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    Preface



    In no small part, Barack Obama’s newest memoir, A Promised Land, is a tale of what Obama aptly calls “sausage making.” He takes us back stage to witness the creation of TARP and the 2009 Recovery Act and the Affordable Care Act and Dodd-Frank, all of which, in his book, were successes, if not downright triumphs. He offers the same detail with his foreign policy decisions. In all of these deliberations, he pictures himself as calm, confident, reflective, prudent—the very model of a modern major president. As cool and in control as he imagines himself to be, however, Obama hides the fear that has haunted him throughout his career and that undermined his presidency.


    Many of the book’s reviewers, literary people for the most part, accept these details uncritically. They simply don’t know enough about recent history to sort fact from fiction. What the reviewers miss—and what this book will provide—are the details that Obama omits, the major stories he has chosen to bury, and his reasons for doing both.


    In editing out so much that is true, Obama spares himself any serious introspection. By refusing to understand himself, he cannot begin to understand his critics. Rush Limbaugh may have said, “I hope he fails,” but in the one arena most critical to the nation’s future, Limbaugh wanted Obama to succeed. So did every other conservative and centrist that I know. It was Obama’s “friends” who wanted him to fail. Unfortunately for America, they had their way.

  


  
    Acting Like Boys Instead of Men



    On Father’s Day 2008, Obama made easily his best speech on race, arguably his best speech ever.1 The setting was the Apostolic Church of God in Chicago.


    “Here at Apostolic,” said Obama, after quoting from the Sermon on the Mount, “you are blessed to worship in a house that has been founded on the rock of Jesus Christ, our Lord and Savior.” This is the same Lord and Savior who, alas, makes no appearance of consequence in the pages of A Promised Land.


    “Of all the rocks upon which we build our lives, we are reminded today that family is the most important,” Obama continued. “And we are called to recognize and honor how critical every father is to that foundation.” Obama spoke here from the heart. More than any previous presidential memoir, A Promised Land is a tribute to the joys and responsibilities of fatherhood. Would that all children in America could grow up with the love and support Malia and Sasha have enjoyed. Far too many have not. Obama knew this.


    “But if we are honest with ourselves,” he continued, “we’ll admit that what too many fathers also are is missing—missing from too many lives and too many homes. They have abandoned their responsibilities, acting like boys instead of men. And the foundations of our families are weaker because of it.” Obama proceeded to explain the consequences of fatherlessness in words that his 2004 Senate opponent, Alan Keyes, might have said—words that bête noire Sarah Palin would have cheered, words that the hated Tea Party would have welcomed.


    “You and I know how true this is in the African-American community,” said Obama. “We know that more than half of all black children live in single-parent households, a number that has doubled—doubled—since we were children. We know the statistics—that children who grow up without a father are five times more likely to live in poverty and commit crime; nine times more likely to drop out of schools and 20 times more likely to end up in prison.”2


    Here, Obama correctly identified family breakdown—not racism, not police brutality, not even the legacy of slavery and Jim Crow—as the reason America’s inner cities have become the most dangerous and dysfunctional in the developed world. This breakdown, he strongly implied, was a byproduct of the modern welfare state. Just as pointedly, Obama acknowledged that the problem was getting worse, exponentially worse. He knew.


    On this particular Father’s Day, thirteen-year-old Trayvon Martin and twelve-year-old Michael Brown had no idea they would prove out the truth of Obama’s statistics. This memoir ends triumphantly with the killing of Osama bin Laden in May 2011—ten months before Trayvon would be killed in Sanford, Florida, and three years before Michael Brown would be killed in Ferguson, Missouri. Obama does not tell their stories. That’s too bad because he understood what caused them to die so senselessly and so young.


    On Father’s Day 2008, Trayvon was likely having dinner with his father, Tracy Martin, and Tracy’s second wife, Alicia Stanley. Tracy had split from Trayvon’s mother, Sybrina Fulton, ten years earlier, and each had a child with another partner before they had Trayvon in 1995. Thanks to the support of “Mama ’Licia,” however, Trayvon had survived his parents’ divorce in better shape than many young people do. “Trayvon was in our home, 85 to 90 percent of the time,” Stanley told CNN’s Anderson Cooper after her stepson’s death. “I’m the one that went to football games. I’m the one who was there when he was sick. I want people to know he wanted to live with me and his father.”3


    A year or so after Obama’s Father’s Day speech, Tracy Martin abandoned his responsibility once again and acted more like a boy than a man. He deserted Alicia and shattered the one home Trayvon could always go home to. Two years after he lost his rock, Trayvon had descended fully into a life of drugs, guns, truancy, burglary, and street fighting. The cheerful boy in the Pop Warner uniform who dreamed of becoming a pilot existed only in the nation’s recklessly dishonest newsrooms. Trayvon knew he had gone wrong, and he probably knew why. His last words after being shot by the innocent man he had savagely attacked: “Tell Mama ’Licia I’m sorry.”


    Obama had the opportunity to set the record straight, but he chose not to. Long before Trayvon’s death in 2012, Obama got the word that stories like Trayvon’s were not something America needed to explore. In an election year like 2012, in a battleground state like Florida, the message of black victimization, repeated endlessly, worked much better in a stagnant economy than did hope and change.


    Speaking from experience, black commentator Jesse Lee Peterson has explained why the message is so readily received. “This pattern is so obvious I am still shocked almost no one talks about it,” writes Peterson in his book The Antidote. “It is this simple: children, black or white, when deprived of fathers, grow up angry at their parents. White children displace their anger in many different directions: suicide, bullying, and school shootings, to name a few. Black children, for the most part, channel theirs in a single destructive direction—toward and against white people.”4


    As to Michael Brown, he never really had a home. Born a year after Trayvon in 1996, his parents split up when he was three. This surely surprised no one. They were never married. His mother took him to a new neighborhood and introduced him to a succession of new “uncles.” The split between Michael’s parents was bitter. As he got older, Michael would call his father and ask to be “rescued.”


    Wrote Esquire’s John Richardson deep in an article blaming racism for Brown’s death, “Without doubt, the turmoil in the family took its toll.”5 How could it not? At sixteen, his mother dropped Michael off at the home of his father and his new wife, a woman Michael had not even met, and left him there. Sulking, he retreated to his room and refused to go to school for three months. Uncomfortable in either household, Michael spent the last year of his troubled, angry life living with his grandmother. At least there he did not have to deal with his parents’ new partners. He did, however, have to deal with shopkeepers who expected to be paid and police officers who expected to be heeded. In the last hour of his life, Brown manhandled a shopkeeper and tried to kill a cop. He must have sensed it would all end badly.


    The Obama of Father’s Day 2008 did not know these two young men. Although he dissembled about his own origins—“my father left us when I was 2 years old”—he told the truth about the things that mattered. “How many times in the last year has this city lost a child at the hands of another child?” he asked. “How many times have our hearts stopped in the middle of the night with the sound of a gunshot or a siren?” As Obama knew, the police sounded the sirens. Young black men, the great majority of them fatherless, produced the gunshots that prompted the sirens. “How many in this generation are we willing to lose to poverty or violence or addiction?” Obama pleaded. “How many?”


    In his new memoir, A Promised Land, Obama shares not a word of this speech, not a hint of its message. Three weeks after giving this speech, he was told in no uncertain terms that he had overreached, that he had aspired above his pay grade. If we are honest with ourselves, said Obama, but he wasn’t. Moral cowardice doomed his presidency and undermines his memoir. Obama continues to tell his supporters not what they need to hear, but what his progressive overlords want them to hear.


    For his role in this Faustian bargain, Obama found a “promised land,” of sorts, manifest most showily in his twelve-million-dollar oceanfront estate on Martha’s Vineyard. As to the “Joshua generation,” the post–Jim Crow generation of African Americans Obama was commissioned to lead to their promised land, these he led deeper, much deeper, into the wilderness, and he continues to mislead them still.

  


  
    I Can No More Disown Him



    Three months before his Father’s Day speech in Chicago, Barack Obama made another speech on race. Curiously, the speech Obama wants his readers to remember is the thoroughly dishonest one he made in Philadelphia in March of 2008.6


    At the time, Obama had a very public problem to solve, namely his relationship with firebrand Rev. Jeremiah Wright. In that this speech ends up triumphantly, at least for his campaign, Obama spends multiple pages on its genesis.7 “I need to make a speech,” he tells strategist David Plouffe. “On race. The only way to deal with this is to go big and put Reverend Wright in some kind of context. And I need to do it in the next few days.”


    As he does often in the book, Obama seems to accept responsibility for some fundamental flaw in his character but attaches so many qualifiers that his confession ends up sounding like a boast. “I knew the blame lay squarely on my shoulders,” he writes. “I may not have been in church for any of the sermons in question or heard Reverend Wright use such explosive language. But I knew all too well the occasional spasms of anger within the Black community—my community—that Reverend Wright was channeling.” To convince African Americans that their community was, in fact, “my community,” Obama would need all the sophistry his white advisers and speechwriters could muster.


    In March 2008, Hillary was still very much in the race. Tacking to her left, Obama loaded the Philadelphia speech with an unhealthy dose of progressive toxins. Coming from a black man “married to a black American who carries within her the blood of slaves and slave owners—an inheritance we pass on to our two precious daughters,” his words had a punch Hillary couldn’t counter. When Obama reminded his audience that “so many of the disparities that exist between the African-American community and the larger American community today can be traced directly to inequalities passed on from an earlier generation that suffered under the brutal legacy of slavery and Jim Crow,” he identified with that community in a way Hillary never could. The speech on absent fathers would have to wait until she had been neutralized.


    Still, as Obama and his advisers understood, the standard clichés would not be enough. To salvage Wright, they would have to sacrifice “Toot.” Other than wife Michelle, there is no adult Obama writes about more frequently or more lovingly in this memoir than his grandmother, Madelyn Dunham. At the time of the speech, the eighty-five-year-old Toot had only six months left to live, but for Obama it was never too late to brand someone you love as a racist.


    “I can no more disown [Wright] than I can disown my white grandmother,” said Obama in Philadelphia. This was the money line, the takeaway line. Obama professed to love Toot despite the fact that she “once confessed her fear of black men who passed her by on the street and who on more than one occasion has uttered racial or ethnic stereotypes that made me cringe.”


    Obama claims he told the Toot story in his 1995 memoir, Dreams from My Father, but there he told it a shade more honestly. The “diminutive” Toot had been shaken by an encounter with a large, aggressive panhandler. It was her virtue-signaling, deadbeat husband who volunteered to the adolescent Obama that the “real reason” Toot was so upset was because the panhandler was black. “And I just don’t think that’s right,” Stanley Dunham was reported to have told his grandson, a creepy thing to do if true.8 As to Toot’s uttering of cringeworthy “racial or ethnic stereotypes,” that was all new material, dredged up or fully imagined to save Obama’s career.


    Obama admits that “Favs,” wunderkind speechwriter Jon Favreau, wrote the first draft. “It worked,” Obama boasts. “The networks carried the speech live, and within twenty-four hours, more than one million people had watched it on the internet—a record at the time.” Throughout Obama’s career, like Ted Kennedy’s, the networks were always ready to bail Obama out. To show he’s not quite the cold, calculating fish he seems, Obama claims to have called Toot the night of the speech. “You know I’m proud of you, don’t you?” she reportedly told him. “And it was only after I hung up,” Obama alleges, “that I allowed myself to cry.” Pass the hankie.


    The media ate the speech up. MSNBC’s Chris Matthews, who earlier in the campaign confessed that upon hearing Obama speak he “felt this thrill going up my leg,” was sent a-tingling once again. Matthews called Obama’s Philadelphia speech “worthy of Abraham Lincoln” and “the best speech ever given on race in this country.”9 Matthews was not an outlier. Media praise was universal.


    At a minimum, the best speech on race should at least have been honest. This one wasn’t. Despite Obama’s request that Wright “lie low,” the good reverend refused to. As a black friend of Obama summed up Wright’s response, “He went full ghetto on their ass.” During an appearance at the National Press Club, Wright publicly denounced America as racist, praised Louis Farrakhan, and claimed the US government invented AIDS.10


    “I knew what I had to do,” writes Obama. Forty days and forty nights after insisting he could never disown the man who married him and Michelle and baptized their daughters, Obama “unequivocally denounced and separated myself from Reverend Wright.” If Obama’s speech embracing Wright “worked,” his statement disowning Wright merely “served its purpose.”11 That purpose was to keep his candidacy alive, nothing nobler than that.

  


  
    A Real American



    Forever uncertain of who he was, Obama resented the authenticity of others, no one more so than Sarah Palin. “A ‘real American,’” he says of Palin in quotes as though he were quoting her (he’s not; there’s no citation), “and fantastically proud of it.”12 Palin did not intimidate Obama the way Reverend Wright did, but something about the attractive young Alaskan governor got under Obama’s delicately thin skin.


    In the early summer of 2008, a few friends and I spoke about John McCain’s likely vice-presidential pick. In that none of us were enthused about McCain—few conservatives were—we all hoped he would choose someone to shore up his right flank. When asked for my choice, I said, “Sarah Palin.” Uniformly, my friends said, “Who?” I explained why I liked Palin—young, good-looking, big family, pro-life, pro-gun, pro–small government. As Alaska governor, she took on the state’s corrupt Republican establishment and beat it senseless. At the time, she was riding an 80 percent approval rating. “What’s not to like?” I asked.


    Later in the summer I got a call from one of these guys. “How did you know?” he asked.


    “Know what?”


    “Know McCain was going to pick Palin?”


    I didn’t know, just guessed. Actually, it was more of a hope than a guess. For a while that summer, McCain had been openly entertaining the idea of recycling Al Gore’s running mate from 2000, Joe Lieberman. I was scheduled to go to the Republican National Convention the week after Labor Day, the first one I had ever attended. Had McCain picked Lieberman, I would not have gone. I am not sure I would have voted for McCain. Many conservatives were certain they would not. A Lieberman pick would have spelled disaster for McCain and especially for down-ticket Republicans.


    The choice of Palin lifted the spirits of everyone I met at the St. Paul convention site. McCain’s speech on the convention’s final night was pure anticlimax. The night before, Palin had captured the crowd’s heart. She dazzled. Even Obama had to agree. “Palin was a born performer,” he writes. “Her forty-five-minute speech at the Republican National Convention in early September was a masterpiece of folksy populism and well-aimed zingers.”


    Obama quotes one of the zingers. Palin had zoomed in on what Obama calls his “biggest mistake of the campaign.” While Hillary was still viable, Obama had flown to San Francisco for a high-dollar fundraiser. One of the “latte-drinking, Prius-driving West Coast liberals” in attendance asked him why he thought working-class citizens in states like Pennsylvania chose to “vote against their interests and elect Republicans.”13


    Obama writes of those latte drinkers as though they were a class apart. As Obama made comically clear in Iowa a year earlier, they were not. Said he on the campaign trail in response to a question on rising grain prices, “Anybody gone into Whole Foods lately and see what they charge for arugula? I mean, they’re charging a lot of money for this stuff.”14 At the time, there was no Whole Foods store in the entire state. Unfortunately, the gaffe known as Arugula-gate does not make the memoir. It would have added some welcome humor.


    If there was ever a case of one arugula eater leading another, Obama’s explaining rural Pennsylvanians to San Francisco metrosexuals had to be it. “It’s not surprising,” he said, “then that they get bitter, they cling to guns or religion or antipathy toward people who aren’t like them, or anti-immigrant sentiment, or anti-trade sentiment as a way to explain their frustrations.”


    Obama is able to repeat this comment word-for-word because a freelance writer recorded it and quoted him in a Huffington Post blog. He then adds an aside that I confess to laughing out loud when I read it: “This is what separates even the most liberal writers from their conservative counterparts—the willingness to flay politicians on their own side.”


    In Obama’s world, two plus two equals five. In 2016, the two most prominent conservative publications, the Weekly Standard and the National Review, as well as the editorial page of the Wall Street Journal, routinely and often savagely flayed Donald Trump. In 2020, by contrast, Big Media and Big Tech openly conspired to block negative reporting on the wobbly Biden campaign. Apparently, Obama knows his readers well enough to know that they rarely, if ever, think outside the bubble.


    At the convention, Palin used her own humble roots to make her point. “In small towns,” she said with a smile, “we don’t quite know what to make of a candidate who lavishes praise on working people when they’re listening, and then talks about how bitterly they cling to their religion and guns when those people aren’t listening.” Writes Obama, in perhaps the best line of the book, “Ouch.”15


    In A Promised Land, Obama all but admits he had been upstaged, and he had been. After the convention speech, Palin’s favorability ratings were higher than McCain’s or Obama’s. She enjoyed an 89 percent approval rating among Republicans and even a 33 percent rating among Democrats.16 Obama concedes that Palin energized the campaign and that she was new and different. Having feigned objectivity for a moment, he lets loose his inner bitter kitten.


    For all of her “performative gifts,” you see, Palin did not have what it took to be president. “What became abundantly clear as soon as Sarah Palin stepped into the spotlight was that on just about every subject relevant to governing the country she had absolutely no idea what the hell she was talking about.”17


    This is a nervy claim, a graceless one at that. A Republican who said this about a Democrat would have his Twitter account closed and his office stormed by a swarm of women in pink pussy hats. Plus, the claim is nonsense. Obama is only two years older than Palin. She had served six years as mayor of a city and a year as chair of Alaska’s Oil and Gas Conservation Commission before Obama was elected to the US Senate. True, she had served as Alaska governor for not quite two years when McCain selected her, but Obama had served in the US Senate for only two years when he chose to run for president.


    Upon his unwelcome entrance into the race, Hillary said about Obama what Obama was now saying about Palin. Mark Penn, Hillary Clinton’s chief campaign strategist, summed up the Clinton messaging in a 2007 memo: “This is no time for rookies. No time for rhetoric. It is a time for experienced leadership that gets results.”18 Then too, Palin was not running for president. John McCain was, and he would live for another ten cantankerous years. Palin would have had plenty of time to learn on the job.


    Once the Democrats realized what a threat Palin posed, they started chipping away at her. They had considerable help from their media allies. Katie Couric would win the Walter Cronkite award for revealing that Palin did not read the New York Times over her morning coffee. Saturday Night Live, under the pretense of humor, made Palin the butt of a running joke. After twelve years of media abuse, Obama obviously feels comfortable reinforcing the now well-established media narrative that Palin was a dolt. Unlike his Harvard Law degree self, sniffs Obama, Palin “bounced among five colleges before graduating with a journalism degree.” He never said she couldn’t spell “arugula,” but he might as well have. (I had to look “arugula” up.)


    Obama makes no specific reference, however, to Palin’s debate with would-be vice president Joe Biden just a month after the convention. By this time, the sixty-five-year-old Biden had already served an obscene thirty-five years in the US Senate. For all his time in politics, when Biden first heard of McCain’s VP pick, he said, “Who the hell is Sarah Palin?”19 If I knew who Palin was, why didn’t Biden?


    Given Palin’s presumed ignorance and Biden’s experience, smart money had Biden running a Zamboni over the hockey mom from Nowheresville, Alaska. That didn’t happen. The subhead from the UK Telegraph summed up the evening’s unlikely outcome: “Opinion was split over who won the vice-presidential debate between the Republican Sarah Palin and the Democrat Joe Biden, after neither managed to land a knock-out blow.”20


    Even in retrospect, no media outlet has characterized the Biden-Palin debate the way CNN would report on Obama’s first debate with Mitt Romney four years later: “The sheer panic Democrats felt in 2012 after Mitt Romney demolished Barack Obama at their first presidential debate in Denver can’t be overstated.”21 Sarah Palin had a month to prepare. Obama had six years, and he was “demolished” by a RINO governor wearing funny underwear.


    All these years later, Palin’s performance holds up well. Although Palin lacked Biden’s insider knowledge, she cleverly covered her weakness and played to her strengths, extrapolating from her own core values in a way that neither Biden nor Obama ever could (neither of them having much of any).


    “Now you said recently that higher taxes or asking for higher taxes or paying higher taxes is patriotic,” said Palin at one point. “In the middle class of America, which is where Todd and I have been all of our lives, that’s not patriotic. Patriotic is saying, government, you know, you’re not always the solution. In fact, too often you’re the problem. So, government, lessen the tax burden on our families and get out of the way and let the private sector and our families grow and thrive and prosper.”22


    Knowing his fans have preserved the same media-warped perspective on Palin that he has, the superior Obama indulges in a churlish bit of condescension. “It didn’t matter what the topic was or what form the question took,” he writes, “the Alaskan governor appeared lost, stringing words together like a kid trying to bluff her way through a test for which she had failed to study.”23 As shall be seen, Obama knew more than a little about bluffing his way through school.


    More troubling to Obama, Palin’s “incoherence” did not seem to faze most Republicans. Then and now, I consider myself among the unfazed. Of the four major candidates in the race, Palin’s political philosophy was the most coherent. She was also the only one of the four with executive experience, the only who had ever applied her philosophy to real-life problems.


    Speaking of incoherence, Obama expresses shock at those conservatives “who’d spent a year dismissing me as inexperienced, and who’d spent decades decrying affirmative action, the erosion of intellectual standards, and the debasement of Western culture at the hands of multiculturalists—suddenly shilling for Palin.”24 In an otherwise well-edited book, the logical thread in this sequence eludes even the attentive reader.


    Obama’s attack on Palin leaps off the page like a cri de coeur. Her very solidity—“She’d married her high school sweetheart, had five kids (including a teenage son about to be deployed to Iraq and a baby with Down syndrome), professed a conservative Christian faith, and enjoyed hunting moose and elk during her spare time”25—seems to provoke Obama’s deepest insecurities. Unlike Palin, Obama’s personal story has been, in his own words, “stitched together,” and, as shall be seen, he is not necessarily the one who has done the stitching.


    Obama closes the chapter on Palin with a Cassandra-like warning that he would have been well advised to heed himself. Writes he of her emergence: “It was, of course, a sign of things to come, a larger, darker reality in which partisan affiliation and political expedience would threaten to blot out everything—your previous positions; your stated principles; even what your own senses, your eyes and ears, told you to be true.”26


    Former Obama Secretary of Transportation, Ray LaHood, a Republican, thought Obama’s own increasing partisanship helped make that reality darker. LaHood wrote in his snooze-inducing memoir, Seeking Bipartisanship, “As time passed, the president seemed to me to become more isolated, more insulated from those outside the in-group, less engaged with others.”27 In a Politico summary of the Obama years, Matt Latimer, a former Bush speechwriter, echoed LaHood’s sentiments. Although he admits to having considered voting for Obama, Latimer concluded, “Washington is very much the same, if not worse, at the close of these long, bitter, brutal years. That’s not all Obama’s fault, to be sure. Maybe mostly not his fault. But it is in part. And it isn’t what he promised to people like me.”28


    Latimer was writing at the beginning of 2016. He had no idea what Obama and his cronies had in store for the Republican nominee Donald Trump. Trump adviser Carter Page found out the hard way. I write this the day after Page filed his seventy-five-million-dollar lawsuit against Obama’s co-conspirators in the Russia hoax. I suspect Page knows Obama’s “darker reality” much better than Obama does.

  


  
    The Crazies



    For Obama, Sarah Palin is the ur-deplorable, the essence of all that is wrong with the America he had hoped to transform. As shall be seen, his cruel dismissal of Palin and people like her undermines many of the more substantial promises he has ever made. America first heard those promises sixteen years before the publication of A Promised Land. Obama, then still an Illinois state senator, made his debut on the national stage at the 2004 Democratic National Convention in Boston. The little-known Obama gave the keynote address. “We quickly settled on him,” wrote presidential candidate John Kerry of Obama. “It was an easy decision—a clean slate, someone fresh who could articulate a new vision, someone who was unexpected.”29


    If Michelle relentlessly nagged her husband about his slovenliness—“He left wet towels on the bathroom floor, cups and glasses scattered about the house, and the toilet seat up”30—his white mentors saw in Obama something uniquely “clean.” Joe Biden certainly did. In 2007, Biden served up his impressively artless rationale for Obama’s emergence. Said the future president, “I mean, you got the first mainstream African-American who is articulate and bright and clean and a nice-looking guy. I mean, that’s a storybook, man.”31 A Republican would have had to apologize for “articulate” and resign over “clean,” but the media have long allowed Democrats a certain license in what they say, especially on racial matters.


    In A Promised Land, Obama tells how he spent several days writing the convention speech in longhand on a legal pad, as was his custom. “At some point,” he muses, “I remembered a phrase I’d heard once during a sermon by my pastor, Jeremiah Wright, one that captured this spirit. The audacity of hope.”32 Actually, Wright’s phrase was “the audacity to hope,” but that is one of the minor gaps in Obama’s memory. The major one is his failure to recollect that little of what he said that night in Boston was true.


    This is not to say that Obama “lied,” a phrase used much too casually in regard to politicians, especially presidents. Lying implies intentional deception. The lying Obama did that night was largely to himself. In that speech, as in his memoir, his refusal to understand who he is, how he got to the White House, and what he failed to accomplish dazzles the knowing reader.


    “Now even as we speak,” said Obama in that night’s most memorable phrase, “there are those who are preparing to divide us, the spin masters, the negative ad peddlers who embrace the politics of anything goes. Well, I say to them tonight, there is not a liberal America and a conservative America—there is the United States of America. There is not a Black America and a White America and Latino America and Asian America—there’s the United States of America.”33


    Although one gets no sense of this in A Promised Land, Barack Obama would prove to be the most divisive president in recent American history. The words of Rev. Jeremiah Wright and other paranoid influencers infect his thinking more than he knows or at least more than he cares to admit. The “E pluribus unum, out of many, one” that Obama endorsed in his 2004 speech warred throughout his presidency with Wright’s “U.S. of KKK A” before finally surrendering.


    A Promised Land subverts many of the 2004 speech’s loftier aspirations, none more nakedly than the bromide, “There is not a liberal America and a conservative America.” Although Obama does not use Hillary Clinton’s pet phrase “deplorables” to describe conservatives, he might as well have. With one notable exception, all references to conservatives, at home and abroad, are pejorative.


    His likeminded book reviewers fail to notice the animus. In the main, they think Obama too kind to the opposition, too willing to see all sides of an issue. “And so he is lavish with forgiveness and with praise,” writes Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie in the New York Times, “giving the benefit of the doubt even to those barely deserving.”34


    For someone who has traveled to as many states as Obama—fifty-seven at last count—he shows remarkably little understanding of the citizens of at least fifty of those states. I offer my own understanding as a corrective. I was thirteen when Obama was born at some point in 1961—more on the exact date later. If there had been a JFK fan club in my heavily Catholic Newark, New Jersey, neighborhood, I would have been its president. I was that rabid, that tribal.


    My allegiance to the Kennedys remained strong until Bobby’s assassination in 1968. With his death I could no longer ignore the increasingly obvious contempt shown by the Democratic Party and its media allies for the working-class whites left behind in the nation’s collapsing inner cities. In 1969, Ted Kennedy enshrined that contempt at Chappaquiddick. When he abandoned Mary Jo, I abandoned his party. The Kopechne family had lived in our housing project.


    Among baby boom conservatives, probably half or more started their political lives as Democrats. We have not arrived at our current positions casually. We’ve had to reason our way to a workable political philosophy against the prevailing media-educational grain, which is why conservatives always outscore liberals and especially “moderates” on political knowledge tests.


    For five years in the late 1990s I did a daily talk radio show in the Kansas City studio Rush Limbaugh once called home. In fact, our show aired in the two hours leading up to his show on his station. As anyone who has done talk radio will affirm, no one has ever done it better than Rush. I learned a lot from the callers—cops calling from patrol cars, truckers calling from trucks, farmers calling from combines. Given that the show had a left-right format, I also learned how the other side thought—or chose not to.


    When the internet arrived, I was able to start writing books. In support of those books, I spoke to conservative groups from San Francisco—a surprisingly cool Tea Party there—to Long Island’s Suffolk County. Over time, I developed a good understanding of how beyond-the-beltway conservatives think. I have communicated with thousands of them. In all that time, I might add, I never spoke to anyone who advocated anything like white supremacy, a recent addition to the Left’s arsenal of slurs. Obama does not have a clue about these people, but that does not stop him and the book reviewers from believing he does.


    When Obama first came to Washington in 2005, he may have aspired to find common ground with his peers across the aisle, especially if they were “cut from the same cloth” as the Republicans he knew while a state senator in Springfield. These, after all, were “regular guys who didn’t stray from the party line or the lobbyists who kept them in power but who also didn’t consider politics a blood sport and might even work with you if it didn’t cost them too much politically.”35


    From the conservative perspective, several of the Republicans Obama met in Washington seemed cut from the same cloth as the Republicans in Springfield. These included John Boehner, the House Minority Leader when Obama became president in 2008 and the Speaker of the House for two terms during Obama’s presidency. “Boehner was a different animal,” Obama writes, “an affable, gravel-voiced son of a bartender from outside Cincinnati.”36


    In A Promised Land, Obama describes each major player as a novelist might, both in terms of appearance and of character. Republicans are usually lacking in both. Despite his “human qualities,” Boehner failed to live up to Obama’s limited expectations because of “his tenuous grip on his caucus.” By “caucus,” Obama means actual conservatives who believe in things—most of those things being, in his view, implicitly racist.


    Boehner’s amoral twin, the “short, owlish” Senate Leader Mitch McConnell, fares little better. Like Boehner, McConnell lacked “any strong convictions” save one, “almost religious opposition to any version of campaign finance reform.”37 These were the two men that would shepherd the forces against Obama during his presidency, invariably, as Obama saw it, for the wrong reasons. He took neither of them seriously. Boehner graduated from Xavier University in Cincinnati, McConnell from the University of Louisville and the University of Kentucky College of Law. They were not in his league. I doubt if, to this day, Obama knows that McConnell attended the 1963 March on Washington (among other civil rights rallies), not necessarily a CV enhancer for a would-be Kentucky politician.


    Two other Republicans who play feature roles in A Promised Land are often paired: Senators John McCain and Lindsey Graham. The reader is warned to distrust Graham from the get-go. One can expect nothing but treachery from a man who is “short in stature, with a puggish face and a gentle southern drawl that in an instant could flip from warm to menacing.” Given his “adoration” of McCain, the “unscrupulous” Graham occasionally lined up on Obama’s side of an issue, but Obama “wasn’t wild about having to depend on” him.38


    For Obama, again with one exception, the only good Republican is a dead Republican. McCain fares better than any Republican other than Abraham Lincoln. Obama claims to have admired his courage as a navy pilot, but what he really appreciated was McCain’s “contrarian sensibility and willingness to buck Republican Party orthodoxy on climate change and immigration.”39 In fact, McCain’s primary role in Obama’s memoir is to shed light on “the race-tinged nativism that regularly infected other Republican politicians.”40 McCain was above all this. “He wasn’t an ideologue,” says Obama, which is his way of complimenting McCain for not believing in much of anything.


    The same president who rode to office promising there was no liberal America and no conservative America uses McCain as a vehicle to trash conservative America. “John had confided to me that he couldn’t stand a lot of the ‘crazies’ in his own party,” writes Obama, adding the complimentary sidebar, “The disdain he expressed for the far-right wing of his party wasn’t an act.”41 In fact, Obama so reflexively uses the word “crazies” to describe the “far-right wing” that he carelessly repeats the slur a page later.


    In American politics, Obama’s readers quickly learn, there are only two “wings:” the “right wing” and the “West Wing.” There is not a single reference to an American left wing, let alone a far-left wing. Nor do we hear of any American socialists. For him “socialist” is an empty accusation leveled by the crazies, as in, “I was also a secret Muslim socialist, a Manchurian candidate,”42 or, “[Joe the Plumber] had unmasked my secret, socialist income-redistribution agenda.”43


    Obama even rejects the label “progressive” to describe his political philosophy. Obama sees progressives as less extreme than the “crazies,” but he imagines them the way President Kennedy imagined “liberals,” uneasy allies at best, self-righteous prigs at worst. In A Promised Land, they stand outside his inner circle prodding him unreflectively to the left. He writes, for instance, of “progressives unhappy that we hadn’t done more to remake the banks” and of progressives with their “impractical demands.” The one label he seems most comfortable with is “liberal,” but even this word sometimes makes him squirm. The one label Obama does reject is “centrist,” a label he identifies with the “triangulating, Davos-attending, Wall Street-coddling, Washington-focused” presidency of Bill Clinton.44


    This uncertainty speaks to the question of who Obama really is, a question he never quite addresses because he may not know the answer. In July 2010, for instance, he confronted outspoken black professor Cornel West at the 2010 National Urban League Convention. Frustrated by West’s taunting from the left, he came down to West’s seat and hissed within earshot of others, “I’m not progressive? What kind of shit is this?”45 Obama’s account of this well-documented confrontation would have made good reading. Too bad he doesn’t share it.


    After nearly two decades of national exposure, Obama continues to remind us a little too much of Woody Allen’s Zelig, a character Vincent Canby of the New York Times described as “so pathologically nil that, over the years, he has developed the unconscious ability to transform himself, physically and mentally, into the image of whatever strong personality he’s with.”46
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