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George W. Bush has been blamed for a lot of things in the last eight years or so, and rightly so for the most part, but no one has bothered yet to talk about the awful effect he had on our national political journalism—an intellectual discipline that during the eight years of his reign sank somewhere beneath check kiting and truck-stop prostitution on the list of things America has to be proud of.

It shouldn’t have been this way. A generation ago the similarly polarizing and outrageous Richard Nixon inspired some of the greatest political journalism ever—the Nixon presidency was bookended by two classics, kicking off with Joe McGinniss’s The Selling of the President 1968 and ending with  All the President’s Men, and in between were mountains of great stuff from the likes of Michael Herr, Seymour Hersh, and Hunter Thompson.

Bush was the same kind of president as Nixon in so many ways: self-obsessed and defiant and unnervingly willing to sacrifice young lives for personal political gain, a serial line-crosser who found laws boring and defined morality according to what he happened to be doing at the time. Like Nixon, Bush built a decidedly confrontational presidency, a presidency that didn’t even pay lip service to the notion of being “for” everyone—under Bush the ship of state was set on a very definite course, and those who did not completely agree with the navigational plan were invited in no uncertain terms to get the hell off the deck.

It was a presidency that fostered fierce political disagreements, very often dividing families and erstwhile friends, and even leaving a kind of geographic scar on the national landscape as the states turned deeper and deeper blue and red—completing the national cultural divorce that began  back with the “Southern Strategy” in 1968 that made Nixon, as McGinniss wrote, “president of everyplace that doesn’t have a bookstore.”

But while the Nixon era inspired all sorts of profound and passionate work from writers and journalists of all stripes, conservative and progressive alike, in the Bush era the divisions were so stark and entrenched that political writing became 100 percent about the cultural war. Journalism under George W. Bush devolved into a relentlessly boring exercise in side-taking and finger-pointing.

The conservatives who supported Bush were remarkably disciplined in presenting a unified front with the journalists who counted themselves in their camp—the flag-wavers for the right whom James Wolcott called “Attack Poodles.” Together they spoke as if with one voice, pounding home the same White House-generated talking points on the radio and in newspapers day after day in what was an extremely effective, if not particularly interesting, propaganda method. The Bush-era conservative media icons, the Limbaughs and Hannitys and O’Reillys, were towering, powerful mammoths whose reach and influence were perhaps unprecedented, at least as far as private-sector media figures go.

Meanwhile, progressive media in the Bush years experienced a great awakening as well, with the president in effect laying ground for new forms of popular political entertainment based largely on anti-Bush riffing, the most notable being The Daily Show and The Colbert Report. Unlike Nixon, who had a face like an old shoe sole and whose exploits even at their most outrageous were grim and extremely unfunny (try making a joke about the bombing of Cambodia), Bush to his ideological opponents was an enormously entertaining figure, bumbling and absurd and embarrassing. Books and websites dedicated entirely to Bush’s unique diction achieved tremendous popularity, and the public consumed anti-conservative invective at a feverish clip, ultimately sending at least one anti-Bush pundit, Al Franken, to the U.S. Senate.

The problem with the political literature of both of these camps was that the content was essentially decided upon in advance. When you tuned in to a conservative radio station, you knew what opinions you were going to hear; and when you listened to Air America or picked up The Nation, you knew what was coming there too. With such a polarizing president in office, few pundits found a way to get past the divisions and speak to a broad audience about the underlying issues (particularly economic issues) that affected both groups equally. Virtually every major political book written during the Bush years offered unbroken culture-war cheerleading from start to finish for one side or the other; when you went into bookstores, there was usually one rack full of titles like Why Liberals Should Be Beaten with Iron Rods, and another with titles like Bush Sucks Ass or Religious Midwesterners Are Fucking Stupid. I even wrote one of those books.

The problem most political writers faced in those years was that the audience hunger for culture-war invective was seemingly endless, and any writer who was even half-clever could score one book deal after another just by stringing together enough red-meat one-liners to keep the crowds happy. Writers who tried to escape the cheerleading paradigm had a much tougher time getting work, so most just took sides and went from there. By being such an awesomely polarizing figure, and using the bully pulpit of the White House to stoke the culture war to red-hot intensity, Bush made political journalism too easy. Attacking Bush in print was like picking low-hanging fruit all year round, and defending him was much the same thing.

But that came to an end in 2009, for two reasons. One was that Bush was replaced by a new political icon, a smooth-talking young superstar named Barack Obama. The other was that at the tail end of the Bush years, the entire system of international capitalism imploded.

Both developments left journalists scrambling for a new literary paradigm. The story of the financial crisis in particular blasted the old culture-war paradigm to smithereens, if for no other reason than the fact that its causes were so markedly bipartisan in nature; the Obama era therefore highlighted the work of reporters who were able to look past ideology in their economic reporting. Whereas the tendency in the Bush years with economic issues was to either back or oppose a presidential policy and end the discussion there, the writers in this year’s volume, like James K. Galbraith (“No Return to Normal”) were now paying careful attention to the fine print of the new president’s policies and judging the new chief’s moves on their merits.

Likewise, Paul Krugman (“Obama’s Bailout”), famous as a withering critic of Bush during his presidency, showed that the financial crisis had rendered the culture war irrelevant when he took on Obama’s stimulus package. The red-blue thing just didn’t mean a whole hell of a lot when everyone was broke: The days when people had enough money to really care about issues like Terri Schiavo’s brain-lump seemed very far away.

Obama’s personality, meanwhile, was diametrically opposed to that of Bush’s: He was smooth and articulate, his surface so pleasingly clean and nonstick that a great many pundits were tempted to gloss him over and sell him as pure pop icon. In the summer of 2008 I witnessed journalists on the Obama campaign plane literally swooning when the candidate strode back to the press section of the aircraft. The angle of the first black president was inspirational to many and to some reporters proved irresistible, and it was not long before the Obama of most political coverage began to seem like a human T-shirt, an unconvincingly two-dimensional piece of marketing. The New Republic’s Michelle Cottle (“The Cool Presidency”) keenly examines both the good and the creepy aspects of Obama’s coolness.

Then there were the journalists who sidestepped the image issue to pursue hard questions about Obama’s policies, people like Michael Hastings (“Obama’s War”), who wondered aloud about what happens when a campaign meme—Obama’s emphasis on fighting in Afghanistan instead of Iraq—clashes with the reality on the ground. Some, like Dexter Filkins (“Right at the Edge”) were in line with this trend of moving away from simple storylines even before the election. In his case, Filkins trenchantly waded through the maddening gray areas and hall-of-mirror deceptions of the U.S.-Pakistani relationship in an attempt to determine what the hell it is we are actually doing over there.

Granted, there are journalists out there who miss the Bush years already, who miss the pitched ideological battles and the easy water-cooler controversies and dread the low-temperature atmosphere of the over-mellow Obama presidency. But the exit of George W. Bush is good for journalism, as this volume reveals. The Obama era will bring political writers back to their real job of examining issues, digging up facts, and using the written word not as a means of pushing established opinions but rather as a means of discovering the truth about things. It’s more of a challenge, but challenging times are good for pundits—or they should be, anyway.
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Welcome to the eighth edition of Best American Political Writing, the first installment in this series to see print with someone other than George W. Bush occupying the White House. It covers the period from June 2008 through May 2009—a twelve-month stretch that began with Barack Obama and John McCain squaring off at the start of their battle to replace outgoing President Bush and ended with Obama installed as the nation’s first African American president, the Democrats in firm control of both Houses of Congress, and defeated Democratic primary opponent Hillary Clinton steering America’s foreign policy as secretary of state.

The prospect of an administration headed by the progressive but pragmatic Obama has left Democrats somewhat giddy, while conservative politicians and pundits have taken to issuing dark warnings about America’s drift toward socialism and the country’s increased vulnerability to terrorist attacks. But in fact, the early moves of President Obama—which included a bank bailout not all that different from the one outlined by President Bush’s team, a stimulus bill that passed over almost unanimous opposition from congressional Republicans, and an endorsement of President Bush’s proposed military tribunals for the prisoners on Camp Guantánamo—underscored the truism that change in Washington comes grudgingly, at best.

Meanwhile, the U.S. economy continues to founder in the grip of a historic recession, with unemployment rising and the stock market struggling to recoup some portion of the huge losses it incurred in 2008. Overseas, Iraq seems to have achieved a tenuous stability, but Afghanistan and Pakistan are more problematic than ever, with the resurgent Taliban exerting control  over significant parts of both countries—a development that can only embolden its al Qaeda houseguests. At the same time, Iran and Korea both appear to be moving inexorably toward their goals of becoming nuclear powers.

To put it mildly, our new chief executive has a lot on his plate. And whatever the GOP opposition lacks in terms of substantive policy alternatives, they’re making up for in their blatant determination to fight his agenda tooth and nail—backed by a Republican base that, while electorally diminished, is more disgruntled than ever.

The twenty-two pieces in Best American Political Writing 2009 provide an apt record and a thorough analysis of how this transformative year has affected our politics and our nation. The opening section, “Voting for Change,” covers the general election contest between Obama and McCain. It begins with “Battle Plans,” Ryan Lizza’s report on how the Obama team formulated and executed their winning strategy; “The Making (and Remaking and Remaking) of McCain,” Robert Draper’s chronicle of the losing candidate’s struggle to craft a clearly defined image; and “The Front-Runner’s Fall,” Joshua Green’s behind-the-scenes look at the slow disintegration of Hillary Clinton’s primary campaign. “The Insiders,” by Jane Mayer, explores the maneuverings that led to the surprising selection of Sarah Palin as John McCain’s running mate, while Lisa Taddeo’s “The Man Who Made Obama” offers a close-up look at David Plouffe, Obama’s youthful (and relatively unknown) campaign manager. In “The Spreadsheet Psychic,” Adam Sternbergh zeroes in on Nate Silver, the young, statistics-minded creator of one of the most influential blogs to emerge during the 2008 race,  FiveThirtyEight.com.

The second section, “Economy in Crisis: Postcards from the Edge,” covers the issue that dominated the presidential campaign and continues to loom large during the early days of Obama’s presidency: The U.S. economy. In “Capitalist Fools,” Nobel Prize-winning economist Joseph E. Stiglitz explains how our political leaders’ trust in the marketplace and distaste for government regulation—dating back to the early days of Ronald Reagan’s presidency—got America into its current mess. Meanwhile, his fellow Nobel laureate, economist Paul Krugman continues to serve as gadfly to the new administration with “Obama’s Bailout,” in which he warns that the Obama team isn’t moving aggressively enough to address the economic crisis. “No  Return to Normal,” by University of Texas economist James K. Galbraith, looks at the current crisis in historical terms and suggests that a true recovery will be more elusive than today’s policy-makers want to believe. In his concluding piece, “The New Liberalism,” George Packer reflects on how the economic crisis has created new opportunities for the progressive wing of American politics.

Section Three, “The New New Presidency,” offers insight into the postelection landscape. Michelle Cottle’s “The Cool Presidency” is a meditation on Barack Obama’s trademark air of equilibrium, whereas Jennifer Senior’s “Regarding Michelle Obama” examines the underrated political savvy of America’s new first lady. In “President of Everything,” Brian Doherty interrupts the administration’s honeymoon to point out that Obama, despite his criticism of George W. Bush’s overreaching, has been no more shy about wielding power than his predecessor. “Joe Biden, Advisor in Chief,” by John H. Richardson, is an affectionate portrait of our new vice president, and Larissa MacFarquhar’s “Ms. Kennedy Regrets” chronicles Caroline Kennedy’s brief bid for Hillary Clinton’s senate seat. “The Man Who Ate the GOP,” from Michael Wolff, parses the ongoing Rush Limbaugh phenomenon, and “Specter’s Epilogue” by Terence Samuel analyzes long-time Republican Senator Arlen Specter’s recent defection to the Democratic side of the aisle.

The last section, “Over There,” is devoted to international affairs. “Obama’s Foreign Policy at 100,” by Ilan Goldenberg, is a brief overview of the new administration’s initial steps on the world stage. Michael Hastings’ “Obama’s War” and Dexter Filkins’ “Right at the Edge,” offer firsthand reports from either side of the Afghanistan-Pakistan border, the region that’s certain to be America’s most pressing overseas concern over the next several years. Best American Political Writing 2009 concludes with two very different articles on the gnawing issue of the “enhanced interrogation” techniques employed by the Bush administration on suspected terrorists in the years following the September 11 attacks. In “Believe Me, It’s Torture,” Christopher Hitchens pushes the boundaries of investigative journalism by voluntarily undergoing the simulated-drowning procedure known as waterboarding. Mark Danner’s extended review of the recently released Red Cross report on U.S. interrogation techniques, meanwhile, stands as a definitive and sobering summary of the human consequences of the  Bush anti-terror policy—detailing a catalog of cruelties meted out in the name of American security, for which we are all partly responsible.

As of this writing, America’s battered economy is starting to show signs of a recovery, Pakistan—with its nuclear arsenal hanging in the balance—has launched a counteroffensive in its western provinces to reclaim territories captured by the Taliban, and North Korea is reportedly about to launch an intercontinental ballistic missile capable of reaching U.S. territory. Meanwhile, the Obama administration has promised to reform health care and tackle climate change, and the Republicans have vowed to resist these endeavors every step of the way. In other words, it’s business as usual in Washington.
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By the time Election Day 2008 arrived, all but the most diehard GOP partisans were acknowledging that an Obama victory was in the bag. Still, the election itself—the first in fifty-six years not to feature a sitting president or vice-president as one of the candidates—was one of the most exciting in recent memory: A record 131 million votes were cast, representing well over 60 percent of eligible voters, the highest proportional turnout in the past forty years. When the dust settled, Barack Obama had been elected forty-fourth President of the United States by a solid margin, capturing twenty-eight states plus the District of Columbia and racking up 365 electoral votes to John McCain’s 173. His 69.5-million vote total was a record, and his 53.2 percent share of the popular vote was the best showing for a Democrat since Lyndon Johnson in 1964.

It was a historic victory, and a resounding one, with Obama’s biracial parentage making him the first person of color ever elected to America’s highest office. But a landslide it wasn’t. Consider, for instance, that Obama’s 6.4 percent margin over McCain was just one percentage point more than Bill Clinton’s spread over George H. W. Bush in 1992, and less than Bush Sr.’s margin over Michael Dukakis in 1988 (7.7 percent), and Clinton’s over Bob Dole in 1996 (8.5 percent). Obama’s electoral vote tally was also less than the winning total in those other three races.

That said, Obama’s triumph was impressive in many ways. It’s easy to forget, for example, that most polls had McCain slightly ahead coming out of the Republican convention in early September. Remember, also, that many experts had flatly predicted the nation would never elect an African American president. Obama not only proved them wrong but also managed to turn a number of once-solidly-red states blue, picking up nine states that had sided with George W. Bush  in 2004. He is also only the third sitting senator ever to get elected president (the others were Warren Harding and John Kennedy).


Most of all, however, Obama’s win was the culmination of a finely crafted and superbly executed campaign—something we can only hope is a harbinger of his administration. The New Yorker’s ace political reporter Ryan Lizza followed the 2008 contest every step of the way, beginning with the earliest primaries. In this piece, written just after the election, Lizza displays his trademark mastery of the mechanics and personal dynamics of the political game as he provides the definitive recap of how Obama and his team made history.


 



 



 



Last June, Joel Benenson, who was Barack Obama’s top pollster during his presidential run, reported on the state of the campaign. His conclusions, summed up in a sixty-slide PowerPoint presentation, were revealed to a small group, including David Axelrod, Obama’s chief strategist, and several media consultants, and, as it turned out, some of this research helped guide the campaign through the general election. The primaries were over, Hillary Clinton had conceded, and Obama had begun planning for a race against Senator John McCain.

There was good news and bad in Benenson’s presentation. Obama led John McCain, forty-nine per cent to forty-four per cent, among the voters most likely to go to the polls in November, but there was also a large group of what Benenson called “up-for-grabs” voters, or U.F.G.s, who favored McCain, forty-eight per cent to thirty-six per cent. The U.F.G.s were the key to the outcome; if the election had been held then, Obama would have probably lost.

Benenson, who is fifty-six, is bearded and volatile. He speaks with a New York accent, and in the movie version of the Obama campaign he might be played by Richard Lewis. He is considered the star pollster in the Democratic Party. Like several of Obama’s other top advisers—David Axelrod; Rahm Emanuel, the Illinois congressman who is his new chief of staff; Bill Burton, the campaign’s national press secretary—Benenson was deeply involved in helping Democrats win in the 2006 midterm elections, an experience that put the Obama team more in touch with the mood of the electorate going into 2008. (The top strategists for Clinton and McCain had not been involved in difficult races in 2006.)

The data from Benenson’s June presentation contained some reasons to be optimistic. The conventional wisdom was that Obama, as the newest of the candidates, had an image that was malleable and thus highly vulnerable to negative attacks. But that was not what the polling showed. As the presentation explained, “Obama’s image is considerably better defined than McCain’s, even on attributes at the core of McCain’s reputation,” such as “stands up to lobbyists and special interests,”“puts partisan politics aside to get things done,” and “tells people what they need to hear, not what they want to hear.”

For Obama aides, who viewed McCain as the one Republican with the potential to steal the anti-Washington bona fides of their candidate, Benenson’s polling was revelatory. “Voters actually did not know as much as I think the press corps thought they did about John McCain,” Anita Dunn, a senior adviser to Obama, told me. “What they’d heard about McCain most recently, and certainly during the primary process, was that he was like every other Republican—fighting to sound more like George Bush.” Benenson said, “What we knew at the start of the campaign was that the notion of John McCain as a change agent and independent voice didn’t exist anywhere outside the Beltway.”

Another finding from this initial poll had clear strategic implications: the economy concerned the U.F.G.s more than any other issue, and on that question neither candidate showed particular strength. In addition, the U.F.G.s were fed up with Washington and, especially, with George W. Bush. Based on those insights, Benenson came up with some recommendations, among them “Own the economy” and “Maintain an emphasis on changing Washington.”

As a practical matter, this meant that, after the Democratic National Convention, in Denver, the campaign would do all that it could to focus attention on economic matters. It had no idea, of course, how fully both the economy and John McCain would cooperate with that goal.
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There was an almost obsessive singularity in the way that Obama and his chief strategists—Axelrod and David Plouffe, the campaign’s manager—saw the contest. In their tactical view, all that was wrong with the United States  could be summarized in one word: Bush. The clear alternative, then, was not so much a Democrat or a liberal as it was anyone who could credibly define himself as “not Bush.” Axelrod had a phrase that he often used to describe this approach: America was looking for “the remedy, not the replica.” The appeal of the strategy was that, with only minor alterations, it could work in the primaries as well as in the general election, and that, in turn, allowed Obama to finesse the perpetual problem of presidential politics: having one message to win over a party’s most ardent supporters and another when trying to capture independents and U.F.G.s—the voters who decide a general election. Experience? That was George W. Bush. Hillary Clinton? She could be portrayed as polarizing and as a Washington insider—just like Bush. When Obama gave economic speeches during the primaries and caucuses—which continued over five months, in fifty-five states and territories—he lumped together the Clinton and Bush years as one long period of decline. And John McCain? Four more years of Bush, of “the same.”

“We were fortunate,” Anita Dunn said. Both Clinton and McCain were “Washington insiders, people who for different reasons you could argue weren’t going to bring change.”

The incessant repetition of Obama’s change message had its drawbacks, though, and Benenson described to me the ongoing debate inside and outside the campaign about whether the candidate should move away from that theme—for instance, during the summer and fall of 2007, when Obama’s poll numbers in Iowa were stagnant. “We had people in Iowa in the summer of ’07 saying, ‘All we’re getting asked about is experience! We’ve got to have an answer on experience!’” Benenson recalled.

Polling in the summer and fall of 2007 led the campaign to a choice between trying to win the debate that the Clinton campaign was eager to have—about Obama’s perceived lack of experience—and sharpening the debate about change in a way that could undermine Clinton. Once again, change trumped experience. “The much shorter path for us,” Benenson said, going into the jargon of political consulting, “was to eliminate Senator Clinton from the decision set as a change agent. We defined change in a way that Barack Obama had to be the answer.” Larry Grisolano, whose job was to oversee all spending on TV ads and mail, the largest part of the campaign’s budget, posed the question this way: “How do we talk about change in a way that makes Hillary Clinton pay a price for her experience?”

On October 10, 2007, less than three months before the Iowa caucuses, Axelrod, Grisolano, Benenson, and other members of Obama’s “message team” distilled several weeks’ worth of polling and internal debate into a twelve-page memo that laid out Obama’s strategy for the weeks leading up to the Iowa caucuses.“The fundamental idea behind this race from the start has been that this is a ‘change’ election, and that has proven out,” the memo said. “Everything in our most recent research has confirmed this premise, as has the fact that other campaigns have adapted to try and catch—or survive—the wave.” The plan adopted by Obama was to raise character issues about Clinton that would disqualify her from employing Obama’s message. “We cannot let Clinton especially blur the lines on who is the genuine agent of change in this election,” the memo said. It argued that, in voters’ minds, Clinton “embodies trench warfare vs. Republicans, and is consumed with beating them rather than unifying the country,” and that “she prides herself on working the system, not changing it.” Obama raised all these issues with some delicacy; he framed the choice as “calculation” versus “conviction,” and was careful not to use Clinton’s name. But the campaign wanted to be sure that reporters got the message. “We also can’t drive the contrasts so subtly or obtusely that the press doesn’t write about them and the voters don’t understand that we’re talking about HRC,” the memo advised Obama.

The new strategy was unveiled on November 10th, at the annual Jefferson Jackson Dinner, the biggest event of the Iowa-caucus season. Candidates could not use notes or a teleprompter at the dinner, and, in the weeks leading up to it, Obama stayed up late each night memorizing a new speech based on the strategy memo. “The Iowa Jefferson Jackson Dinner ended up being a tipping point in the election,” Dan Pfeiffer, Obama’s communications director, said. “That’s when we took the lead in our internal polling in Iowa for the first time.”

Axelrod believed that the argument about change versus experience would also apply in a race against McCain, and he laid out his argument to Obama in a strategy memo in late 2006, when Obama was still planning his presidential race. “I was assessing potential opponents,” Axelrod told me. “I got to McCain and said that the McCain of 2000 would be a formidable opponent in a year that was all about change, but that he would almost certainly have to make a series of Faustian bargains in order to be the nominee, and that would make him ultimately a very vulnerable candidate in a  year when people were looking for change. And so we started the general election, and by then he had made the Faustian bargains, and he had turned himself into a Bush supporter.” Axelrod continued, “So we had a very simple premise about the general election, which is that these Bush policies had failed, that McCain was essentially carrying the tattered banner of a failed administration, and that we represented a change from all that. There have been zigs and zags in the road, but that’s essentially the strategy that we have executed from the start.”

The campaign’s faith in the strength of such a simple message was constant. Not only was it the answer for an electorate exhausted with Bush; it turned Obama’s vulnerabilities into assets. “He was at that point a couple of years out of the Illinois Senate, and he was a black guy named Barack Hussein Obama,” Axelrod said. “You don’t have to load up the wagon with too many more bricks than that. But, in a year that was poised for big change, those things were less of an obstacle than you might find in a traditional year. As is often the case, your strength is your weakness, and your weakness is your strength.” Obama almost never delivered a speech from a lectern unless it was festooned with the word “change.” On Election Day, thirty-four per cent of the voters said that they were looking for change, and nearly ninety per cent of those voters chose Obama.
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Like many campaign teams, Obama’s was young. The communications department—made up mostly of guys in their twenties and thirties—had a fraternity-house quality. On weekends, they would often drink beer together and play the video game Rock Band at a group house in Chicago’s Lincoln Park neighborhood. They had been brought up in Democratic politics in the previous two decades with an understanding that the people who worked for Bill and Hillary Clinton were the best operatives in Washington, especially when it came to dealing with the media. They had watched The War Room, the documentary about the 1992 Clinton campaign, which featured strategists like James Carville and George Stephanopoulos manically responding to every negative story and trying to win every news cycle.

Several Obama aides believe that a crucial moment came after a debate sponsored by YouTube and CNN in July of 2007. During the debate, Obama was asked, “Would you be willing to meet separately, without preconditions, during the first year of your administration, in Washington or anywhere else, with the leaders of Iran, Syria, Venezuela, Cuba, and North Korea, in order to bridge the gap that divides our countries?” Obama answered simply, “I would.” Hillary Clinton pounced on the remark as hopelessly naïve, and her aides prepared to emphasize what appeared to be a winning argument. Obama’s aides had much the same reaction. “We know this is going to be the issue of the day,” Dan Pfeiffer, recalling a conference call the following morning, said. “We have the sense they’re going to come after us on it. And we’re all on the bus trying to figure out how to get out of it, how not to talk about it.” Obama, who was listening to part of the conversation, took the telephone from an aide and instructed his staff not to back down. According to an aide, Obama said something to the effect of “This is ridiculous. We met with Stalin. We met with Mao. The idea that we can’t meet with Ahmadinejad is ridiculous. This is a bunch of Washington-insider conventional wisdom that makes no sense. We should not run from this debate. We should have it.”

The episode gave Obama’s communications aides a boost of confidence. “Instead of writing a memo explaining away our position to reporters, we changed our memo and wrote an aggressive defense of our position and went on the offense,” Pfeiffer said. The aftermath taught them that they could take on the dreaded Clinton machine—“the most impressive, toughest, most ruthless war room in the world,” as Pfeiffer put it. “It was like we had taken our first punch and kept on going,” he said.

The anti-Washington message of their candidate started to influence the way that some staffers saw themselves. “We are, I think, as a group, different from folks in Washington in that we signed up for this campaign and moved to Chicago not knowing a clear path to victory,” Bill Burton, Obama’s press secretary, said. “But, at the same time, we are all still creatures of Washington in the sense that when something happens like that”—the back-and-forth at the YouTube debate—“it lends itself to us thinking, Well, maybe that’s something that we clarify, because the grownups in Washington were all saying you can’t do that. And those are the people that  we came up listening to. The Clinton administration people were saying, ‘O.K., kids, you can’t do that.’”
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Campaigns are divided in two. On one side are the ad-makers, speechwriters, press secretaries, and assorted spinners, who manage a candidate’s image. On the other side are the field operatives, who find voters and deliver them to the polls. While the communications people operate almost exclusively in the world of perceptions, the field people operate in the world of hard data. David Plouffe, the Obama campaign’s publicity-shy manager, whom Obama praised as “the unsung hero” of his campaign in his victory speech last Tuesday [election] night, comes out of the field side of campaigns. “Politics is about numbers,” Plouffe said to me a few days before the election.

Plouffe, who is forty-one, is thin and discreet, and his low profile in the press sent a message throughout the Obama organization that staffers were to be similarly reticent about attracting publicity. The catchphrase inside the campaign was “No drama with Obama,” and Plouffe channeled the low-key temperament of the candidate himself. “Barack went out and sought people who had a certain personality type,” Pfeiffer said. “They were people who had intentionally low profiles in Washington.” Of Plouffe, Pfeiffer said, “If he had wanted to spend the past five years of his life on Crossfire and CNN, he could do that. He’s chosen not to do that.” When, in January 2007, Pfeiffer interviewed for his job, Obama told him, “What I want around me are people who are calm, who don’t get too high and don’t get too low, because that’s how I am.”

Jon Favreau, a twenty-seven-year-old speechwriter who had worked for John Kerry in 2004, told me, “People were drawn to him and inspired by him in a way that you knew this was about electing Barack Obama. People had come from places where they were probably disappointed in politics. I was, after 2004. It was painful, and I didn’t know if I was going to do it again.” He added, “Even during tough times, everyone sticks together. There are not a lot of Washington assholes on this campaign.”

Alyssa Mastromonaco, the director of scheduling and advance, who had also worked for Kerry in 2004, said that she had some trouble getting used  to the quieter vibe of the Obama operation. “When I first started on the campaign, at the very beginning of this one, I was one of the only people who had actually done a presidential before,” Mastromonaco, who is thirty-two, told me.“And so we were on some conference call, and I was just completely irritated by something someone was saying. After the call, they came in and were, like, ‘Alyssa, this is a campaign where you need to respect other people’s opinions and you can’t be a bitch.’ I was, like, ‘Oh, my God, these guys are serious!’”

Obama, who is not without an ego, regarded himself as just as gifted as his top strategists in the art and practice of politics. Patrick Gaspard, the campaign’s political director, said that when, in early 2007, he interviewed for a job with Obama and Plouffe, Obama said that he liked being surrounded by people who expressed strong opinions, but he also said, “I think that I’m a better speechwriter than my speechwriters. I know more about policies on any particular issue than my policy directors. And I’ll tell you right now that I’m gonna think I’m a better political director than my political director.” After Obama’s first debate with McCain, on September 26th, Gaspard sent him an e-mail. “You are more clutch than Michael Jordan,” he wrote. Obama replied, “Just give me the ball.” Obama’s confidence filtered down through the campaign and gave comfort to his staff during the bleaker moments of 2008, such as when Obama learned that he had lost the New Hampshire primary. After that, he told his longtime friend and adviser Valerie Jarrett, “This will turn out to have been a good thing.” Jarrett told me, “You would think you would have a lot of other things to say before you might get to that.” Favreau said. “His demeanor when he won the Iowa caucuses and his demeanor when he lost New Hampshire were not much different.”
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David Plouffe’s field director was Jon Carson. When we spoke, five days before the election, it was at a cafeteria-style Italian restaurant in the food court of the office building that housed Obama’s headquarters. He wore a gray button-down shirt and khakis, and told me that we had exactly forty-five minutes. Carson has a civil-engineering degree and spent time in Honduras working as a water and sanitation engineer. He, like Plouffe, made  me think of the focused men in white shirts and narrow black ties who, in the nineteen-sixties, ran the space program. When Carson hired field organizers for the campaign, he said that he looked for people with unusual backgrounds—“I try to throw out all the political-science majors when I do hiring.” During a lull in the primary season, he set up a three-week “data camp” in Oregon for Obama staffers. “We had the best data operation of any campaign,” he said. “You can have the most inspirational candidate, you can have the best organizing philosophy in the world, but if you can’t organize your data to take advantage of it and get lists in front of the canvassers and take these volunteers and use it in a smart way and figure out who it is we’re going to talk to—I mean, the rest of it is all pointless.”

Carson was part of the team that made the important decision, during the race against Clinton, to target small caucus states where Clinton had virtually no presence. Carson and Plouffe realized that the cost-per-delegate in caucus states was very low. “I remember the day when we said, ‘Look at this, we could win more delegates in Idaho than in New Jersey,’” he told me. Obama’s original plan was to win the Iowa caucuses and use momentum from that victory to catapult him through the three other early states—New Hampshire, Nevada, and South Carolina—and then on to February 5th, Super Tuesday, when twenty-four states voted. It was clear that the campaign would need a backup plan if Clinton and Obama split the first four states, which is what happened. Obama won Iowa and South Carolina, and Clinton won New Hampshire and Nevada.

As the campaign got ready for Super Tuesday, Carson called upon the volunteers—in particular, those he called the “super-volunteers,” people who had left their jobs or dropped out of school to help. He estimated that there were about fifteen thousand super-volunteers working full time for Obama. Carson recalled the moment when the campaign figured out what it would cost to put a hundred organizers out in the February 5th states. “It was the first time that we took an enormous leap of faith in our grass-roots network that was already out there,” he said.

On October 1st, a field organizer named Joey Bristol, a recent graduate of Princeton’s Woodrow Wilson School, who had delayed a career at the State Department and was working as an intern at the Chicago campaign headquarters, was sent to Idaho to organize the state for Obama. When he arrived, he learned that much of his work had already been done by a local  group, Idaho for Obama. “When Joey gets there, a hundred people are waiting for him,” Carson said. “They’ve got meetings planned for him for the next month, they’ve got little subgroups by county all across the state, they’ve already gone to the state party, gotten the rules of the caucus, figured out a plan.” On February 5th, Clinton won a net total of eleven delegates from New Jersey, which had a primary, and Obama won a net total of twelve delegates from the caucus state of Idaho.
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In hindsight, it seems that the most important decision that Obama made during the campaign was to remove himself from the restrictions of the public-financing system. The decision held risks. He had, after all, promised to stay in the system, and his reversal had the potential to damage the reform image that Benenson’s polling showed was a vital advantage over McCain. But there were collateral benefits; namely, making the campaign more of a person-to-person enterprise, by keeping it tied to the Internet grass roots. Much of the intimacy that the campaign created with its supporters was driven by its need—its ravenous appetite—for money. Plouffe, who rarely spoke to reporters on the record, communicated with donors via amateurish videos in which he explained campaign strategy. “You can’t just ask for money,” Jim Messina, Obama’s chief of staff, said. “You’ve got to involve them. That’s why the famous videos with Plouffe were so important. People felt like insiders. They felt like they knew what we were doing.”

Some Obama advisers couldn’t quite believe that McCain decided not to follow them in opting out of the system. McCain, during the campaign, criticized Obama for going back on his pledge, but the issue did not seem to hurt Obama. The financial gap between the two campaigns was striking. Budgets that were drawn up in June at Obama headquarters were discarded in September, after the Conventions, when online fund-raising soared. “I spend the money, so everything’s gotta go through me to get spent, which is the best job ever,” Messina, the keeper of the budget, told me. “It’s like getting the keys to a fucking Ferrari.” Messina’s Ferrari got more turbocharged every week. “On my whiteboard in front of me, I have the money we added to the media and field budgets by day,” he said. “We ended up adding tens of millions to the media budget and twenty-five million to the mail budget  over the course of September and the first week of October.” By the end of September, Messina said, the money for Obama “was just raining down.” Though McCain was aided by outside groups and by the Republican National Committee, his entire budget for the general election was the amount provided by the government—eighty-four million dollars.

One day in September, Plouffe asked Messina if he could find seven million dollars more in the budget—for a thirty-minute advertorial that was to air on the Wednesday before Election Day. He found it. (The Obama commercial attracted an estimated thirty-three million viewers, nearly twice the number for the top-rated Dancing with the Stars.) There was still money left over, so the campaign bought ads in video games, like Guitar Hero and Madden NFL 09, and scheduled some get-out-the-vote concerts aimed at the youth vote and featuring the rapper Jay-Z and the NBA star LeBron James. “I mean, dude,” Messina said, “when you’re buying commercials in video games, you truly are being well funded.”

But television remained the key advertising medium. And the volume of TV ads that Obama was broadcasting in late October was unprecedented in a presidential campaign. “In a battleground state like Virginia, we’re at thirty-five hundred points,” Messina said, by which he meant that an average viewer sees a spot thirty-five times a week. “I’ve worked on two of the closest U.S. Senate races in the country,” he continued. “I helped do Jon Tester last time in Montana,” he said, adding that, at the end of the Tester campaign, an average viewer was seeing pro-Tester spots twenty times a week. For Obama, he said, “we’ve been at two thousand points in Montana since the end of September.” Obama narrowly lost the state, but Republicans were forced to use resources to defend it.

McCain couldn’t keep up. “From the second week in September to the middle of October, we were doing two or three to one against McCain, and at least three to one in some of these battleground states,” Messina said. “Republicans couldn’t play in North Carolina. They couldn’t play in Indiana. They weren’t in Florida for forever, and so we’re up by ourselves just kicking the shit out of them.” Obama won all three states.

The Obama campaign became so flush with cash that one of its trickiest political problems was dealing with other Democrats who wanted Obama to campaign for them and spend money on their races. Pete Rouse, who was Obama’s Senate chief of staff and an architect of his presidential  campaign, spent hours handling such calls. “When we announced that we raised a hundred and fifty-one million in one month”—in October—“every Democratic senator in America called Rouse and had an idea how to spend it on winning the Senate, or whatever race,” one senior Obama aide said. Senator Charles Schumer, who ran the committee in charge of Democratic senatorial campaigns, was particularly aggressive. “The only Senate ad Obama did was in Oregon,” the aide continued. “Schumer rolled Barack. He just got him at an event and made him promise. Barack is really good about not making those promises, but Schumer was begging for money.”
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Like being too rich, seeming to be too popular—as exemplified by the enormous crowds that Obama attracted—also vexed the campaign. “We had a rally problem during the primaries,” Anita Dunn said. “It was like he was on a pedestal.” As far back as the earliest primaries, the campaign went back and forth between embracing the crowds to show off Obama’s mass appeal and shunning them to emphasize his regular-guy credentials. Hillary Clinton’s campaign discovered that it could make Obama’s popularity work against him. “Once the Clinton campaign figured out how it wanted to run against Obama, she started doing these town halls,” Dunn said. “Her visuals were she was with people, she was working her heart out, and he’s floating into these rallies with all these adoring people.”

McCain’s aides adopted the same strategy in the general election. In July, after Obama toured the Middle East and Europe, and spoke in Berlin at a rally where two hundred thousand people came to cheer him, a McCain ad compared Obama to Paris Hilton. What seemed to outsiders like a trivial, even ridiculous attack had an enormous impact inside Obama’s headquarters.

“We’ve had a ‘presumptuous watch’ on since then,” Dunn said. Alyssa Mastromonaco, who was in charge of putting on all of Obama’s events, said, “After that, people started thinking that he’s like this celebutante. You have to make it pretty clear through your pictures every day that you aren’t, that this is not easy for you.”

The campaign kept Obama away from celebrities as much as possible. A Hollywood fund-raiser with Barbra Streisand became a source of deep  anxiety and torturous discussions. The campaign was on the phone for days trying to make sure it was going to work, and almost cancelled it. In Denver, celebrities who in past presidential campaigns would have had major speaking roles were shielded from public view. “We spent hours trying to celebrity-down the Democratic National Convention,” the aide said.

Two days before Obama’s acceptance speech, in Denver, Jim Margolis, a top media consultant to the campaign, went to inspect the stage at Invesco Field. McCain’s aides had successfully turned the Greek columns ringing the stage at the stadium into a story about how a godlike Obama would be speaking from a “temple.” But when Margolis arrived he realized that it was even worse than that. “I walked in and turned to look at the stage, and they had put in purple runway lights all the way around the whole stage, up across all the columns and it looked like a set from Deal or No Deal,” he said. “And in back of them, where he would walk out, there was a colored horseshoe that was lit that would have gone around him. And in back of that was a sixty-five-inch plasma monitor that would change colors. And for a guy who is being torpedoed every day about celebrity and Hollywood this was straight out of a Hollywood set. My mouth just dropped open.” Margolis ordered the producer and the set designer, who had worked for months on the design, to remove the screen and the purple lights and generally make the stage look less like a Hollywood production.

Obama’s rallies had a strategic purpose beyond their visual impact, and, by putting pressure on Obama to scale down these events, Clinton and then McCain were able to take away one of the campaign’s most useful organizational tools—a chance to capture personal information about potential voters and campaign volunteers, and, toward the end, a means of encouraging supporters to vote early. The battle between the communications staff, which was spooked by the Paris Hilton ad, and the field organizers, who needed the rallies to help identify Obama voters, was decided in favor of the organizers. “Finally, at the end of September we got back to saying, ‘Look, we’re gonna do this again because we need to push early voting,’ and if you’re gonna push early voting and voter registration you’ve gotta do big events,” Messina said.

In the closing weeks of the campaign, crowds of fifty, sixty, and seventy thousand people greeted Obama at every stop—almost as if there were a pent-up demand to see him. At Obama’s final rally, in Manassas, Virginia,  the night before Election Day, ninety thousand people came to a dusty fairground. Traffic was snarled for miles on the main highway leading to the site, and people simply abandoned their cars on the side of the road so as not to miss Obama’s speech. Obama’s grandmother, Madelyn Dunham, had died that morning. He seemed subdued, and when he finished his speech he did something unusual. He stood on the stage for what seemed like a long time, a solitary figure in a simple black jacket with his arms at his sides, as if simply absorbing the intensity of a crowd illuminated by high-powered spotlights. A man standing next to me pointed up at Obama. “Look,” he said. “He doesn’t want it to end.”
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Much of the Obama campaign was consumed with making the candidate look presidential. The theory was that the U.F.G.s wanted to be for Obama, but needed some help visualizing him as Commander-in-Chief. His aides had a term for the process of getting voters comfortable with a President Obama: “building a permission structure.” Bill Burton explained it this way: “There were a lot of questions about Senator Obama from the start. Who is he? What’s with the name? Is America ready to vote for a black guy for president?” There were four major moments in the general election—Obama’s trip to the Middle East and Europe, his selection of a running mate, his Convention speech, and the debates—and each was designed to add another plank to the permission structure. For instance, the foreign trip was designed to show Obama in meetings with world leaders, the strategy that the McCain campaign employed when it sent Sarah Palin to the United Nations to meet people like Henry Kissinger and President Asif Ali Zardari of Pakistan. “If he looks like a president, and you put him in presidential settings, then people will get more comfortable with the idea that he could be president,” Anita Dunn said.

To Obama’s aides, the most important moment of the campaign occurred when Obama had to actually be president. It was not totally obvious how he would perform. Many who cheered for Obama from the moment he gave the keynote address at the 2004 Democratic National Convention have had reservations. Michelle Obama once talked to me about the doubts that would need to be addressed before people could vote for her husband.  “It is a leap of faith,” she said finally. “We talk about it all the time. It is a leap of faith.”

No matter how much confidence one has in Obama, support for him is often based on such intangibles as his temperament and his intelligence, not on a real record of successful decision-making. The campaign helped affirm supporters’ faith in him, but running a successful campaign can’t predict whether someone will be a good president; after all, most presidents, whether good or bad, have won a presidential race.

The September financial crisis, which confronted Congress with the task of trying to rescue the economy from collapse, gave Obama’s aides the clearest indication that he might indeed be as good at governing as he has been at campaigning. It forced Obama to do something unusual and difficult for a candidate: he needed to separate politics and governance in the midst of a political campaign in which there was often no distinction. Obama’s aides say that that was the moment they won the election—the moment that any lingering doubts were erased.

The Obama campaign was organized around a series of conference calls, the most important of which was a nightly call involving Obama and some dozen senior advisers. There was always a mixture of the serious and the absurd. For instance, on October 10th the agenda included an update on the message for rallies in Philadelphia, an update on the collapsing economy, and, just as important then, an “Ayers update”—how to respond to attacks on Obama’s limited contacts with the former Weatherman William Ayers. On these calls, Obama’s advisers had a chance to watch their candidate grapple with complex economic problems. During one, Obama laid out the steps in negotiating the bailout package: he would call the Treasury Secretary, Henry Paulson, and the Federal Reserve chairman, Ben Bernanke, and consult with Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid. Pfeiffer said, “We all got off the phone and I was, like, ‘You know what? That was the first call that felt like that’s what it’s going to be like if he’s president.’ That was the moment where he began looking like a president and not a presidential candidate.”

Ever since the Benenson PowerPoint presentation in June, Obama’s aides had been looking for ways to show that McCain was just another Washington politician; this was the strategy that had helped defeat Hillary Clinton. At the start of the financial crisis, when McCain announced that he would “suspend” his campaign, Obama’s team knew that McCain had stumbled— and that it could highlight his mistake. “We tested right away as to whether people thought it was a genuine attempt to solve the crisis or more of a political maneuver,” Benenson said. “The numbers started out as even, maybe a two-point edge on ‘genuine intent,’ but, five days later, it swung against him, with a ten-point deficit toward ‘political maneuver.’” Obama was surprised by McCain’s move. Earlier that day, September 24th, he had spoken with McCain and asked him to release a joint statement about principles that both men wanted to see in a financial rescue package. McCain seemed interested but also told Obama about possibly suspending his campaign; he asked Obama to join him. Obama was noncommittal, but he ended the conversation with the belief that they had agreed about the joint statement and called Jason Furman, a top economic adviser.

“I picked up the phone, and he basically said, ‘Jason, I just got off the phone with Senator McCain and we’re going to come out with a joint statement to help move the financial rescue package forward, because it looks like it’s in a lot of trouble,’” Furman told me. “‘I know you know his economic adviser, and I’d like you to call him up and make it a really substantive statement.’” Furman, glancing at a television, saw McCain walking up to a lectern; a caption at the bottom of the screen said that he was suspending his campaign and might not attend the first debate. When Furman told Obama what McCain was doing, Obama used a salty expression to describe the move and hung up the phone.

As the financial crisis dragged on, Obama and his aides began to realize what it meant for their prospects. Staffers eagerly soaked up the latest polling, which showed a growing lead for Obama, and the conference calls at night only increased their confidence in the candidate. There was some pressure on Obama to come out against the rescue bill, a position that would have been more consistent with the campaign’s themes. “On a purely political calculation, it would have been easy to be against that bill,” Anita Dunn said. “If you look at all the polls, right? People were thinking, They made a mess and they’re trying to stick you, and they’re going to bail out Wall Street. I mean, what would have been easier?”

David Axelrod, who has known Obama longer than most of Obama’s other campaign aides, said that he had always wondered how Obama would fare at such a moment. “Barbaric and sometimes ridiculous as is this process of running for president, the thing that I love about it is at the end of  the day you can’t hide who you are,” Axelrod said. “I’d known him for sixteen years, I have huge confidence in him, but you never know how someone’s gonna handle the vagaries and vicissitudes of a presidential race, so you hope that they do well.”
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A lingering question about Barack Obama’s run for the presidency was whether this inspirational figure—more so even than the candidate John F. Kennedy—would be transformed by consultants and a sophisticated campaign apparatus into someone no longer recognizable. “Most of us do this and then we go away,” Dan Pfeiffer said at the end of a conversation at Obama’s Chicago headquarters. “The first Wednesday in November, we’re off doing something else. We got the horse to the water, and someone else can make him drink. We’re about winning elections, not actually governing the country, and because he has not done campaigns—he has not run for reelection five times; he’s actually really only ever had one hard race, this one—he doesn’t have all the bad habits of career politicians.”

It is already being said by the great army of bloggers and commentators that the Obama campaign was the best-run in modern history. Much the same thing was said about James Carville’s work for Bill Clinton in 1992 and Karl Rove’s for Bush in 2000. But campaigns can change a candidate, too. Axelrod said to me that, early in the process, Obama told aides, “I’m in this to win, I want to win, and I think we will win. But I’m also going to emerge intact. I’m going to be Barack Obama and not some parody.” At another point, in early 2007, Obama returned from a forum about health care knowing that he had not done well against Hillary Clinton. “She was very good, and I need to meet that standard, meet that test,” he told Axelrod. “I am not a great candidate now, but I am going to figure out how to be a great candidate.” One of Obama’s achievements as a politician is that he somehow managed to emerge intact, after navigating two years of a modern and occasionally absurd presidential race, while also becoming a great candidate. On Election Night, as he once again invoked the words of Lincoln, he seemed to be saying that he was going to figure out how to be a great president.
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You wouldn’t think that a bona fide war hero who’s also been a high-profile U.S. senator for more than two decades would have trouble defining himself in the eyes of the American public. Yet that was exactly what John McCain found himself struggling to do in the 2008 presidential campaign. In this age of focus groups, micro-polling and the “framing” of issues and candidates for maximum psychological effect, a candidate’s personal narrative is often less about his or her actual life history than it is an attempt to create and sell a political brand that will appeal to the largest possible slice of the electorate.


McCain had already had to battle his own “maverick” image in the primary in order to win over the more conservative elements of the Republican Party. In the general election, he was confronted with an opponent who not only had a well-defined brand but one that was selling like hotcakes: At a time when the nation was clearly weary of GOP leadership, Barack Obama was change personified. The age gap between the two presidential candidates—almost twenty-five years, the biggest differential in the history of presidential politics—didn’t help either. But as you’ll see from this blow-by-blow account of McCain’s campaign by Robert Draper (whose profile of John Edwards appeared in Best American Political Writing 2003), the biggest reason Candidate McCain had so much difficulty establishing a consistent persona was that his campaign could never settle on exactly what brand they were selling.


 



 



 



On the morning of Wednesday, September 24, John McCain convened a meeting in his suite at the Hilton hotel in Midtown Manhattan. Among the handful of campaign officials in attendance were McCain’s chief campaign strategist, Steve Schmidt, and his other two top advisers: Rick Davis, the campaign manager; and Mark Salter, McCain’s longtime speechwriter. The senator’s ears were already throbbing with bad news from economic advisers and from House Republican leaders who had told him that only a small handful in their ranks were willing to support the $700 billion bailout of the banking industry proposed by Treasury Secretary Henry Paulson. The meeting was to focus on how McCain should respond to the crisis—but also, as one participant later told me, “to try to see this as a big-picture, leadership thing.”

As this participant recalled: “We presented McCain with three options. Continue offering principles from afar. A middle ground of engaging while still campaigning. Then the third option, of going all in. The consensus was that we could stay out or go in—but that if we’re going in, we should go in all the way. So the thinking was, do you man up and try to affect the outcome, or do you hold it at arm’s length? And no, it was not an easy call.”

Discussion carried on into the afternoon at the Morgan Library and Museum as McCain prepared for the first presidential debate. Schmidt pushed for going all in: suspending the campaign, recommending that the first debate be postponed, parachuting into Washington and forging a legislative solution to the financial crisis for which McCain could then claim credit. Exactly how McCain could convincingly play a sober bipartisan problem-solver after spending the previous few weeks garbed as a populist truth teller was anything but clear. But Schmidt and others convinced McCain that it was worth the gamble.

Schmidt in particular was a believer in these kinds of defining moments. The smartest bit of political wisdom he ever heard was dispensed by George W. Bush one spring day at the White House residence in 2004, at a time when his reelection effort was not going especially well. The strategists at the meeting—including Schmidt, who was directing the Bush campaign’s rapid-response unit—fretted over their candidate’s sagging approval ratings and the grim headlines about the war in Iraq. Only Bush appeared thoroughly unworried. He explained to them why, polls notwithstanding, voters would ultimately prefer him over his opponent, John Kerry.

There’s an accidental genius to the way Americans pick a president, Schmidt remembers Bush saying that day. By the end of it all, a candidate’s true character is revealed to the American people.

Had Schmidt been working for his present client back in 2000, he might have disputed Bush’s premise. After all, in McCain’s first run for the presidency, “true character” was the one thing the Vietnam hero and campaign-finance-reform crusader seemed to have going for him eight years ago in the Republican primaries. Bush had everything else, and he buried McCain. What campaigns peddle is not simply character but character as defined by story—a tale of opposing forces that in its telling will memorably establish what a given election is about. In 2000, the McCain effort played like that of a smart and plucky independent film that ultimately could not compete for audiences against the Bush campaign’s summer blockbuster. Four years later, in the race against John Kerry, Schmidt and the other Bush strategists had perfected their tradecraft. With a major studio’s brutal efficiency, they distilled the campaign into a mega-budget melodrama pitting an unwavering commander in chief against a flip-flopper, set in a post-9/11 world where there could be no room for error or equivocation.

Schmidt has been in charge of strategy for the McCain campaign since early this summer, and his effort to prevail in the battle of competing story lines has been considerably more problematic. The selling of a presidential “narrative,” the reigning buzzword of this election cycle, has taken on outsize significance in an age in which a rush of visuals and catchwords can cripple public images overnight. Mitt Romney, it is said, lost because he could not get his story straight. Hillary Clinton found her I’m-a-fighter leitmotif too late to save her candidacy. By contrast, the narrative of Barack Obama has seemed to converge harmonically with the shifting demographics and surging discontent of the electorate. It may well be, as his detractors suggest, that Obama is among the least-experienced presidential nominees in our nation’s history. But to voters starved for change, the 47-year-old biracial first-term Democratic senator clearly qualifies. That, in any event, is his story, and he has stuck to it.

John McCain’s biography has been the stuff of legend for nearly a decade. And yet Schmidt and his fellow strategists have had difficulty explaining how America will be better off for electing (as opposed to simply admiring) a stubborn patriot. In seeking to do so, the McCain campaign  has changed its narrative over and over. Sometimes with McCain’s initial resistance but always with his eventual approval, Schmidt has proffered a candidate who is variously a fighter, a conciliator, an experienced leader and a shake-’em-up rebel. “The trick is that all of these are McCain,” Matt McDonald, a senior adviser, told me. But in constantly alternating among story lines in order to respond to changing events and to gain traction with voters, the “true character” of a once-crisply-defined political figure has become increasingly murky.

Schmidt evidently saw the financial crisis as a “true character” moment that would advance his candidate’s narrative. But the story line did not go as scripted. “This has to be solved by Monday,” Schmidt told reporters that Wednesday afternoon in late September, just after McCain concluded his lengthy meeting with his advisers and subsequently announced his decision to suspend his campaign and go to Washington. Belying a crisis situation, however, McCain didn’t leave New York immediately. He spent Thursday morning at an event for the Clinton Global Initiative, the nonprofit foundation run by former President Bill Clinton. As McCain headed for Washington later that morning, he was sufficiently concerned about the situation that Schmidt felt compelled to reassure him. “Remember what President Clinton told you,” Schmidt said, referring to advice Clinton had dispensed that morning: “If you do the right thing, it might be painful for a few days. But in the long run it will work out in your favor.”

After arriving on Capitol Hill nearly 24 hours after his announcement, McCain huddled with three of his closest political allies: fellow senators Lindsey Graham, Joe Lieberman and Jon Kyl. Later that day at a White House meeting convened by Bush and also attended by Congressional leaders of both parties as well as both candidates, McCain said almost nothing, even when House Republicans declared that they were not yet willing to sign onto the administration’s $700 billion proposal. Despite the fact that the deal maker had produced no deal, McCain announced the next day that his campaign would resume—“optimistic that there has been significant progress towards a bipartisan agreement,” as a campaign statement put it—and traveled to Mississippi that Friday afternoon to debate Obama. On Sunday morning, Schmidt went on Meet the Press to insist that his boss’s foray had been crucial in bringing “all of the parties to the table,” with the result that “there appears to be a framework completed.” The next day—Monday, September 29, the day by which Schmidt had earlier warned the crisis “has to be solved”—the House Republicans played the key role in defeating the bailout legislation.

Scene by scene, McCain failed to deliver the performance that had been promised. Of course, this was no mere movie. America was in crisis. Perhaps with the Bush theory in mind, Steve Schmidt had advised McCain to “go in all the way” on the financial crisis so as to reveal his candidate’s true character. But given a chance to show what kind of president he might be, McCain came off more like a stymied bystander than a leader who could make a difference. Judging by the polls, the McCain campaign has yet to recover.

In reporting on the campaign’s vicissitudes, I spoke with a half-dozen of McCain’s senior-most advisers—most of them more than once and some of them repeatedly—over a period that began in early August. I spoke as well to several other midlevel advisers and to a number of former senior aides. Virtually all of these individuals had spoken with me for previous articles concerning McCain. Their insights and recollections enabled me to piece together conversations and events. My repeated requests to interview McCain and his running mate, Sarah Palin, were denied, and with only a couple of exceptions those who spoke to me did so with the stipulation that most or all of their comments not be attributed to them.

Despite their leeriness of being quoted, McCain’s senior advisers remained palpably confident of victory—at least until very recently. By October, the succession of backfiring narratives would compel some to reappraise not only McCain’s chances but also the decisions made by Schmidt, who only a short time ago was hailed as the savior who brought discipline and unrepentant toughness to a listing campaign. “For better or for worse, our campaign has been fought from tactic to tactic,” one senior adviser glumly acknowledged to me in early October, just after Schmidt received authorization from McCain to unleash a new wave of ads attacking Obama’s character. “So this is the new tactic.”




NARRATIVE 1: THE HEROIC FIGHTER VS. THE QUITTERS 

Steve Schmidt is 38, bald and brawny, with a nasal, deadpan voice and a relentless stare. He is also a devoted husband and father of two young children,  introspective and boyishly vulnerable for someone of such imposing stature. On mornings, he can be seen standing outside the McCain campaign headquarters in Arlington, Va., smoking a cigarette while he scowls at his BlackBerry. After campaign events in the evening, he often hangs out at a hotel bar drinking beer with fellow campaign workers and members of the media. Whenever possible, he flies back to California to spend the weekend with his family. He is not a hothead and tends to hesitate for several beats before offering a well-tailored, often wry answer to a question. Though commonly described in the press as a Karl Rove protégé, Schmidt was a Republican operative for a dozen years before he ever worked for Rove. When Bush returned to the White House, Schmidt was not among those from the 2004 reelection effort who were rewarded with plum jobs, despite his well-regarded work overseeing the campaign’s rapid-response unit. After spending the first half of 2005 heading up the press office for Vice President Dick Cheney, Schmidt was sent to Baghdad to improve the administration’s anemic communications strategy in Iraq. He also orchestrated the Senate confirmation hearings of the Supreme Court nominees John Roberts and Samuel Alito and their presentation to the outside world. Along the way, Schmidt never really developed the personal relationship with Bush that would have enabled him to advance in accordance with his talents. In early 2006, when an opportunity came to jump ship, Schmidt took it, departing the Bush administration to spearhead the successful reelection campaign of Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger in California. He still lives outside Sacramento, far from Washington. Though Schmidt often brandishes his geographical remove from the Beltway and his lack of interest in another White House job as proof of his equanimity, you get the sense that a McCain victory would bring him no small measure of personal vindication.
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Ilustraton by Steve Brodner; first appeared in The New Yorker.
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