wishes they hadn’t. What is mushy on the stump, however, becomes sharper with Bush in action. In A World Transformed, Bush and Scowcroft explain their thinking during the end of the Cold War, the Tiananmen crisis, Desert Storm, and the Soviet collapse. “While there were dramatic moments, epitomized by the opening of the Berlin Wall, perhaps the most important story is that they came largely without great drama,” they write. The framework for Bush’s foreign policy “was very deliberate: encouraging, guiding, and managing change without provoking backlash and crackdown.” Bush was “no drama” before Obama.

As president, Bush was most concerned with affirming American strength. “My own thoughts were focused on putting the United States back out in front, leading the West as we tackled the challenges in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union,” Bush writes of the earliest days of his presidency. And though he had difficulty making the public case for military action in the Persian Gulf—“I am not good at that,” he said when people encouraged him to deliver FDR-style fireside chats on the war—in private he stated it forthrightly. “Saddam Hussein will get out of Kuwait, and the United States will have been the catalyst and the key in getting this done, and that is important,” he dictates to his diary. “Our role as a world leader will once again be reaffirmed.”

Bush’s sense of leadership was wrapped up in the presidency. Though he served in the House of Representatives and twice ran for the Senate, he didn’t much like the legislative branch, where “there are a lot of weirdos who have all sorts of crazy ideas,” as he confided to Margaret Thatcher. The fall of 1990, when Bush dueled with a Democratic majority over his Mideast military buildup and the federal budget, “became one of the most frustrating periods of my presidency,” he writes. “I knew that there were some areas of genuine disagreement with members of Congress over policy, but I thought the budget and the Persian Gulf should not be among them.”

Consider that. Lawmakers can disagree with the president—just not on matters of federal spending or military force.

This mix of duty and arrogance surfaces throughout his career. Bush’s posts are so brief—two terms as a congressman from Texas, two years as ambassador to the United Nations, less than two years as Republican National Committee chairman, fourteen months as China envoy, one year as CIA director—that they feel like bullet points on a predestined presidential résumé. He goes to China to nail down foreign policy credentials “that not many Republican politicians will have.” While in Beijing, he plots a possible campaign for governor of Texas in between tennis matches and stomach viruses. “If the Texas Gov thing in ’78 makes any sense at all I’d maybe take a look at it hard,” he writes to a Washington friend, “… keeping in mind that I wouldn’t do it unless there was a possibility of taking a shot at something bigger in ’80.” And when President Gerald Ford offers him the CIA director job, Bush worries he is being frozen out of veep consideration in 1976. “Could that be what was happening?” he wonders in his diary. “Bury Bush at the CIA?” His top suspect, White House chief of staff Donald Rumsfeld, denied any scheming, Bush recalls, and “I accepted his word.” (Reminder: “I accepted his word” is Washington-speak for “I can’t prove he’s lying.”)

But when Jimmy Carter defeated Ford in 1976, even the president-elect foresaw Bush’s continued ascent. Among his final acts as CIA chief, Bush briefed Carter. In Looking Forward, Bush recalls that when a colleague began outlining national security challenges that could arise by the mid-1980s, Carter held up his hand. “I don’t need to worry about that,” he said with a smile. “By then George will be president and he can take care of it.”

Bush has the grace—or false modesty—to express bewilderment. “George will be president? It was an odd statement, coming from Jimmy Carter,” he writes. “I wondered what he meant.”

I’m pretty sure Bush knew.



At key moments, Bush’s progress came thanks to the wealth and connections of his family—from his uncle Herbie Walker, who provided money and expertise to help young George start an oil-lease business in Texas, to his father, Prescott Bush, a Wall Street executive who served for a decade as a US senator from Connecticut. George Bush availed himself of these advantages, though with some ambivalence. “I am not sure I want to capitalize completely on the benefits I received at birth,” he writes to a friend shortly before graduating from Yale University. “Doing well merely because I have had the opportunity to attend the same debut parties as some of my customers, does not appeal to me.”

Who knew privilege-checking was around in 1948?

Yet using public service to ease a wealthy conscience is a Bush family tradition. “I knew what motivated him,” Bush writes of his father’s decision to run for the Senate. “He’d made his mark in the business world. Now he felt he had a debt to pay.” Speaking at a 1997 alumni reunion of the Greenwich Country Day School, which Bush had attended during the Great Depression, he decried the “elite editorialists” who had argued that a man like him couldn’t relate to ordinary Americans. “You know what the critics missed? They missed ‘values’… Our parents taught us to care—and the faculty here seemed to be intent on inculcating into us the fact that we had an obligation to care.”

At times, Bush struggled to balance another obligation—political self-preservation—against these more civic-minded imperatives. As GOP party chairman during the final months of Watergate (a “political nightmare,” he calls it), Bush was torn between loyalty to his president and the pangs of his conscience, though it is hard to miss more political considerations. Eight days before President Richard Nixon announced his departure, Bush was strategizing with White House Chief of Staff Alexander Haig about the best timing for the move, suggesting that Nixon should leave before the midterms, thus avoiding a “bigger bath” for Republican candidates. “I told Haig I didn’t feel that political expediency should be a consideration for resignation,” Bush assures in his diary, adding: “But it was hard to discount politics.”

Only on the eve of Nixon’s resignation speech did Bush send a letter urging the president to step down—a missive directed as much to the history books as to the White House. He relied on it later when he became CIA director under Ford. “I am confident the record will reveal I spoke out over and over again against Watergate,” he writes to a Time magazine reporter. “I did, however, stop short of condemning the President until the final tape proved to me that he had been lying. At that point I urged him to resign.”

Always take the high road, Bush admonishes. “Jugular politics—going for the opposition’s throat—wasn’t my style,” he writes. After going negative against Sen. Bob Dole in the 1988 Republican primary, Bush insists that he did so “against my better judgment.” He congratulates himself for refraining from “red meat” speeches against Massachusetts governor Michael Dukakis, omitting mention of the attempts to link the Democratic nominee to Willie Horton, a convicted murderer who committed further violent crimes while on a Massachusetts weekend furlough. “By the time we’re finished, they’re going to wonder whether Willie Horton is Dukakis’s running mate,” Bush campaign manager Lee Atwater said. Bush’s only admission of anything untoward appears in a footnote describing Atwater’s tactics: “He was young, aggressive (some people would say ruthless), and brilliant at politics.”

And Bush brilliantly, some would say ruthlessly, averted his eyes.



Bush is less self-serving, more circumspect, when it comes to war. As a young naval aviator, he was shot down on a bombing run against Japanese installations in the Pacific; his two crewmates died. “I still don’t understand the ‘logic’ of war—why some survive and others are lost in their prime,” Bush reflects in a letter to his parents written aboard the USS Finback, the submarine that rescued him from his lifeboat.

Bush’s careful attitude toward foreign policy and national security became evident when the Berlin Wall fell and reporters wondered why the new president’s mood was not more celebratory. “Of course, I was thankful about the events in Berlin,” he later writes, “but as I answered questions my mind kept racing over a possible Soviet crackdown, turning all the happiness to tragedy.” Much, too, has been made of Bush’s restraint at the end of the Persian Gulf War, when he did not march toward Baghdad because, as he explains in A World Transformed, he worried about embarking upon “an unwinnable urban guerrilla war [that] could only plunge that part of the world into even greater instability.” In a diary entry from the fall of 1990, Bush notes that “my wartime experience does condition me as commander-in-chief and makes me cautious.”

The contrast with George W. Bush, who invaded Iraq a dozen years later, is stark, and distinctions are easy to draw between the levelheaded father and reckless son. But as the elder Bush built the coalition to oust Iraq from Kuwait, his case also became more strident than sober. “I began to move from viewing Saddam’s aggression exclusively as a dangerous strategic threat and an injustice to its reversal as a moral crusade,” he wrote. “It was good versus evil, right versus wrong.” When Soviet premier Mikhail Gorbachev suggested that the international community should not back Hussein into a corner, Bush replied, “If we had offered Hitler some way out, would it have succeeded?” In A World Transformed, Scowcroft recalls worrying that Bush was becoming “emotionally involved” in the crisis and that the president risked making it seem like a vendetta against Iraq’s leader.

It wasn’t quite axis-of-evil stuff, but it was close.

What grounded Bush’s foreign policy, in part, was the president’s ability to forge close relationships with other heads of state. “I had known many of the current foreign leaders for years, often before they took office, and that would help strengthen trust.” He admires the forthrightness of French president François Mitterrand—“when I would call him about difficult problems, he would give me a straight answer”—whom he had buttered up during a visit to Kennebunkport. He regrets that he was never as close to Thatcher as Ronald Reagan had been. And his most significant connection was with Gorbachev. “I liked the personal contact with Mikhail—I liked him,” Bush writes in his foreign policy volume. “I thought I had a feel for his heartbeat.” (It was not the final time a President Bush would attempt to glimpse the soul of a Russian leader, a family tradition with uneven consequences.)

At times Bush grew defensive about his personalistic approach to foreign policy. “Some feel emphasis on personal relationships between leaders is unimportant or unnecessary,” he writes. “Henry Kissinger once argued to me that these are no substitutes for deep national interests… For me, personal diplomacy and leadership went hand in hand.” Of course, this disagreement may have been personal, too. In his China diary, Bush unloads on Kissinger, calling him “intolerable,” “nasty,” “regal,” and “dictatorial.” Three decades later, in the preface to the published version of the diary, Bush tries to take it back. “When I finally did reread the diary, I was amused by some of my frustrations with then-Secretary of State Henry Kissinger, a man whom I greatly respect and consider a friend.”

On this, let’s accept Bush’s word.



So effective on the international stage, Bush’s personal touch faltered at home. He knew it, and it annoyed him.

“The Libs charge that I am not interested in Domestic Policy,” he writes in a 1991 letter to a friend in Texas. “Wrong!!” But in Bush’s diary, his preferences are clear. In the early days of Operation Desert Shield, for example, he felt “fully engrossed in this international crisis, and I must say I enjoy working on all the parts of it and I get into much more detail than I do on the domestic scene.”

Bush expresses contempt for Washington politicking, for “the posturing on both sides… [people] putting their own selves ahead of the overall good.” He was confident that he embodied that overall good and that voters would recognize that. When he ran for reelection in 1992, Bush thought he would defeat Bill Clinton because he was a better person than the Arkansas governor. “He’s better at facts-figures than I am,” he writes to Peggy Noonan. “I’m better at life.” No surprise, he resented the charge that he was aloof or disconnected—“that I never stood for anything, that I didn’t care about people,” Bush writes to one of his brothers after the loss to Clinton. “I stood for a lot of things on issues… but what I want to have people know I stood for were ‘Duty, Honor, Country’ and yes, as Dad taught us, ‘service.’ That’s not all bad.”

His empathy emerged in small, forgotten moments and in dramatic ones, too. As a congressman from Texas, Bush voted for the Fair Housing Act in 1968, essentially reversing his earlier position on civil rights. He suffered through boos at a rally back home but insisted that “a man should not have a door slammed in his face because he is a Negro or speaks with a Latin American accent.” At the end of the event, he received a standing ovation, and nearly two decades later, he wrote that nothing else he’d experienced in public life matched the feeling from that evening. Bush also recalls skipping Nixon’s 1969 inauguration parade to attend President Lyndon Johnson’s farewell at Andrews Air Force Base. “This was a President who not many years before had moved through crowds with outstretched hands,” Bush writes. “But because of Vietnam, the cheering had stopped, and he was going back to Texas a defeated man. I shook his hand and wished him a safe journey. He nodded, took a few steps toward the ramp, then turned, looked back at me, and said, ‘Thanks for coming.’ ”

And Bush had been vice president only a couple of months when John Hinckley Jr. shot Reagan. A military aide wanted to helicopter the vice president straight to the White House, but Bush insisted that they stop at his residence and then drive to 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue. As he explained to the perplexed aide, “only the president lands on the South Lawn.”

Symbols and gestures, perhaps, but they matter. Bush’s leadership was less about achieving specific goals than about having the United States in charge when such goals were established. “So much of the world depends on the United States,” he writes in his China diary. “So much depends on our own self-confidence in our ability to cope.” And not just anyone could project that confidence. “America needed someone in the Oval Office who could restore the people’s faith in our institutions, a leader who could revitalize the national spirit,” Bush writes in his 1987 campaign book, leaving little doubt who he thinks that leader should be.

In A World Transformed, Bush expresses awe and reverence for the Oval Office. Two decades later, he was hardly enthralled by its latest occupant. “He’s a blowhard,” Bush told Mark K. Updegrove, author of a 2017 book on the two Bush presidents. Indeed, with his mix of private insecurity and public bluster, President Trump is an inversion of Bush’s inward confidence and outward diffidence.

So many of the things Bush said and wrote may seem quaint, but today they also represent something vital and increasingly fragile. “It is not fashionable in these days of tearing down our institutions to say ‘trust me,’ ” he said in a 1976 speech as CIA director. “Yet Americans have to have faith and trust in some degree or none of our governmental systems will work.” Bush was also alert to the risks of intolerance. After the 9/11 attacks, his first thoughts were for his son in the White House, but “a second immediate thought,” he wrote in a letter the next day, “was that Muslims in this country were going to be abused.” And he insisted on listening: “I have tried to keep not only my door but my mind open to what other people think, even if I disagree,” he wrote. “It gets both sides seeing each other as human beings.”

Even in his patrician way, Bush could be disarmingly reflective, emotional, and sentimental. A few years after his three-year-old daughter, Robin, died of leukemia in 1953, Bush wrote his mother a lengthy, poignant letter about the longing he and Barbara felt for her and their wish that the feeling would always remain. “We need her and yet we have her. We can’t touch her, and yet we can feel her. We hope she’ll stay in our house for a long, long time.” When he won a House seat in 1966, Bush began a fifteen-month correspondence with a cranky Houston constituent named Paul Dorsey, who had voted for his opponent. The two men bonded via their missives, which continued through Dorsey’s cancer diagnosis and treatment. Shortly before Dorsey passed away, Bush visited him in the hospital.

Bush was a leader who could laugh at himself. The balloon drop at his 1987 presidential campaign announcement looked more like a “condom drop,” he quips, because several of the balloons coming down had popped overnight. As president, he established the White House’s Scowcroft Award for Somnolent Excellence, a spoof prize honoring the official who could best doze off in a meeting yet still perk up when needed. (Dick Cheney was the second recipient.) And for all his rhetorical missteps, Bush finds solace in Al Gore’s speeches. “Poor guy’s in real trouble if he’s worse than I,” he deadpans in his diary.

The forty-fifth and forty-first presidents are also contrasts in their intellectual lives. Trump proudly declares that he has no time for reading, whereas Bush reveled in works of politics, history, and world affairs. During his year in China alone, he devoured Thunder Out of China, by Theodore H. White and Annalee Jacoby; China After Mao, by Doak Barnett; The Good Earth, by Pearl Buck; and Stilwell and the American Experience in China, by Barbara Tuchman, among several other China-related works. (Ever the politico, he also took in Before the Fall, William Safire’s 1975 memoir on the pre-Watergate Nixon White House.)

Maybe Bush didn’t have time to write a lengthy autobiography, or perhaps he feared that his difficulties articulating a vision in speeches would recur on the page. But it’s a shame that he never quite captured, in a single volume of his own, that vanishing era of political leaders who mixed duty, entitlement, and a sense of destiny to serve the nation. American voters rejected that formula in 1992, perhaps with good reason. But, more than a quarter-century later, it seems like a presidency, for all its faults, and a life, for all its advantages, that would be worth reading, and worth reevaluating.

Of course, who knows what kind of book Bush would have written if inspiration had struck? On only one occasion in these works does he explicitly consider writing a book, and his subject is surprising: “Someday I will write a book on massages I have had, ranging all the way from Bobby Moore and Harry Carmen at the UN to the steambaths of Egypt and Tokyo. I must confess the Tokyo treatment is the best. Walking on the back, total use of the knees, combination of knees and oil, the back becoming a giant slope does wonders for the sacroiliac, and a little something for the morale, too. Massage parlors in the U.S. have ruined the image of real massage. It is a crying shame.”

I would have read that book. (Suggested title: Read My Hips.)

December 2018
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THE SELF-REFERENTIAL PRESIDENCY OF BARACK OBAMA

BARACK OBAMA’S SPEECH AT THE 2004 Democratic National Convention was an astonishing piece of oratory. It was also a bit of sleight of hand.

Then a US Senate candidate from Illinois, Obama wove his personal ancestry and biography—black and white, Kenya and Kansas, Hawaii and Harvard—into the American story of opportunity, multiplicity, and solidarity. Not red versus blue, but out of many, one. David Axelrod calls the address a love letter to America. “In no other country on Earth is my story even possible,” Obama declared, his most poignant line of the night.

Two words in that sentence would matter most. Throughout Obama’s time in the White House, his touchstone would not be that singular country whose politics he was never able to bind together. Rather, it would be the man himself. My story. This was a presidency preoccupied with Obama’s exceptionalism as much as with America’s.

Modern presidents have often become conflated with the challenges and aspirations of their times. We speak of Richard Nixon’s silent majority, Jimmy Carter’s malaise, Ronald Reagan’s morning in America, and George W. Bush’s wars. But with Obama, this personal identification has been unceasing, compulsive as well as strategic. In The Audacity of Hope, Obama called himself “a prisoner of my own biography,” yet throughout his presidency, biography would also empower him. Whether in foreign policy, race relations, electoral politics, or even in the meaning of the hope and change he promised, Obama has turned to his life and its symbolism as a default reference and all-purpose governing tool.

The personalized presidency can be inspiring. It can also feel arrogant. And it can bypass some of the very norms and institutions Obama rhapsodizes about so frequently—a dangerous proposition as the country braces for an unpredictable, unmoored successor.



Biography plays a central role in all political campaigns, with candidates deploying their life stories to buttress their messages. During Obama’s first presidential run, however, the story did not just strengthen his pitch—it became interchangeable with it. This was not by accident but by design. “Barack is the personification of his own message for this country, that we get past the things that divide us and focus on the things that unite us,” Axelrod, the campaign’s chief strategist, told the New York Times in 2007. “He is his own vision.”

So much so, in fact, that when President-elect Obama endured criticism for recycling Clinton-era officials into top posts, he argued that it didn’t matter, that he was enough. “I was never of the belief that the way you bring about change is to not hire anybody who knows how things work, and to start from scratch and completely reinvent the wheel,” Obama said to the Washington Post in January 2009. “I’m the one who brings change. It is my vision. It is my agenda.”

Turns out he was the change we had been waiting for.

His effort to improve US ties with the Muslim world, for instance, was premised on the notion that his personal story could make a difference. In his speech at Cairo University in June 2009, the president said that a “new beginning” was possible in the troubled relationship. “Part of this conviction is rooted in my own experience,” he explained. He invoked his Kenyan family, with its generations of Muslims; recalled his childhood in Indonesia; and cited his work with Muslim communities in Chicago. His story was supposed to dispel foreign stereotypes of a self-interested, imperial United States and show that not all Americans shared apocalyptic visions of Islam.

Obama’s personal narrative is so flexible that he has cited it as proof of his empathy for Israel, too. As the president told the Atlantic’s Jeffrey Goldberg, he once interrupted Benjamin Netanyahu when he felt the Israeli prime minister was being condescending, lecturing him about the dangers Israel faced. “Bibi, you have to understand something,” the president said. “I’m the African American son of a single mother, and I live here, in this house. I live in the White House. I managed to get elected president of the United States. You think I don’t understand what you’re talking about, but I do.”

Everyone was supposed to fall under the sway of the Obamaness. As a candidate, Obama explained the logic. “I think that if you can tell people, ‘We have a president in the White House who still has a grandmother living in a hut on the shores of Lake Victoria and has a sister who’s half-Indonesian, married to a Chinese Canadian,’ then they’re going to think that he may have a better sense of what’s going on in our lives and in our country,” Obama told journalist James Traub in 2007. “And they’d be right.”

The Obama story would also surface around sensitive matters of national security. In a 2009 speech at the National Archives, the president stressed the importance of keeping America safe while upholding our laws and values, noting that the documents preserved in that building—the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, the Bill of Rights—were the foundation of liberty in America and a light for the world. And then, it came back to him.

“I stand here today as someone whose own life was made possible by these documents. My father came to these shores in search of the promise that they offered. My mother made me rise before dawn to learn their truths when I lived as a child in a foreign land. My own American journey was paved by generations of citizens who gave meaning to those simple words—‘to form a more perfect union.’ I’ve studied the Constitution as a student, I’ve taught it as a teacher, I’ve been bound by it as a lawyer and a legislator. I took an oath to preserve, protect and defend the Constitution as commander in chief, and as a citizen, I know that we must never, ever, turn our back on its enduring principles for expedience sake.”

Over time, Obama would rely on that lawyerly background to render lofty principles more malleable, with a “don’t worry, it’s me” approach to national security powers. When the New York Times described the president’s personal role in selecting terrorists to target for attack, for example, it noted how “the control he exercises also appears to reflect Mr. Obama’s striking self-confidence: he believes, according to several people who have worked closely with him, that his own judgment should be brought to bear on strikes.” After not fully establishing the limits on such powers, Obama is turning them over to a new commander in chief with no less self-confidence and much less self-control.

Obama drew on the personal to address the revelations in 2013 about the National Security Agency’s electronic surveillance. After reassuring Americans on the extent of NSA oversight, he offered some unusual comfort. “I will leave this office at some point, sometime in the… next three and a half years, and after that, I will be a private citizen,” Obama said. “And I suspect that, on a list of people who might be targeted so that somebody could read their emails or listen to their phone calls, I’d probably be pretty high on that list. It’s not as if I don’t have a personal interest in making sure my privacy is protected.”

So, because Obama worried about his own future privacy, we should trust that he would never violate ours? That argument required a generous helping of self-regard. Then again, as Henry Kissinger has suggested, “Obama seems to think of himself not as a part of a political process, but as sui generis, a unique phenomenon with a unique capacity.” (And Kissinger seems like a guy who knows the feeling.)



It is with race that Obama’s story as the first black president has taken on the most salience. His political ascent prompted dreams of a post-racial America as well as incessant racist attacks, and it turned Obama into an African American studies professor for the nation during what would become the Black Lives Matter era. In that role, his lectures leaned heavily on his biography.

When videos of the Rev. Jeremiah Wright’s sermons denouncing America threatened Obama’s presidential bid, the candidate drew upon his story to deliver the most memorable speech of the 2008 race. “I believe deeply that we cannot solve the challenges of our time… unless we perfect our union by understanding that we may have different stories, but we hold common hopes; that we may not look the same and we may not have come from the same place, but we all want to move in the same direction,” he said at Philadelphia’s National Constitution Center. “… This belief comes from my unyielding faith in the decency and generosity of the American people. But it also comes from my own American story.”

Such faith may have been misplaced. Throughout his presidency, Obama staked much on “a goodwill that his own personal history tells him exists in the larger country,” journalist Ta-Nehisi Coates argues in the Atlantic, adding that “only a black man with that same biography could underestimate his opposition’s resolve to destroy him.” Obama’s frequent calls for African American communities to take greater personal responsibility for their conditions, his preference for universal efforts to improve education and opportunity for all over targeted programs to help minority populations—these attitudes reflect a sincere trust in white America, Coates argues, one that has been forged through Obama’s particular experience.

The controversy surrounding Wright involved Obama’s faith and relationship with his former pastor, so the personal emphasis there was inevitable. But when Trayvon Martin was killed by George Zimmerman in central Florida in February 2012, Obama, evocatively yet unmistakably, brought the discussion back to himself. “If I had a son, he would look like Trayvon,” the president remarked. After Zimmerman’s acquittal, Obama detailed the indignities and injustices black men face in America, explaining that such experiences informed how African Americans viewed that verdict. Then, as he often has, the president concluded by stressing the strides the country has made.

“Each successive generation seems to be making progress in changing attitudes when it comes to race,” Obama said. “It doesn’t mean we’re in a post-racial society. It doesn’t mean that racism is eliminated. But when I talk to Malia and Sasha, and I listen to their friends and I see them interact, they’re better than we are—they’re better than we were—on these issues.” It is noteworthy that he cited his family as evidence, an individualized benchmark of national self-improvement.

Similarly, when he spoke in 2014 about a grand jury’s decision to not indict police officer Darren Wilson for killing Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri, Obama reiterated that the nation was moving forward. “We have made enormous progress in race relations over the course of the past several decades,” he said. “I’ve witnessed that in my own life.”

In The Black Presidency (2016), Michael Eric Dyson lingers over that moment. “Obama lauded the racial progress that he said he had witnessed ‘in my own life,’ substituting his body for our black bodies, his life for ours, and signaled again how his story of advancement was ours.” The problem, Dyson argues, is that despite his enormous symbolic power, Obama is an imperfect stand-in. “The ordinary black person possesses neither Obama’s protections against peril nor his triumphant trajectory that will continue long after he leaves office,” Dyson writes. “And Obama’s narrative does not answer a haunting question: If America can treat him as badly as it does… what will it do to the masses of Michael Browns in black communities?”



In multiple speeches, Obama has offered a distinct vision of American exceptionalism—that of a country constantly striving, sometimes struggling, to perfect itself. It is a process he interprets through his own story. In Dreams from My Father, Obama tells of his hope that “the larger American community, black, white, and brown, could somehow redefine itself—I believed that it might, over time, admit the uniqueness of my own life.”

Perhaps, as president, Obama has turned so often to his story because of this belief that America was validating it. Or maybe because the inner circle of his 2008 campaign, the truest of true believers in the Obama story, exerted inordinate influence over his White House. Or perhaps Obama’s tendency fits our era of oversharing, self-obsession, and first-person arguments. Or it could be simply that he believes, as he argued in a 2006 speech on faith and politics, that Americans are missing “a narrative arc to their lives,” and he is supplying us with his own.

Whatever the motivation, it certainly worked with voters when he was on the ballot. In both the 2008 and 2012 elections, Obama bested his opponents on the “cares about people like me” question in exit polls. But it was an appeal that remained with him alone. Indeed, one result of Obama’s personalized presidency is that his electoral fortunes far outshined those of the party overall. After his two presidential victories, Democrats suffered sharp reversals in both midterms, and the party has seen its power diminished at all levels under Obama.

“Washington Democrats hated the White House for believing that the Obama brand and the Democratic Party brand were distinct, and that one was paramount over the other,” NBC’s Chuck Todd writes in The Stranger: Barack Obama in the White House, published in 2014. “The White House did little to dispel the notion that Obama came first, over and above the party.”

When Obama did inject himself into his party’s contests, he often emphasized his legacy. “I am not on the ballot this fall,” he stated in a speech on the economy delivered one month before the 2014 elections. “… But make no mistake: These policies are on the ballot. Every single one of them.” At the time, the president was deeply unpopular in key states, and his personalization of the race did his party no favors.

In the 2016 presidential contest, Obama campaigned with more vigor and, at times, with no less self-regard. “I will consider it a personal insult, an insult to my legacy, if this community lets down its guard and fails to activate itself in this election,” he urged a Congressional Black Caucus gathering. “You want to give me a good send-off? Go vote.”

That vote is now in, and the presidential candidate promising to dismantle the Obama legacy has won, even while Obama still enjoys high approval ratings. Some voters who had cast their ballots for Obama, perhaps even twice, threw their support behind Donald Trump. “I don’t have an explanation for that, to put it bluntly,” White House press secretary Josh Earnest admitted.

The answer may not be that mysterious. Even in his party’s most crushing defeat, Obama remains popular because this presidency was less about particular federal programs, or the Democratic Party, or certainly Hillary Clinton, than about Obama himself.

They fall low, he goes high.



The man soon supplanting Obama in the Oval Office is even more enamored with his own story and more dismissive of his own party, and promises to remake the nation on the strength of his personality. “Nobody knows the system better than me,” Trump asserted at the Republican National Convention, “which is why I alone can fix it.” It is a more concentrated and insidious iteration of the personalized presidency.

Trump came to national political prominence on the back of “birther” lies—in essence, an effort to retroactively erase Obama’s story—and now seeks to unmake Obama’s legacy, too. A president who used his story in the attempt to uplift and empower is giving way to a leader for whom the office seems an exercise in personal brand extension.

It is a far different ending than the one a captivating Illinois state senator may have imagined twelve years before. The failure to fulfill that vision of a united America, or bring us closer to it, is now part of the Obama story, too.

“The spirit of national conciliation was more than the rhetorical pixie dust of Obama’s 2004 speech to the Democratic National Convention, in Boston, which had brought him to delirious national attention,” New Yorker editor and Obama biographer David Remnick wrote in 2014. “It was also an elemental component of his self-conception, his sense that he was uniquely suited to transcend ideology and the grubby battles of the day. Obama is defensive about this now.”

But a new battle is coming, and that defensiveness may prove useful. Trump’s vision for America threatens to make stories such as Obama’s less likely. Will this most self-referential of presidents retreat to speeches and memoirs, or will he fight to preserve the country that indeed made his story possible? What if that’s next—the Obama legacy no one saw coming, more about the nation than the man?

It would make for a great epilogue.

December 2016




THE CHOICES OF BARACK OBAMA

OF THE BOOKS THAT JOURNALISTS and historians have written on the life of Barack Obama, three stand out so far. In Barack Obama: The Story, David Maraniss shows us who Obama is. In Reading Obama, James T. Kloppenberg explains how Obama thinks. In The Bridge, David Remnick tells us what Obama means.

Now, in a probing new biography, Rising Star, David J. Garrow attempts to tell us how Obama lived, and explores the calculations he made in the decades leading up to his presidency. Garrow portrays Obama as a man who ruthlessly compartmentalized his existence; who believed early on that he was fated for greatness; and who made emotional sacrifices in the pursuit of a goal that must have seemed unlikely to everyone but him. Every step—whether his foray into community organizing, Harvard Law School, even his choice of whom to love—was not just about living a life but about fulfilling a destiny.

It is in the personal realm that Garrow’s account is particularly revealing. He shares for the first time the story of a woman Obama lived with and loved in Chicago, in the years before he met Michelle, and whom he asked to marry him. Sheila Miyoshi Jager, now a professor at Oberlin College, is a significant presence in Rising Star, and her pained, drawn-out relationship with Obama informs both his will to rise in politics and the trade-offs he deemed necessary to do so. Garrow, who received a Pulitzer Prize for his biography of Martin Luther King Jr., concludes this massive new work with a damning verdict on Obama’s determination: “While the crucible of self-creation had produced an ironclad will, the vessel was hollow at its core.”



By now the broad contours of the Obama story are well known, not least because Obama has repeated them so often. With Kansas and Kenya in his veins, he carries Indonesia in his memory, Hawaii in his smile, Harvard in his brain, and, most of all, Chicago in his soul. “It wasn’t until I moved to Chicago and became a community organizer that I think I really grew into myself in terms of my identity,” he said in an interview about Dreams from My Father. “I connected in a very direct way with the African American community in Chicago” and was able to “walk away with a sense of self-understanding and empowerment.”

Inspired by Harold Washington, the city’s first black mayor, Obama began to discuss his political ambitions with a few colleagues and friends during his early time in the city. He wanted to be mayor of Chicago. Or a US senator. Or governor of Illinois. Or perhaps he would enter the ministry. Or, as he confided to very few, including Jager, he would become president of the United States. Lofty stuff for a twenty-something community organizer who struggled to write fiction on the side.

Jager, who in Dreams from My Father was virtually written out, compressed into a single character along with two
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