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Introduction

AS EDITOR OF A MAGAZINE founded by abolitionists in 1865—a magazine committed to truth-telling, exposing injustice, rooting out corruption, pushing transformative ideas, and fighting for a more just and peaceful world—my work is often exhilarating, usually meaningful and demanding.

Working at this rhythm, it’s easy to lose a sense of possibility and perspective—and certainly of idealism and hope—when confronted by the forces of reaction and misinformation that afflict our politics and media. To be editor at a time of radical media transformation can sometimes lead to vertigo. But I’ve tried to keep my balance, and worked (with a superb team) to ensure that The Nation and TheNation.com engage the 24/7 media cycle with integrity—using all of the new media tools—in order to better amplify our independent journalism. Yet I also find ways to counter the frenetic pace and the occasional dimming of spirits: dirty martinis (straight up), segments of Treme and True Blood, listening to Aretha Franklin, Marvin Gaye and Annie Lennox, long walks in Riverside Park with my husband and daughter (when she’s home from college) and taking the long view of Martin Luther King’s arc of history that bends towards justice.

Above all, I’m sustained by a core conviction—one articulated by both the poet Seamus Heaney and the people’s bard Studs Terkel—that there is truth worth honoring. Studs, a regular Nation contributor, had a steely-sweet determination to tackle the odds and believed action engenders hope. Heaney wrote, “Hope is not optimism, which expects things to turn out well, but something rooted in the conviction that there is good worth working for.” My hope is that the writing in this modest collection is infused with that spirit.

I’ve given this collection the title The Change I Believe In because these columns reflect how I’ve navigated the Obama era—as an editor and writer, a woman, a citizen of conscience and a small-“d” democrat. My journey has been similar to that of millions of Americans—from the exhilaration engendered by Obama’s election and the first months of his presidency, which galvanized so much hope, through the disappointments.

The change I believe in is not one that happens in one or two or even three election cycles, or through a top-down approach—no matter who is president. The change I believe in will come largely from below, through determined idealism and grounded pragmatism. The change I believe in recognizes that we’re living in a system hardwired to resist fundamental reform, in a political environment warped by corporate money and power. The change I believe in recognizes that it will take savvy organizing and smart inside-outside strategies by activists and principled political leaders to effectively counter and overcome the entrenched status quo. The change I believe in reflects candidate Obama’s words in 2008 when he spoke of his hope for real change coming about by “imagining and then fighting and then working for what did not seem possible before.”

Despite the fact that we might see few reasons for optimism, in contrast to the hope we felt during those early days of the Obama Administration, these columns reflect my abiding belief that we can indeed forge a politics of conviction. But it is not a  project for the faint of heart: For me and those I consider allies, as well as those I hope to persuade, rebuilding our democracy is no short-term undertaking. It is an act of engagement that demands commitment and a steadfast belief that the forces of decency and humanity will prevail over those of reaction and division. As I write in “Hope in 2011”: “Dark periods come and go. They can be overcome when those of us who are affronted by private greed and reactionary overreach stand together and fight for time-tested as well as innovative solutions to what plagues us, when we revitalize independent organizing and craft strategies to rebuild, revive and reclaim democracy.”
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My views on change and how to achieve it have evolved during my years at The Nation. In many ways, I embarked on my informal political education and found my voice at the magazine. I started as an intern in 1980, soon after Victor Navasky—a magnificent mentor—became The Nation’s editor. My stint was a kind of political and journalistic boot camp. The office was full of vivid characters, creative dissenters and shoe-leather journalists. Christopher Hitchens, freshly arrived from the UK’s New Statesman , seemed to be a whirling dervish and brilliant writing machine. Andrew Kopkind, the model of a politically engaged journalist, inspired us with stories of his reporting from Washington to Hanoi, from Selma in 1965 to Prague in the wake of the 1968 Soviet invasion.

From 1984 to 1988 I was an associate Nation editor. Beginning in 1988, I became editor at large (and at liberty), spending a considerable part of that time with my husband, an exchange scholar, in Moscow—a city I first visited in 1978—reporting from the frontlines of Perestroika for The Nation and other outlets. In 1994, Victor took a sabbatical (at the Harvard Business School!) and asked me to sit in his chair as acting editor. A year later I became editor of The Nation.

My sixteen years as editor have also been turbulent times for America. I’m reminded of those events by the vast mountain of perilously stacked manila files behind my desk. These files stretch back in time: from the Clinton impeachment to the Supreme Court’s selection of President George W. Bush in 2000; from 9/11 to the bombing of Afghanistan and the run-up to the Iraq War, and revelations of torture and abuse at Abu Ghraib; from Hurricane Katrina to America’s worst financial crisis since the Great Depression and Obama’s electrifying election. I have certainly never experienced a week like the one described by The Nation’s founding editors, who wrote in the very first line of the magazine’s first issue: “The week has been singularly barren of exciting events.”


The Nation’s coverage of all of those events and more has only increased my respect for this extraordinary institution and the debates—both civil and uncivil—that fill its pages and now its web pages. My work has many moving parts, but a central role for me is deciding (and occasionally drafting) a weekly editorial that speaks for the magazine, while also seeking an array of voices and ideas to challenge the limits of this country’s political debate and lay out clear alternatives for the future. Over the years, I have sometimes struggled to respect and articulate conflicting views; but I have encouraged our contributors and columnists to disagree, argue and debate among themselves in our pages on matters of principle, practicality, politics, policy and even morality. I’ve usually reveled in our debates—over intervention, patriotism, Pacifica, pornography, religion, impeachment, Ralph Nader’s candidacy (we urged him not to run in 2000—and again in 2004) and, more recently, Obama’s presidency. Sometimes, however, debates at The Nation have descended to bickering, or ad hominem attacks, leading me to sympathize with a reader in Eugene, Oregon, who in 2003 asked, “can’t you all just get along?” Or, as I like to say to my colleagues, paraphrasing the great singer Odetta: you might not agree with one  another about everything, but can’t you work together to turn this country around? (That said, I tend to agree with former Nation editor and publisher Oswald Garrison Villard, who remarked that if a week went by without the requisite number of cancellations, he felt his editorial hand might be slipping.)

I follow in the footsteps of remarkable editors who worked in that same spirit throughout The Nation’s history, including the magazine’s first woman editor, Freda Kirchwey. Kirchwey, who was also publisher, led The Nation from 1937 to 1955. She was an early feminist, a fiercely principled and early opponent of fascism, and a foe of Mccarthyism and the civil liberties abuses it wrought. She was so tough and feisty a supporter of the World War II effort that after killing several columns by former editor and pacifist Villard, he wrote her a resignation letter the likes of which I’ve never seen (and as editor I’ve received my share of irate correspondence from columnists): “You have, according to my beliefs, prostituted The Nation, and I hope honestly that it will die very soon or fall into other hands.”

But The Nation didn’t die. It thrived. In fact, it’s now America’s oldest continuously published political weekly. Another former editor Carey McWilliams, who ran the magazine from 1955 to 1975, explained the secret of its longevity this way: “It is precisely because The Nation’s backers cared more about what it stood for than what it earned that the magazine has survived where countless other publications with circulations in the millions have gone under.”

What The Nation stood for—and continues to stand for—is this: a belief that there are always alternatives—in history, politics and life—that would make our country and the world more humane, just and secure. I spoke of the magazine’s fierce commitment to independent journalism when The Nation was honored by Global Green USA in 2002 for its coverage of the nuclear danger: “From the time The Nation was founded by abolitionists in 1865 . . . the magazine has tried . . . to challenge  the prevailing orthodoxy and narrow consensus of our public debate by bringing minority ideas into the mainstream of American political life.”

Former Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev—Global Green’s founder and a remarkable man my husband and I have come to know well—has long called for “new thinking”: unshackling our imagination and casting off stale and discredited ideas. Gorbachev believes that all great reform ideas and movements, such as his own, begin as heresy and as a minority. The magazine has always embraced that conception, supporting peace and justice movements, opposing US intervention in Central America, sounding the alarm about US involvement in Vietnam and, decades later, being a leading voice against the Iraq War. Our consistent and early warnings about media conglomeratization, corporatization—dare I say Murdoch-ization—helped to launch the movement to reform and democratize the US media.

We have seen time and again during the Obama presidency the need for this kind of “new thinking,” as progressive change has been thwarted by structural obstacles to healthcare and financial reform, energy and immigration legislation, and most recently, a national budget that puts the needs of wealthy special interests over the needs of the people.

Yet whether in dark political moments or more hopeful ones, I’ve tried to preserve my sense of outrage about injustice, while always remaining humane, engaged and curious. I like to say that there is a thin line between anger and passion. I much prefer passion. It’s a mantra of sorts, even if I sometimes fail to live by it.
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In 2006, moved by a sense of outrage at the Bush Administration’s actions in the run-up to the Iraq War, I began to write a weekly web column called Editor’s Cut. It quickly evolved into two or three posts a week. I found it liberating to have space in which to lay out my own views—propositions and prescriptions,  proposals and reflections on events large and seemingly small—always trying to redefine the debate, provide a different narrative, look beyond our downsized politics of excluded alternatives—just as the magazine does.

In February 2010, Fred Hiatt of the Washington Post asked me to write a weekly web column for the newspaper. Life wasn’t exactly slow-paced. But the idea of reaching a broader audience and engaging in a debate too often dominated by the mainstream media and inside-the-beltway pundits was too good an opportunity to let pass. I’ve always believed that those who call themselves liberals, progressives or small-“d” democrats should speak to as broad an audience as possible and be bold about taking our own side in an argument. Here was a chance to do that.

This collection is comprised largely of Editor’s Cut and Washington Post columns that explore not only the Obama presidency, but also what real progressive change would look like and how it can be achieved. Whether examining how we lost the opportunity to restructure rather than resuscitate the big banks; challenging the deficit hawks and the savage impact of austerity in tough economic times; explaining why we desperately need a new national security policy that makes military intervention truly the last resort; putting forth pro-democracy ideas and rebuilding our fraying social contract. And, of course, overlaying all else: navigating between hope and realism in the aftermath of Barack Obama’s historic election. As I wrote in “Let’s Get Real About Obama”: “I think that we progressives need to be as clear-eyed, tough and pragmatic about Obama as he is about us.”
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In 2010, in accepting an award for women’s achievements in publishing, I reflected on how my experiences in Russia over the years have informed my admiration for women who take risks for just causes. While living in Moscow I saw the perils  faced by my Russian colleagues in their efforts to report, publish, and speak out.

During my years at The Nation, I have often thought of their courage. For me, The Nation is an essential source for the great political debates and fateful struggles that now face our own country. I hope this small book will play a role in the quest for the kind of society we have dreamed of but not yet achieved.






Part I

OBAMA AND PROGRESSIVE AMERICA





Transformational Presidency

November 4, 2008

Four years ago, we gathered at The Nation to watch the election returns. Around midnight we began to weep. But we had to put out an issue the next day. So, through the grim night and bleak day after, as the Election 2004 verdict became clear, we held our emotions in check and worked to make sense of the disaster that had befallen the country. The cover of our issue that week was of a black sky, dark clouds obscuring a slim and crestfallen moon, with a simple headline: “Four More Years.”

Four years later, our offices are filled with editors, writers, interns and colleagues—some crying, this time with joy—all jubilant about the new era of possibility opened up by Barack Obama’s victory. We know there is work ahead to build a politics of sanity and justice and peace. But tonight we simply celebrate.

Obama’s election marks a remarkable moment in our country’s history—a milestone in America’s scarred racial landscape and a victory for the forces of decency, diversity and tolerance. As our editorial board member Roger Wilkins reminded us on the eve of the election, Obama’s win “doesn’t turn a switch that eradicates our whole national history and culture.” But “win or lose, Obama has already made this a better country, made your children’s future better.”

This long and winding campaign has been marked by highs and lows, necessary and unnecessary divisions, indelible characters and high drama. For the first time in decades, electoral politics became a vehicle for raising expectations and spreading hope—bringing in millions of new voters. The Obama team’s respect for the core decency, dignity and intelligence of the American people was reflected in the campaign’s organizing mantra—”Respect-Empower-Include.” In contrast, the McCain  campaign chose to denigrate voters’ intelligence, spread the smears and mock the dignity of work with its cynical celebration of a plumber who wasn’t really a plumber.

Grassroots engagement and record-shattering turnout contributed mightily to Obama’s decisive victory. Moving forward, this small-“d” democratic movement—broad-based and energized—will be critical in overcoming the timid incrementalists, the forces of money and establishment power, that are obstacles to meaningful change. And it will be needed to forge the fate and fortune of a bold progressive agenda.

Already we hear calls that the new Democratic majority must not “overreach.” That is code for “do not use your mandate.” Ignore those calls—this election was a referendum on conservatism that has guided American politics since 1980. Indeed, future historians may well view Barack Obama’s victory as the end of the age of Reagan and the beginning of something substantially new. And progressives can justifiably claim that the election outcome was a clear repudiation of conservative economic ideas and absurd claims that a more egalitarian approach to growth constitutes “socialism.” This ideological rejection, the sharp failures of the Bush administration and, perhaps most important, the shifts in public views on the economy and the war have led to this watershed moment—a historic opportunity for a progressive governing agenda and a mandate for bold action.

The great challenge for The Nation and other independent and progressive forces is whether we can harness the energy and idealism unleashed by Obama’s candidacy—and the collapse of conservatism—to expand the limits of the current debate. The Nation, unmortgaged to any economic interest or political power, will continue to challenge our downsized politics of excluded alternatives, propose bold ideas, ferret out the truth, expose corruption and abuse of power, and hold our politicians accountable. We will work with grounded realism and determined idealism to broadly re-imagine the future.

For the first time in close to a decade, there will be sympathetic allies on the inside of the Executive Branch, and we will need to pepper them with smart and strategic ideas and offer clear alternatives. And working with allies—activists, thinkers, scholars, progressive members of Congress, the netroots, engaged citizens—The Nation will drive not-yet-ready-for-prime time ideas into the political arena and reset the valence of our politics.

We know the Democratic Party is not the only vehicle for change. Historically, the party’s finest moments have come when it was pushed into action from the outside by popular social movements. That same pressure is needed now. Retreat and timidity are losing strategies for addressing economic crisis, a shredded social compact, two wars which must be ended, and a damaged reputation abroad—especially with stronger majorities in Congress and a new president who has raised expectations and promised real change.

After years of playing defense, it is time to unshackle our imaginations, build coalitions and craft creative strategies that will move, persuade and push President Obama and a new Congress to seize the mandate they have been offered. We are not naive. We know there are formidable obstacles ahead. Without organizing and grassroots pressure, the corporate power over both parties will continue to suffocate possibilities. And despite the metastasizing financial crisis, the conservative assault on government still cripples our sense of what is fully possible.

With the country at an ideological watershed, Obama has a historic opportunity to reshape the ruling paradigm of American politics. The old order that has ruled for nearly thirty years has imploded. Building a new order will require continued mobilization and strategic creativity. It will be vital to sustain a reform politics and movement independent of the administration and the Democratic leadership in Congress.

Progressives in the Senate and the House, many grouped around the Progressive Caucus, can provide both leadership  and a public forum for new ideas. Cutting-edge and independent organizations like the Apollo Alliance, the Campaign for America’s Future, the Institute for Policy Studies and the Economic Policy Institute can help us think outside the establishment box. Independent media, new and old—and, as in the case of The Nation, new/old—can track the limits of the debate and give new ideas greater visibility. Reform leaders at the state and local levels can champion legislation that will be a model for the national agenda. And the emerging grassroots movements, supported by the idealism, energy and civic spirit of the young, will be crucial to tap and channel into post-electoral organizing work.

History tells us how Franklin Delano Roosevelt was compelled to abandon caution because of the great traumas of his day. The Great Depression gave him little choice but to be bold. But it was popular social movements working outside the administration and empowered unions of that time that put strong pressure on FDR to carry out bolder reforms. That outside force was disciplined, strategic and focused, and it made the FDR years much better than if people had just sat back and let the president fend for himself against special interests. There’s a powerful lesson in there for the movements of our times.

Likewise, our hard times may push Obama to become a more boldly reformist president than he had envisioned—one who really does rearrange power on behalf of the people. But as we know from history and these last years—as progressives have driven the agenda on war, a green economy, trade and energy independence—Obama will need to hear from (and listen to) the millions of grassroots activists he has inspired if he is to overcome establishment power and well-funded lobbies.

I believe the fate of Obama’s presidency will be determined by how bold he chooses to be. We may not agree with everything he will do, but he has a historic opportunity to be a truly transformative president and lead the country in a new direction.  He has run a brilliant campaign in which he has spoken eloquently of the power and promise of “change from below.” Will that understanding lead him to re-envision a government that truly reorders America’s priorities and values, and reconnects with the needs of people? After all, isn’t it long past time to confront neglected social needs, tackle the deep corruption in our financial system and corporations, restore our civil liberties and respect for human rights, enact universal health care, protect a worker’s right to organize, invest in renewable energy and a green economy, end the endless wars, and regain America’s standing in the world?

Tonight we celebrate. Tomorrow we begin our work—with passion, conviction, hope and determination.




The First 100 Days

November 7, 2008

At the end of this remarkable week, we’re starting to look ahead to the First 100 Days of the Obama presidency. Already, we’re hearing calls in the mainstream media warning the new administration “not to overreach.” And working overtime, the Inside-the-Beltway Punditocracy continues to reveal its ability to ignore reality—even while describing itself as “realist”—with its claims that this is still a center-right nation, despite all evidence to the contrary.

But as Nobel Prize–winning economist Paul Krugman writes in today’s New York Times, “Let’s hope that Mr. Obama has the good sense to ignore this advice . . . this year’s presidential election was a clear referendum on political philosophies—and the progressive philosophy won.”

Obama himself has talked about needing to measure his accomplishments over the first 1,000 Days, rather than 100, given the problems he has inherited from arguably the worst president ever (my words, not Obama’s). Indeed, it will take years to undo the damage of the Bush administration and the conservative ideology that has dominated this country for nearly thirty years. But the First 100 Days are still crucial—not only in signaling to the American people and the world that the administration will take determined steps to repair this nation—but there is a historical precedent for the need to move forward expeditiously in order to seize the moment and the mandate.

President Obama will need to be bold to deal with the challenges he faces: a cratering economy, broken healthcare system, two wars, poverty and inequality, and the stained US reputation in the world. The millions who were mobilized and inspired by Obama’s campaign and candidacy also have their work cut out for them—continuing to drive a bold agenda to respond to these crises—just as progressives have in recent years on the war, energy independence, trade, healthcare, and other issues that are defining the new “center” of American politics and hearts and minds.

Here is a list of actions—ones I care deeply about—that President Obama can take in the First 100 Days to immediately achieve real and significant change. Some of these he can literally achieve on Day 1 with the stroke of a pen, others will demand coalition building and an inside-outside strategy to push legislation.


Bush Executive Orders: As Obama himself said of his First 100 days when campaigning in Denver, “I would call my attorney general in and review every single executive order issued by George Bush and overturn those laws or executive decisions that I feel violate the constitution.”


Economic Stimulus: Stop the bleeding—through expanded health and unemployment benefits and providing real aid to  beleaguered state and local governments so they can sustain essential public services.


Iraq: Present a plan and hold to your timeline for withdrawal.


Healthcare Reform: Begin immediately by expanding health insurance to kids and passing the State Children’s Health Insurance Program legislation vetoed by Bush.


Women’s Health and Reproductive Rights: Repeal the Global Gag Rule that requires NGOs receiving federal funding to neither promote nor perform abortions in other countries.


Energy and the Economy: Announce a clean energy strategy that will reduce oil dependence, address global warming, create thousands of green jobs and improve national security. Groups like the Apollo Alliance, Center for American Progress and Natural Resources Defense Council have strong and concrete plans in this regard. Incorporate elements of this plan into a stimulus package.


Bailout for Main Street: Work to ensure that homeowners have real opportunities to renegotiate mortgages and remain in their homes.


Poverty and Inequality: Appoint a Hunger Czar—as Senator George McGovern and Congressman Jim McGovern call for in a recent op-ed—who would “coordinate the various food, nutrition and anti-poverty programs . . . to increase the independence, purchasing power and food security of every human being.” Announce your commitment to the goal of cutting poverty in half in ten years.


Labor and Trade: Reject Colombia, Korea and Panama trade agreements as currently written and ensure future agreements promote the public interest. Work toward passage of Employee Free Choice Act.


Science: Allow federal funding of embryonic stem cell research.


Global Warming: Reverse the Bush EPA decision and allow California to regulate greenhouse gas emissions from cars and  trucks. Call for a new climate treaty and ask Al Gore to lead that effort.


Guantánamo: Close it and try people in the United States or resettle them in countries where they face no risk of persecution or torture. New York Times columnist Nicholas Kristof offers a compelling idea to “turn it into an international center for research on tropical diseases that afflict poor countries . . . [serving as] an example of multilateral humanitarianism”


Detention: Close all CIA black sites and secret detention sites. End extraordinary rendition. Abolish preventive detention that allows people to be held indefinitely without charge. Initiate criminal investigations into programs of rendition and secret detention. End trials by military commission. End opposition to full habeas corpus hearings for detainees in Guantánamo and other similar situations. Make known the names and whereabouts of all those detained in rendition and secret detention programs.


Torture: End use in court of any evidence obtained through torture. Officially reject all memos, signing statements and executive orders that justify the use of torture. Establish an independent commission of inquiry into all aspects of detention and interrogation practices in the “war on terror.” Announce your administration will work for redress and remedy for victims of human rights violations for which US authorities are found to be responsible.


Protect Dissent: Ensure that the FBI adheres to surveillance guidelines. Open Justice Department investigation into surveillance-related misconduct. Pledge to end all secret surveillance programs not reviewed by courts or Congressional committees.


Limit State Secrets Privilege: Issue new Executive Orders that reverse the expansion of state secrets privilege and the over-classification of documents. Pass legislation making it clear that military contractors are accountable for abuses.


Roll Back Executive Power: Repudiate the unitary presidency. Renounce use of signing statements as a tool for altering legislation. Pledge to abide by the War Powers Act and end abuse of Authorization to Use Military Force. (Or as Bruce Fein—a key player in the Reagan Justice Department—said, “Renounce presidential power to initiate war anywhere on the planet, including Iran.”)

These are doable, and by taking these steps—with deliberate haste—President Obama would get a real start on repairing our nation and people’s lives.




How Audacious Will Obama Choose to Be?

January 21, 2009

President Barack Obama takes office at a time defined by hope and fear in equal measure. To confront this nation’s many challenges he will need to act swiftly, show that he is on the side of people whose homes are being foreclosed and jobs lost, and invest political capital—along with trillions of dollars—in a sustained recovery program. While many caution our new president to tread carefully, the reality is that half-steps will not lay the groundwork for a new economy that is more just and fair. Only by effectively marshaling the power of government can Obama improve the actual conditions of peoples’ lives—and consign antigovernment evangelists to the dustbin of history.

Fortunately, Obama has a mandate for change. People support reconstruction of America’s crumbling physical infrastructure, and of our society. Here are a few steps I hope President Obama will take: reverse our deepening economic inequality  by using this country’s still immense wealth to assure that all Americans have the healthcare, housing and education they need; re-engage the world with wisdom and humility about the limits of military power; cut billions from wasteful defense budgets that empty our treasury without making us more secure; tackle the deep corruption in a financial system that consistently favors corporations over workers; respond with urgency to the climate crisis with an Apollo-like project to make America a clean-energy innovator; restore our tattered Constitution; protect a worker’s right to organize; define a new spirit of sacrifice and service; clean up our elections; and reaffirm his campaign-trail commitment to end not just the war in Iraq but also “end the mindset that took us into” that war. Do not endanger the promise of this administration by escalating militarily in Afghanistan, further draining resources that are vital for rebuilding here at home and impede critical international initiatives such as renewing the Middle East peace process.

That’s a bold agenda millions can believe in. In fact, it’s what millions voted for. This new president does not have to pull his punches, and Americans do not have to settle for less. As the first Community-Organizer-in-Chief, Obama understands the power of change from below. He has oxygenated the grassroots and got people believing and dreaming again. But he will only be as brave as ordinary citizens move him to be. That’s why independent small-“d” democratic movements, grassroots organizing, online and offline, will be vital to pushing the limit of Obama’s own politics and countering the forces of money and establishment power which remain obstacles to meaningful reform. A savvy inside-outside political strategy, engaging the new administration and Congress constructively, even as progressives push for solutions on a scale necessary to deliver, will be critical if we are to fulfill the promise of relief, reform and reconstruction.

We celebrate the beginning of a new era, and we recognize that the fate of an Obama presidency may well be determined  by how audacious he chooses to be. During the campaign, our new president told us that real change comes about by “imagining and then fighting for and then working for what did not seem possible before.” If Americans keep fighting for that change, we can reaffirm our expectations of our new president, and together complete the unfinished work of making America a more perfect union.




100 Down, 900 to Go

April 22, 2009

As we mark the first 100 days of his presidency, it is staggering to consider the enormous challenges President Obama inherited from his predecessor, arguably the worst president ever. Can the devastation wrought by an eight-year nightmare be sorted out in 100 Days? Of course it can’t. That’s why Obama himself talked about needing to measure his accomplishments not by the first 100 days, but by the first 1,000.

Yet as we near this iconic marker—whether one is disappointed by some key appointments (read on), the size of the recovery bill, escalation in Afghanistan, the bank bailout plan or other issues—this president must be given credit for hitting the ground running and confronting challenges head on. Brutal and fundamental fights still lie ahead—on energy, healthcare, the budget, to name a few.

Obama understood the power—both symbolic and real—of swift, smart action, even within the first 100 hours of his inauguration. He pledged to close Guantánamo and the CIA black sites. He quickly passed a strong recovery bill—even if it was smaller than it should have been; that bill and his proposed  budget begin to lay out a new blueprint for economic recovery and reconstruction, and a break with ill-conceived dogma about deficit reduction that has defined and limited economic policy for thirty years. He repealed the global gag order, took steps to restore science to its proper place with regard to stem cell research and addressing climate change, and has embarked on a substantive transformation to a clean energy economy.

On diplomacy, Obama has shown a willingness to engage with countries that may have interests and ideas that diverge from those of the United States. He’s expressed support for a more central US role in global alliances, including a firm endorsement of the UN, and on recent trips to Europe and Latin America he’s set a new tone of respect and listening. He’s declared his commitment to nuclear abolition and, in doing so, has opened the door to a renewed and wiser nuclear nonproliferation framework. He has begun to reset the relationship with Russia, reexamining the folly of missile defense, putting NATO expansion on the back burner, and cooperating on regional diplomacy to stabilize Afghanistan. After years of failed policy toward Cuba, the administration has created new possibilities for cooperation by lifting restrictions on Cuban Americans’ visits to relatives and the amount of money they can send to them. Diplomatic overtures to Iran have also opened new windows of possibility. Obama has committed to withdrawing from Iraq on a faster timetable—and we need to push him to adhere to his commitment to security through withdrawal. It’s disappointing to see his support for increasing the defense budget with a new focus on counterinsurgency and low-intensity conflict. But, in all, we see in Obama a sense of responsibility and a desire to reengage the world on new terms, following eight years of arrogance and swagger. We see the rough outline of an Obama Doctrine—progressive realism—a belief, as the president stated, that “we do our best to promote our ideals and our values by our example.” What will be the real test,  however, is the one Obama recently described at the Summit of the Americas, “The test for all of us is not simply words, but also deeds.”

But there are two areas which I fear could endanger the Obama presidency: military escalation in Afghanistan and the bank bailout. With the cratering economy, and most projections indicating double-digit unemployment through 2011, there is a sense that he has given with one hand through his recovery plan and budget proposal, but tied the other with a bank bailout that could undermine much of the good in his economic plan. The contrast between the treatment of the auto industry, where workers and managers and creditors and shareholders are taking the hits, and the bailout of banks is corrosive. The selection of the Summers/Geithner team was a huge missed opportunity and misstep. When more bonuses are paid out, and more self-dealing exposed, we may see more anger—especially right-wing populism. On Afghanistan, I am concerned that it will bleed us of the resources needed for economic recovery, further destabilize Pakistan, open a rift with our European allies, and negate the positive effects of withdrawing from Iraq on our image in the Muslim world.

Alternatively, there is reason for optimism. The president’s commitment to pragmatism and experimentation suggests that—if the bank bailout doesn’t work, and he’s confronted by mobilized citizens and thinkers who understand the endemic problems of the Summers/Geithner approach—he may ultimately move to a Plan B or even a Team B in order to maintain his popularity and credibility, and keep his agenda alive.

We can also hope that hearings in Congress, and pressure from citizens who seek a non-military path to security in Afghanistan and Pakistan, will push the administration to bear down on regional diplomacy, commonsense counter-terrorism measures, and targeted development aid as the most effective security policies to stabilize the region.

Other issues will measure not only Obama’s fighting spirit, but whether this Congress has the spine to be a reform Congress, and whether progressives can mobilize to create space in a system hardwired to resist change.

Key challenges lie ahead. Healthcare will be a brutal battle, as will the energy and climate bill. The gloves are already off over the Employee Free Choice Act, and we can’t afford to lose that fight—even if it means a compromise, but one that retains key elements of the bill. Will Obama stand for universal healthcare with an option for a public plan? Without that option, meaningful healthcare reform is in real trouble. On these issues and others, will the president temper one of his favorite phrases—“don’t let the perfect be the enemy of the good”—in order to push the limits of the possible? There is a fine line between necessary compromises in order to achieve profound change and watering down polices to appease for-profit special interests.

With regard to torture—Obama took the much needed step of immediately renouncing it, ending its use, and releasing the memos. But we need to hold not only the architects of illegal activity responsible but also those who implemented it. Torture remains a sore on the body republic, and Congress needs to ensure accountability for the future of our democracy and our reputation in the eyes of the world.

But the defining political struggle ahead is the budget. President Obama knows that the right isn’t going to give an inch, that members of his own party are turning tail and fixating on deficits instead of investment, and that some of the missteps of his own economic team have made the budget debate even more difficult. Progressives will need to confront lobbies mobilized to halt essential reforms. For better or worse, this president has shown himself as open to influence—he’s malleable—and progressives need to keep that in mind as we fight for an agenda that is just, sustainable and real.






Let’s Get Real about Obama

August 13, 2009

It’s been a rough and tough few months. And this August is making a bid to replace the Ides of (is it?) March as the meanest month in our calendar. From a slew of intense late night and early morning calls, I know that many progressives are wondering: Who did we vote for? (And I won’t pose the David Axelrod question: Are you Muhammad Ali or Sonny Liston? Though I confess I think it’s one worth asking right now.)

Now, no one on the left with any savvy or knowledge of history believed we wouldn’t live—and learn—through disappointment. Isn’t that what politicians are for? And anyone who believed Obama was going to remain an idealistic community organizer, well—I got a bridge to sell you.

Still, questions remain: Couldn’t he have picked a cabinet filled with that real team of rivals? Why not include a Joseph Stiglitz along with a Larry Summers and let the sparks fly? It might have led to a kind of creative de/construction. Where is the organizing out of the White House—committed to overtaking those who would undermine its message and policies? And couldn’t Obama, like FDR, have used this moment of crisis, admittedly not as severe as 1933, but still as severe as many living have experienced, to restructure—not simply resuscitate—the smug financial sector? Couldn’t he have used his pulpit and brilliant speaking skills to explain that what we need to fear is joblessness—not deficits? Or as one of the great historians of the New Deal, David Kennedy, argued, Obama “will be judged not simply on whether he manages a rescue from the current economic crisis but also on whether he grasps the opportunity to make us more resilient to face those future crises that inevitably await us.”

The healthcare fight is still up for grabs, yet the emerging stories of White House deal-making with the drug and insurance industries—and with the heavily mortgaged Max Baucus and the Senate Finance Committee—are more than dispiriting. Yet we also confront a political landscape filled with those who fulminate at rallies about government overreach—the very same folks who should stop, take a deep breath and understand what their lives would be like without government programs like Social Security and Medicare. These are the very programs that Roosevelt, and then Lyndon Johnson, and subsequent Democratic and, yes, Republican presidents and Congresses put in place to temper for generations what FDR liked to call the “hazards and vicissitudes” of life.

In this hot month of town halls filled with raging, often inchoate, anger on the right—and a season of disappointment among progressives, I wanted to repost what I wrote just a few days after that glorious election night in 2008—a night in which the forces of decency and dignity vanquished those forces which hate and demean the possibilities of government and cheer on the forces of reaction at home and abroad. Let’s not forget that as we move forward.

Here’s what I wrote on November 23, 2008:
I think that we progressives need to be as clear-eyed, tough and pragmatic about Obama as he is about us.

President-elect Obama is a centrist at a time when centrism means energy independence and green jobs and universal healthcare and massive economic stimulus programs and government intervention in the economy. He is a pragmatist at a moment when pragmatism and the scale of our financial crisis compel him to adopt bold policies. He is a cautious leader at a time when, to paraphrase New York Times columnist Paul Krugman, caution is the new risky. The great traumas of our day do not allow for cautious steps or responses.

At 143 years old (that’s The Nation’s age, not mine), we like a little bit of history with our politics. And while Lincoln’s way of picking a cabinet frames this transition moment, it’s worth remembering another template for governing. Franklin Delano Roosevelt was compelled to become a bolder and, yes, more progressive president (if progressive means ensuring that the actual conditions of peoples’ lives improve through government acts) as a result of the strategically placed mobilization and pressure of organized movements.

That history makes me think that this is the moment for progressives to avoid falling into either of two extremes—reflexively defensive or reflexively critical. We’d be wiser and more effective if we followed the advice of one of The Nation’s valued editorial board members who shared thoughts with the Board at our meeting on Friday, November 21, 2008.

1. It will take large-scale, organized movements to win transformative change. There is no civil rights legislation without the movement, no New Deal without the unions and the unemployed councils, no end to slavery without the abolitionists. In our era, this will need to play out at two levels: district-by-district and state-by-state organizing to get us to the 218 and sixty votes necessary to pass any major legislation; and the movement energy that can create public will, a new narrative and move the elites in DC to shift from orthodoxy. The energy in the country needs to be converted into real organization.

2. We need to be able to play inside and outside politics at the same time. I think this will be challenging for those of us schooled in the habits of pure opposition and protest. We need to make an effort to engage the new administration and Congress constructively, even as we push without apology for solutions at a scale necessary to deliver. This is  in the interest of the Democratic Party—which rode the wave of a new coalition of African Americans, Latinos, young people, women, etc.—but they have been beaten down by conservative attacks, and the natural impulse will be caution and hiding behind desks.

3. Progressives need to stick up especially forcefully for the most vulnerable parts of the coalition—poor people, immigrants, etc.—those who got almost no mention during the election and will be most likely to be left off the bus.








Obama Must Reclaim the Debate

September 8, 2009

Barack Obama’s genius was to run a campaign that understood how much Americans wanted change. On Wednesday evening, when he speaks to a joint session of Congress, President Obama will need to reclaim that genius. And he will need to reclaim the debate from those who would deny the urgency of real healthcare reform for the millions insured, underinsured and uninsured.

Obama will be most persuasive if he speaks with passion about his principles and priorities—and draws some lines in the sand. A key line is support of a strong public option—not as a liberal litmus test but as a critical part of expanding coverage, reining in costs and disciplining rapacious insurance companies. He must explain in clear and simple language that the alternative—a “trigger”—is a trap to kill healthcare reform; and that even if “trigger” conditions are met years from now, big insurance companies will start the fight all over again to  stop the public option from going into effect. And by any reasonable measure conditions for triggering a public plan have already been met because insurance companies have failed to rein in costs and expand coverage! As for those ballyhooed nonprofit coops, Obama should explain why they won’t have any real bargaining leverage to get lower prices because they’ll be too small. Define the public plan for what it is: pragmatic, principled and all-American in how it privileges choice and competition.

Obama must invoke history. He should place himself squarely in the tradition of those reform presidents—Roosevelt, Truman, Johnson—who labored hard for universal healthcare. Remind people that the Democrats are the party which brought them the two most popular domestic government programs—Social Security and Medicare—which have improved the condition of their lives in the 20th century. Tell people: “We brought you Medicare. They opposed it. Now we’re trying to fix the healthcare system. And—sound familiar? Once again, they are opposing it.”

Obama should also explain why bipartisanship ain’t what it used to be. This GOP is a party out to cripple or kill reform, and with it the future success of Obama’s presidency. As the eminent Roosevelt scholar Jean Edward Smith recently argued, “This fixation on securing bipartisan support for healthcare reform suggests that the Democratic party has forgotten how to govern and the White House has forgotten how to lead.”

The president should challenge the Blue Dogs. Place the burden on them to get out of the way of the majority in favor of a comprehensive plan. The question isn’t whether the progressive majority is unreasonably resisting reform to save the public option. The question is whether a small minority of conservative Democrats will sabotage reform simply to stop the public option. Do the Blue Dogs wish to cripple their own president in his first year in office for seeking an objective that has been the stated goal of their party since the Truman administration?

Obama must lead the charge and rally the people who swept him into the White House. And challenge the Democrats. Make it clear to the Democratic Caucus in general, and to the Blue Dogs in particular, that for the sake of the country they must vote for cloture so that a bill that will accomplish substantive reform can have an up-or-down vote on the floor. Don’t heed those who counsel incrementalism or bipartisanship at all cost. The art of the possible is not the same as the art of incrementalism. And healthcare reform enacted by a Democratic majority is still meaningful reform.

If President Obama can boldly lay out those principles and priorities that inspired the movement which swept him into office, Americans will stand and fight with him to make the changes this nation so desperately needs.




The Burden and The Nobel

October 11, 2009

The choice has always been, as a former chair of the Nobel Peace Prize judging committee explained in 2001, “a political act.” This year it was also an ingenious leap of faith—the endorsement of the hope and the promise represented by America’s new president. Of course, it was also a pointed rebuke to the unilateral recklessness of the Bush administration, with its aversion to international organizations and diplomacy. (As were the awards given to former President Jimmy Carter and Vice President Al Gore.)

Perhaps the committee, in welcoming Obama’s re-embrace of the global community, should have also honored the millions  of Americans who voted for Obama—and who, in so doing, helped redeem America’s image.

I think those who argue that the Prize is cheapened are just plain silly. The Prize doesn’t go to only those who have succeeded in their efforts, nor is it a lifetime achievement award. Instead, it is often and wisely given to endorse and encourage those who are working to bring about a better and more peaceful world. As Thorbjorn Jagland, the committee’s new chair, said: “It’s important for the committee to recognize people who are struggling and idealistic, but we cannot do that every year. We must from time to time go into the real of realpolitik. It is always a mix of idealism and realpolitik that can change the world.”

Finally, for those who are really worried about the devaluing of the Peace Price (and this crowd includes people who’ve been bashing peace for decades), remember that Henry Kissinger is a previous winner. (Or, as Maureen Dowd put it, “Any peace prize that goes to Henry Kissinger but not Gandhi ain’t worth a can of Alpo.”)

Many domestic commentators have also obsessed over the Peace Prize’s political liability for Obama. A cynical type, arguing in the Washington Post, wrote, “if the international community thinks so highly of him, perhaps it is because he shares their ultra-liberal agenda; perhaps it is because he cares more deeply about global causes than vital US interests.” This kind of thinking reveals the zero-sum mindset—the dangerous fusion of US ex-ceptionalism and provincialism—which has caused this country and the world so much trouble and insecurity.

In other parts of the world, more humane and wiser comments have been circulating. The other evening, I received some optimistic, insightful thoughts from Pierre Schori, the former UN Ambassador from Sweden and Olof Palme’s close adviser:
I think this decision was bold and ingenious. Obama gives us breathing-space in a dangerous world where there are too many trigger-happy people. He inspires hope for the many dispossessed, but also to us who are worried about how dangerous crises are handled. While meeting resistance at home from some quarters, the governments of Europe keep their mouth shut when he is trying to dialogue with Iran, Cuba and Venezuela and deal with the Middle East, etc. He has started the exit from Iraq. He is a new kind of American President, a cosmopolit [sic] with the world on his mind. While sitting in meetings with his advisers on Afghanistan, the Prize will hopefully help him to a wise decision. He did a great thing for peace beating Bush and McCain. . . . Now America, with Obama in the White House, we are all better off and safer. His visit to the UN bears evidence of this—he has paid all debts to the UN, he got the Security Council to adopt a statement on nuclear-free world and promised support to UN peace-keeping which is in deep crisis. He has started processes that we all now need to support as world citizens.





I value Schori’s thoughts. Of course, there are people who are angered by this decision because they rightly worry that the president is poised to further escalate an unnecessary and destructive war in Afghanistan. They believe he is all words and, as of yet, very few deserving deeds. What seems clear is there is much ahead to do—and much to earn—if the committee’s decision is to be validated. Obama himself acknowledged the roads not yet taken in his graceful acceptance remarks: “Let me be clear, I do not view this award as a recognition of my own accomplishments, but rather as an affirmation of American leadership on behalf of aspirations held by people in all nations.... I will accept this award as a call to action.”

Perhaps we should think of this year’s Nobel Peace Prize as the strategic Nobel. Its strategy is to strengthen Obama’s resolve to work for a nuclear weapons–free world; strengthen his campaign promises to engage Iran and North Korea; and provide momentum to find a non-military path to ending the war in Afghanistan.




Give Up on Postpartisanship

January 21, 2010

Election results rarely have a single explanation. Yet it’s pretty clear that Scott Brown’s win in a state that last sent a Republican to the Senate in 1972 is an indicator of the anti-establishment anger sweeping through this country. It has only been reinforced by a White House that has delivered for Wall Street, but hasn’t done enough for Main Street’s hurting communities. And it is an anger that is fueled by savage right-wing antigovernment attacks.

Massachusetts’ special election is a wake-up call. The Democratic Party can no longer run as a managerial and technocratic party. Going populist is now smart politics and good policy.

The Obama White House needs to take immediate, bold action to show that it stands squarely with the working people of America. It needs to fight hard for jobs and a just economy of shared prosperity.

Here’s a symbolic, but smart start: jettison those on the White House economic team whose slow, timid response to the crisis of unemployment and to Wall Street’s obscene excesses helped create the conditions for the Tea Party’s inchoate right-wing populism.

The Bay State offers another lesson. Barack Obama’s decision to demobilize his base after his victory, in favor of an insider approach to governing, was a big mistake. I’m not a political strategist, but I don’t know how you win elections by failing to rally the people who’ve worked so passionately at the grassroots to get you elected. It’s time to re-mobilize the base.

And here’s a no-brainer: after a year of being knifed by the GOP at every turn, isn’t it time to give up on faith in genteel postpartisanship? Go after those who oppose your common-sense tax on big banks to recoup the taxpayer-funded bailout money.

Getting the strongest possible healthcare bill as quickly as possible is now key. Passing the Senate bill first, and then quickly fixing it through the reconciliation process, could create strong political pressure for reviving the public option or Medicare buy-in.

Passing a bill won’t be the Democrats’ political salvation. But if Mr. Obama and his party fail, it may well snuff out any chance for reform in other areas like financial regulation, immigration and labor rights.

President Obama warned us that change wouldn’t come easy. Many believe he hasn’t held up his end in fighting hard enough for key progressive priorities. What comes next will be a real test of his willingness to learn lessons from this past year.
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