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At his second inauguration, President Obama paused to look back at the crowd that packed the mall before leaving the platform at the U.S. Capitol in Washington, D.C. Standing behind him were First Lady Michelle Obama, their daughters, Malia and Sasha, and his mother-in-law, Marian Robinson, January 21, 2013. (Official White House Photo by Lawrence Jackson)












To my mother,


Helen B. Days
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President Obama had a friendly exchange with Pope Francis after a private audience at the Vatican on March 27, 2014. The president invited the pope to visit him at the White House, and he did in September 2015. (Official White House Photo by Pete Souza)
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President Obama announced a New START Treaty at the White House on March 26, 2010, joined by (from left) Admiral Mike Mullen, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, and Secretary of Defense Robert Gates. (Official White House Photo by Pete Souza)













Introduction



So much anticipation filled the air the night of November 4, 2008: Election Night. The daily, even hourly, chant had been “Hope and Change!” This came from a youngish black man who was waging a credible run for president, a run that was hard to fathom in an America that still seemed so focused on race. The country was paying attention, as was the rest of the world, and, indeed, much of the country was being inspired. One might have thought that the gods had anointed Barack Hussein Obama to ascend to the presidency of the world’s most powerful nation. How could this even have been possible?


As editor of the Philadelphia Daily News, I had worked with my chief lieutenants to convey the historic nature of the race to our readers. In fact, we may have been the first mainstream paper in the country to declare that Obama would be our next president. Veteran political columnist John Baer wrote the day after the Super Tuesday primaries, nine months before the general election, that Obama would win both the Democratic nomination and the general election because of his ability to attract new voters, his momentum, and his demonstrated ability to galvanize.


Still, he had to get it done. The polls said he would, but they had been wrong before, especially with elections involving African Americans. Polls often overestimated the strength of black candidates’ support. It had happened to Harold Washington in his bid to become mayor of Chicago in 1983. He won, but by a much narrower margin than the double-digit lead that polls predicted. Then something similar happened to Jesse Jackson in 1988 when polls overestimated the size of the white vote he would get in the Wisconsin Democratic presidential primary, when he came in second, after Michael Dukakis. Polls were also wrong when David Dinkins ran for mayor of New York City in 1989. Like Washington, Dinkins won, but by a narrow two-point margin after polls had shown him with a double-digit lead a few days before the election. The phenomenon even had a name then—the Bradley Effect, named after former Los Angeles mayor Tom Bradley. Back in the early ’80s, Bradley ran for governor of California, and polls indicated throughout that he was leading in the race, but when all the votes were counted, he fell short.


It turns out, many whites would tell pollsters that they supported a black candidate but would not actually vote as they had indicated. As the theory goes, the white voters gave pollsters a socially desirable answer but voted their true instincts.


So there was that factor weighing heavily. You could sense history in the air, but it wasn’t clear whether the history would be that Obama got really close, closer than any other person of color to the presidency, or that he would win.


Then, the news broke about a couple of hours before midnight. Barack Obama would be the forty-fourth president of the United States, winning with 53.8 percent of the popular vote. We had planned our coverage, our front page, knowing that even with digital outlets’ becoming more common as news sources for readers of all stripes, they still sought newspapers as keepsakes on major occasions—and this would certainly be one. As one of the country’s premier tabloids, we wanted to produce a signature paper, a signature front page.


My offices then were on Broad Street, one of Philly’s main thoroughfares. The week before, the Phillies had beaten the Tampa Bay Rays to take the World Series, and all kinds of folks had arrived from all directions and paraded up and down Broad Street, celebrating the unexpected win. Days later, on this Tuesday night, the joy seemed even more palpable. That same street quickly filled with even more jubilant crowds, mostly college kids embracing and shouting, “O-BA-MA!”—knowing that they were part of history and that they had played a key role in his election.


Sandra Shea, our editorial page editor, emerged from the building heading onto Broad Street with our front page, holding it high so that the throng could see. It was a simple close-up of a smiling Obama with his last name in bold letters. I popped out to check it all out, then dashed back into the newsroom to watch the cable coverage and to make sure that we were, as we say in our business, making deadline, and doing so with spot-on coverage of this amazing night.


Once stories were turned in and edited, reporters and editors pulled up chairs around the television at the city desk to witness history. Among them was Kitty Caparella, a since-retired reporter who had covered the mob for years. She knew that I always kept my cool demeanor and largely kept my personal feelings to myself. I am an old-school journalist who believes the public need not know your personal leanings and they most certainly should not be reflected in the stories that grace the newspaper. Still, Kitty and I had been friends for a very long time, and she knew that, like many, I had not believed that my fellow Americans, given the nation’s racial history and our ongoing racial strife, would actually elect an individual of color to the country’s highest office.


When I joined my colleagues around the television, Kitty turned to me and asked, “Well, what are you thinking now?”


I really was not thinking. It was one of those few moments in life, like one’s graduation or marriage or the arrival of your children or the birth of your grandchildren, that was definitely breathtaking. These are the moments, captured vividly in your memory, that you carry to the grave.


Then the moment of exultation passed.


I don’t think that the average citizen who believed in hope and change realized then how difficult Obama’s pledge would be to fulfill. Obama acknowledged during his final State of the Union address, on January 12, 2016, that it was “one of the few regrets of my presidency that the rancor and suspicion between the parties has gotten worse instead of better. I have no doubt that a president with the gifts of Lincoln or Roosevelt might have better bridged the divide.”


Dick Polman, a noted national political analyst based in Philadelphia, posted on his personal Facebook page on January 13, 2016, that the president was being hard on himself, as neither Lincoln nor Roosevelt had fared well against their rival parties. Polman wrote, “Lincoln died because of his era’s bloody divide; prior to his dying he endured four years of ‘baboon’ insults, and worse. As for FDR, he was thoroughly hated; his wife was smeared as a ‘n––r lover.’ And worse… In a 1936 speech he simply said of his right-wing opponents: ‘They are unanimous in their hate for me—and I welcome their hatred.’”


So maybe it’s just proof that there is not anything new under the sun.


I argue that, especially given the Republican establishment’s aggressive push to see him fail, Obama’s legacy and his historic accomplishments have been all the more remarkable. Obama’s accomplishments have come against a backdrop of criticism or open defiance from conservatives, lack of cooperation in Congress, and racially tinged commentary—really, have we ever had another president who has repeatedly had his citizenship questioned? I believe the answer is no.


Paul Krugman, an economist of significant note, wrote for Rolling Stone that he believed Obama was one of the most successful presidents in the country’s history. “Obama has done more to limit inequality than he gets credit for… The financial aid in Obamacare—expanded Medicaid, subsidies to help lower-income households pay insurance premiums—goes disproportionately to less-well-off Americans,” Krugman wrote.


The economic indicators, that the stock market is stronger, that the unemployment rate is down significantly, that Obama led us safely out of the Great Recession, can’t be refuted. History will view him as a transformational president largely because of his signature achievements: the passage of the Affordable Care Act and the Supreme Court’s upholding of it, the legalization of same-sex marriage, and, dare I say, ridding the planet of one Osama bin Laden. He should get credit for those accomplishments, especially considering the financial crisis that was ongoing when he assumed the presidency in 2008.


He also should get credit for keeping his swagger, his cool. At the 2015 White House Correspondents’ Dinner, Obama smartly employed Keegan-Michael Key, the comedian who has come to be known for his character Luther, Obama’s “anger translator.” Obama spoke deftly and calmly about climate control, Ebola, and immigration, as well as about how happy he was to be at yet another correspondents’ dinner. Luther ranted, in turn, about what a chore the dinner is, what he deemed to be FOX’s out-of-control biased coverage of everything, and CNN making the Ebola challenge seem like it would be the end of the world. Ultimately, they seemed to become one at the dais as the president’s own tone became angrier, prompting Luther to recoil and spurt, “You don’t need an anger translator; you need counseling.” It was all definitely laugh-out-loud hilarious, but the moment seriously crystallized the many challenges that the forty-fourth president has had in the now 24/7 news cycle.


This book will examine Obama’s accomplishments in spite of all those challenges in a straightforward, factual manner. It is not about what his ideas, plans, or promises were; it is about what he actually got done. As he entered his final months in office, the evidence indicated he had been tremendously successful and effective by objective measures in his two terms in office. On economic indicators alone, his achievements are impressive. He is credited with the longest streak of job growth in U.S. history, a two-thirds reduction in the federal budget deficit (from 9.8 percent of gross domestic product in fiscal year 2009 to 2.5 percent in October 2015, according to the Treasury Department and the Office of Management and Budget). The stock market continued to be a tad temperamental, but it continued to outperform the record lows that Obama found when he assumed office, and it rebounded to record highs.


Still, for a great many Americans the data is just that: data. It doesn’t capture how they feel about Obama.


I attended a 2016 Martin Luther King Jr. Day gathering that included about five hundred folks, mostly black, nearly all college-educated, who, no doubt, had benefited from Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s dream. Even the location of the event, the Westin in Princeton, New Jersey, a fashionable hotel in one of the nation’s most elite suburbs, perfectly captured the hope and change that Obama represents in spite of the withering challenges.


The Reverend Doctor Cory L. Jones, senior pastor of the Tabernacle Baptist Church in Burlington, New Jersey, reminded those gathered of how much they loved the president, how much they had rejoiced in his election in 2008 and his reelection in 2012. It was, Jones said, “the something that seemed impossible” for a black man in America. Jones, relatively new in his pastorate at Tabernacle Baptist, recalled that he had received an email from a parishioner at a neighboring church shortly after his arrival in New Jersey. The gentleman was particularly perturbed that this African American church prominently displayed a portrait of the country’s first African American president, and he urged the pastor to remove it. Jones said the man believed that no Christian church should support Obama given his enthusiastic support and legislative success in the legalization of same-sex marriage and his ongoing support of legalized abortion.


No doubt, these are two significant issues that have been taboo, theologically, in many Christian churches. Yet you will not find a poll that has support for Obama within the black community anywhere below 90 percent, regardless of ideology. Reverend Jones got nothing but applause and nodded agreement from those gathered that day to celebrate King’s birthday.


The fact that Obama is the first and only person of color thus far elected to be the most powerful person on our planet makes his accomplishments all the more noteworthy. Elizabeth Alexander captured it well when she read her poem, “Praise Song for the Day,” at Barack Obama’s first inauguration on January 20, 2009. In part, she proclaimed:



Say it plain: that many have died for this day.


Sing the names of the dead who brought us here,


who laid the train tracks, raised the bridges,


picked the cotton and the lettuce, built


brick by brick the glittering edifices


they would then keep clean and work inside of.





Obama had already set the theme earlier in his inaugural address, calling for resolve amid an “uncertain destiny.” That resolve despite the many obstructions has been a hallmark of his presidency. That resolve will serve his legacy well. I have no doubt that history will view him as one of America’s most effective presidents.


In one role in particular, he has no peer—as our counselor-in-chief, our pastor-in-chief. Who will ever forget how Obama, surprisingly, belted out “Amazing Grace” at the funeral for Clementa C. Pinckney, a senior pastor and South Carolina state senator? Pinckney and eight of his parishioners had been slaughtered during a prayer service by a “guest” who said he had hoped to ignite a race war. (See chapter 3.) President Obama has been remarkable, passionate, and even visibly angry after each of the mass shootings during his tenure, which are too numerous to mention. He has helped to heal us with words and with song, and with resolve.


It is that same resolve that has helped him push through an agenda of change and to power through a wall of opposition, ignoring slights and staying the course to make “hope and change” more than a slogan.
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When President Obama saw this student playing with a stethoscope at Powell Elementary School in Washington, D.C., during a visit on March 4, 2014, he asked the child to check his heartbeat. (Official White House Photo by Pete Souza)













PART I


A MAN OF THE PEOPLE
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You have to love the picture taken in the Oval Office, with the lanky President Obama bent over so that five-year-old Jacob Philadelphia can touch his hair. Jacob is the son of a former White House staffer, and Jacob had asked the president, in a hushed tone, if the president’s hair was like his. Obama reportedly invited Jacob without hesitation to touch his hair to see for himself.


Obama instinctually understood that what the boy was asking went well beyond the lad’s touching his hair. In a very personal way, Jacob wanted to see if this very powerful man had been just like him when he was a little boy. If Obama’s hair felt like his, maybe he, too, could be the president of his country someday.


That interaction happened back in 2009. Now, that young man talks about someday becoming a U.S. president, or a test pilot.


In many ways, one might argue that Obama’s response to the boy is a window into what makes Obama tick. He is criticized as being aloof and unable to connect with the common man or woman, yet the issues that he has been passionate about more than suggest that his actions and policies have often come from his own life experience as a kid of African ancestry who didn’t always fit in, a son of an often-single, struggling mother, and a grandson of a professional woman who often found herself up against the glass ceiling. It is those and other life experiences that likely have benefited people who have often been marginalized in the land of plenty. Obama has forever changed the trajectory of their lives.


This section examines the actions and policies that seem inspired by Obama’s life history. They include a focus on education; on women’s and children’s health; and certainly on equal rights for women, gays and lesbians, and people of color, especially black and Latino young men. This section also looks at Obama’s impact on developing policies that have lessened the prison population. The number of Americans incarcerated has dropped for the first time in thirty-two years.


President Obama’s initiatives and policies have touched the lives of many individuals, including the most vulnerable among us.















CHAPTER 1



The Young




“There are few things as fundamental to the American Dream or as essential for America’s success as a good education. This has never been more true than it is today. At a time when our children are competing with kids in China and India, the best job qualification you can have is a college degree or advanced training.”


President Obama, April 24, 2009
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President Obama got down on his hands and knees playfully to look tiny Ella Rhodes directly in the eye as she was crawling around during a visit to his office. She is the daughter of Ben Rhodes, his deputy national security adviser, June 4, 2015. (Official White House photo by Pete Souza)


 


President Obama’s education and health initiatives are giving millions of children a chance for a better life and a brighter future. Many have benefited from his education initiatives and his health care programs.
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President Obama’s concern for the young and their admiration of him shine through in countless White House photographs—scenes of him getting down on the floor to play with a baby, running with children or letting a young boy touch his hair. Beyond the “photo ops,” however, is a solid record of initiatives intended to benefit this generation of youth and future generations.


Education stands at the top of this list. In his first address to a joint session of Congress on February 24, 2009, President Obama announced a goal for the nation to have the highest proportion of college graduates in the world by 2020 to allow U.S. workers to compete in the global economy. “I ask every American to commit to at least one year or more of higher education or career training,” he said. “This can be community college or a four-year school; vocational training or an apprenticeship. But whatever the training may be, every American will need to get more than a high school diploma. And dropping out of high school is no longer an option. It’s not just quitting on yourself, it’s quitting on your country—and this country needs and values the talents of every American. That is why we will provide the support necessary for you to complete college and meet a new goal: by 2020, America will once again have the highest proportion of college graduates in the world.”


In 1990, the U.S. was first in the world for the proportion of the population of twenty-five to thirty-four years old with four-year degrees, according to the White House. By 2009, the U.S. ranked number twelve.


“We also suffer from a college attainment gap, as high school graduates from the wealthiest families in our nation are almost certain to continue on to higher education, while just over half of our high school graduates in the poorest quarter of families attend college,” a White House statement read. “And while more than half of college students graduate within six years, the completion rate for low-income students is around 25 percent.” This came at a time when higher education was more vital than ever to fill the jobs available and to ensure the financial security of families. “The 2020 goal is the North Star guiding all our efforts to improve education,” U.S. Department of Education Secretary Arne Duncan wrote in Forbes magazine in August 2010. “Roughly 60% of Americans will have to earn college degrees and certificates by 2020 to regain our international lead, compared with about 40% today. And the truth is that America can only have the best-educated, most competitive workforce if parents, students, educators and entire communities begin to rethink and remake the educational status quo.”


According to the U.S. Department of Education,




[image: image] Bachelor’s degree holders typically earn 66 percent more than high school graduates and are less likely to be unemployed.


[image: image] College graduates will earn about $1 million more over a lifetime than will workers without postsecondary education.


[image: image] By 2020, two-thirds of job openings will require postsecondary education or training.




Yet college education had become more and more a luxury item, out of reach for many high school graduates. The Department of Education said tuition at four-year colleges had more than doubled over the previous three decades, and the average debt for a bachelor’s degree graduate more than doubled from 1992 to 2012 to $27,000. Pell Grants covered only about 30 percent of the cost of an education at a four-year public college, even after major increases in Pell Grants under the Obama administration.


To regain the lead in college-degree attainment for the U.S., Obama promoted an agenda to make college more affordable and to assure that students are college-ready. His actions included investing heavily in early education, as well as in elementary and secondary education, and creating the Race to the Top program, which rewarded states for effective school reforms in K–12 education.


At the same time, he increased funding for financial aid to college students and reformed student-loan programs by ending the role of private banks in the lending system through the Health Care and Education Reconciliation Act of 2010. According to the U.S. Department of Education, the Obama administration increased total annual aid to students by more than $50 billion from 2008 to 2016 and tax benefits by more than $12 billion. The administration said it raised the maximum award for Pell Grants to low-income and middle-class students by more than $1,000 since 2008 to $5,730 for the 2014–15 award year and expanded the number of recipients by one-third. The Department of Education under the Obama administration proposed expansion of Pell Grants to cover summer classes to help students earn degrees faster.


It also launched a pilot program to use Pell Grants for education for federal and state prisoners, ending a twenty-year ban on such aid for inmates, the vast majority of whom are young black and Hispanic men. While only Congress can lift the ban, the administration used its authority to run short-term experimental programs for a limited number of prisoners. Secretary Duncan said that restoring Pell eligibility to prisoners was another way to increase college affordability and completion rates. Lawmakers, like Representative Donna Edwards, D-Md., who sponsored a bill that would lift the ban, and House Education Committee ranking member Bobby Scott, D-Va., a cosponsor of the bill, cite a 2013 Rand Corporation study paid for by the Justice Department that found that every dollar invested in prison education programs saved four to five dollars in incarceration costs later. That study found that prisoners in education programs were 43 percent less likely than others to return to prison within three years, and 13 percent more likely to have jobs after they have served their time.


“We want to do even more, developing experimental sites that will make Pell Grants available to programs that award credentials based on demonstrated competency, to incarcerated adults seeking an independent, productive life after release, and to adult learners who enroll in short-term certificate programs that provide job-ready training,” Duncan said.


As part of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009, which Obama signed, the administration created the American Opportunity Tax Credit to help families pay for college. In 2016, the credit would benefit ten million students and families, according to the Department of Education.






The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009, known as the Stimulus or the Recovery Act, was signed on February 17, 2009, by President Barack Obama to stimulate the economy to avoid a depression.








The Obama administration also tightened standards for for-profit colleges that many say prey on students. The Education Department issued regulations to protect students from becoming overburdened by loans. The rules hold “career colleges” accountable for student outcomes. “Career colleges must be a stepping stone to the middle class. But too many hard-working students find themselves buried in debt with little to show for it. That is simply unacceptable,” Secretary Duncan said in an Education Department announcement of the regulations in October 2014. “These regulations are a necessary step to ensure that colleges accepting federal funds protect students, cut costs and improve outcomes. We will continue to take action as needed.” Under the rules, for a school to participate in taxpayer-funded federal student aid programs, the estimated annual loan payment of a typical graduate could not exceed 20 percent of his or her discretionary income or 8 percent of total earnings.


In 2015, Obama also announced proposals to make two years of community college free and to expand training programs for technical jobs, and members of Congress introduced legislation in July of that year to carry out the plan. The free-tuition plan, known as America’s College Promise, would cover tuition for up to two years at qualifying community college programs, as long as a student maintained a 2.5 GPA.


Children’s Health


Children have also benefited from the president’s health care initiatives. Standing right beside the president, watching him closely when he signed legislation to overhaul the national health care insurance system was Marcelas Owens, an eleven-year-old Seattle boy who began lobbying for reforms after his twenty-seven-year-old uninsured mother died. His family epitomized the many families with children who gained health coverage under the Affordable Care Act.


The Gallup organization found that the uninsured rate dropped nearly six percentage points after the fourth quarter of 2013, which was the last quarter before the Affordable Care Act’s requirement for Americans to carry health insurance took effect. Gallup said the latest quarterly rate then, 11.4 percent in the second quarter of 2015, down from 11.9 percent in the first quarter, was the lowest quarterly uninsured rate recorded since Gallup and Healthways began daily tracking of the data in 2008. The 2015 second quarter results were based on approximately 44,000 interviews with U.S. adults, April 1 to June 30, 2015. Gallup said the monthly trend indicated that “the decline in the uninsured rate took place late in the first quarter—after the February 15 deadline to purchase health insurance—and that the lower rate held steady throughout the second quarter. The uninsured rate fell to 11.3 percent by March, and the April, May and June averages were similar.”


This law also provided relief to young adults without medical insurance by allowing them to stay on their parents’ plan until age twenty-six if they were not covered at work. Many young people work in jobs that do not provide such insurance, but they aged out of their parents’ plans earlier before the Affordable Care Act took effect.


On February 4, 2009, President Barack Obama also signed the Children’s Health Insurance Program Reauthorization Act, expanding coverage to four million previously uninsured children and covering eleven million children in all. President George W. Bush had twice vetoed similar legislation.


“In a decent society, there are certain obligations that are not subject to tradeoffs or negotiation—health care for our children is one of those obligations,” Obama said in signing the law.






The Children’s Health Insurance Program Reauthorization Act of 2009, a law signed February 4, 2009, authorizing the Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP), provides matching funds to states for health insurance to cover children in families of modest income who are not eligible for Medicaid.









Aid to Families


The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, which Obama signed, expanded the Child Tax Credit to cover an additional ten million children in working families and created a new Make Work Pay tax credit, which, according to the Internal Revenue Service, provided up to $400 for working individuals and $800 for couples filing jointly in 2009 and 2010.


The act also included an additional $2 billion for the Child Care and Development Block Grant, $1 billion for Head Start, $1.1 billion for Early Head Start, and a $20 billion increase for the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), formerly known as Food Stamps. It also had funds for the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) and for food banks. The Recovery Act added 64,000 slots to Head Start and Early Head Start.


In his 2013 State of the Union address, President Obama called on Congress to expand access to high-quality preschool for every child in America. In 2014, the Department of Health and Human Services launched a $500 million competitive grant opportunity to support the expansion of Early Head Start and the creation of Early Head Start–Child Care Partnerships. The Department of Education announced a $250 million Preschool Development Grants competition to enhance state programs and expand access to preschool for four-year-olds.






The Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010, signed on December 13, 2010, funded child-nutrition programs and free-lunch programs in schools for five years.








President Obama also signed the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010, which set new nutrition standards for school meal programs and allocated $4.5 billion to fund them. The standards came about as part of First Lady Michelle Obama’s initiative to fight childhood obesity through her Let’s Move! campaign. The law authorized funding for five years and set federal policy for school lunch and breakfast programs, the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC), and other programs.







Marcelas Owens: Child Activist
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Marcelas Owens, far right, was among the guests when President Obama delivered remarks on the health insurance reform bill at the Department of Interior. Others are, from left, Vice President Joe Biden and Vicki Kennedy, widow of Senator Edward M. Kennedy, March 23, 2010. (Official White House photo by Pete Souza)


The fifth-grader at Seattle’s Orca K–8 school began lobbying for changes in the health care system after his mother, Tifanny Owens, became ill and died.


She was an assistant manager at a Jack in the Box when bouts of diarrhea and vomiting forced her to miss so much work that she lost her job and with it, her insurance, in October 2006, according to the Seattle Times. Uninsured and ineligible for Medicaid, she did not seek care until she ended up in an emergency room. She was eventually diagnosed with pulmonary hypertension, a serious condition involving the arteries in the lungs, and died at age twenty-seven in June 2007. That left Marcelas, then aged seven, and his two younger sisters in the care of their grandmother, Gina Owens, who had been active for years with Washington Community Action Network, the state’s largest consumer-advocacy group. Her daughter’s death mobilized her and her grandson to focus on the health care issue.


Marcelas told his story to Senator Patricia Lynn “Patty” Murray, Democrat of Washington, at a rally for health insurance. She mentioned it on the Senate floor and spoke about it to President Obama and Vice President Joseph Biden.


Marcelas took part in a rally in Washington, D.C., organized by Health Care for America Now, a nationwide lobbying campaign. “I want health care to be for everybody,” he said.


After the passage of the health care act, Marcelas was at the president’s side to see it signed.


In remarks before the signing, President Obama said, “Marcelas lost his mom to an illness, and she didn’t have insurance and couldn’t afford the care that she needed. So in her memory he has told her story across America so that no other children have to go through what his family has experienced.”


Marcelas went on to work for other reforms and to encourage others to get involved in political action.


“When it got passed, it showed me that things could actually get done, and it made me want to make change on other things,” he said.





















CHAPTER 2



Women




“I didn’t run for President so that the dreams of our daughters could be deferred or denied. I didn’t run for President to see inequality and injustice persist in our time. I ran for President to put the same rights, the same opportunities, and the same dreams within the reach for our daughters and our sons alike. I ran for President to put the American Dream within the reach of all of our people, no matter what their gender, or race, or faith, or station.”


President Obama, March 8, 2010
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The president talked with Justice Elena Kagan and Chief Justice John Roberts before Justice Kagan’s investiture ceremony at the Supreme Court, October 1, 2010. (Official White House photo by Pete Souza)


 


President Obama demonstrated a commitment to protecting the rights of women, placing women in high-profile positions, and providing avenues for women to thrive. He signed legislation to make it easier for women to prove pay discrimination, appointed women to high office, and protected women’s health and reproductive choices. The president expanded funding to prevent violence against women. He supported the opening of military combat roles to women.
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The first legislation President Obama signed into law was the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act, which effectively extends the statute of limitations to file a claim for discrimination in pay. “It is fitting that with the very first bill I sign—the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act—we are upholding one of this nation’s first principles: that we are all created equal and each deserve a chance to pursue our own version of happiness,” President Obama remarked.


Lilly Ledbetter was a production supervisor at a Goodyear tire plant in Alabama who filed a discrimination action shortly before taking early retirement in 1998. When she started work at the company, her earnings were on par with men’s, but as she approached retirement, she was making hundreds of dollars less per month than did a group of her male peers. According to court documents, Ledbetter earned $3,727 per month, while the lowest-paid male area manager received $4,286 per month and the highest-paid male manager was at $5,236 a month. She sued the company for discrimination.


As of the U.S. Supreme Court decision in Ledbetter v. Goodyear Tire & Rubber Co. on May 29, 2007, the clock on the statute of limitations for such a lawsuit began when the employer made the decision that created the discriminatory pay. The Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act, which was signed on January 29, 2009, two days after it passed the House, amended the Civil Rights Act of 1964 to specify that the clock for the 180-day statute of limitations for filing a lawsuit asserting pay discrimination restarts with each paycheck that continues the inequitable pay. A bill seeking to reverse the Ledbetter decision had failed in the previous Congress.


Women’s groups had argued that the Supreme Court ruling meant that a company needed only to keep its discriminatory pay practice secret long enough to get away with it. Writing the dissenting opinion to the Supreme Court decision, Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg argued: “The Court’s insistence on immediate contest overlooks common characteristics of pay discrimination. Pay disparities often occur, as they did in Ledbetter’s case, in small increments; cause to suspect that discrimination is at work develops only over time. Comparative pay information, moreover, is often hidden from the employee’s view. Employers may keep under wraps the pay differentials maintained among supervisors, no less the reasons for those differentials.” She said that a worker might overlook small discrepancies initially, “particularly when the employee, trying to succeed in a nontraditional environment, is averse to making waves. Pay disparities are thus significantly different from adverse actions ‘such as termination, failure to promote… or refusal to hire,’ all involving fully communicated discrete acts, ‘easy to identify’ as discriminatory,” Ginsburg wrote.


In other actions in support of pay equity, President Obama signed an executive order in 2014 prohibiting federal contractors from retaliating against employees who discuss compensation with each other. He also instructed the secretary of Labor to issue regulations requiring federal contractors to inform the Department of Labor of compensation paid to their employees, including data broken down by sex and race.


Under the Obama administration, the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) has obtained more than $91.5 million in monetary relief for victims of sex-based wage discrimination, according to the White House.






The Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act, signed January 29, 2009, amends civil rights laws to specify that, to calculate the 180-day statute of limitations, each time discriminatory compensation is paid can be considered a new violation.













Lilly Ledbetter: Equal-Pay Plaintiff


Lilly Ledbetter was born Lilly McDaniel, April 18, 1938, in Jacksonville, Calhoun County, Alabama, the daughter of J. C. McDaniel, a mechanic at Anniston Army Depot, and Edna Smith McDaniel, a homemaker, according to the Encyclopedia of Alabama. She grew up working on her grandfather’s cotton farm and graduated from Jacksonville High School in 1956. She married Charles Ledbetter the same year, and they had two children.


Before Ledbetter worked at the Goodyear Tire & Rubber plant in Gadsden, Alabama, in 1979, she worked as a manager at H&R Block and as an assistant financial aid officer at Jacksonville State University.


At Goodyear, she was the only female area manager when she learned, reportedly through an anonymous note, that she made far less than some male peers. In 1998, she filed a claim with the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC).


Subsequently, she was transferred to a less-desirable job. Ledbetter soon took an early retirement. She filed a lawsuit in the U.S. District Court for the Northern District of Alabama claiming wage discrimination under Title VII, as well as several other complaints. Her claims on disparate pay and involuntary transfer came to trial, and a jury concluded that she had suffered pay discrimination and awarded her more than $3.5 million in back pay and punitive damages. A judge reduced the amount to $360,000 in keeping with a legal cap on damages payable under Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Goodyear appealed and the U.S. Court of Appeals, Eleventh Circuit found that the claim was outside the statute of limitations. Ledbetter appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court, which ruled 5-4 in favor of the company in May 2007. Goodyear argued and the Supreme Court ultimately agreed that Ledbetter was “time barred” from pursuing a claim involving pay decisions made more than 180 days before she filed her charge with the EEOC.









Women on the Court


Obama’s greatest achievement may be assuring that the court itself was more representative of the nation as a whole. Obama appointed two women to the Supreme Court, including the first Latina ever to serve as a justice. The addition of his appointees, Sonia Sotomayor and Elena Kagan, joining Ruth Bader Ginsburg, brought the total number of women on the court at one time to three, a record. Ginsburg became the second woman on the court, when President Bill Clinton appointed her in 1993, and Sandra Day O’Connor, whom Ronald Reagan appointed in 1981 and who retired in 2006, was the first. Obama appointed Sotomayor to fill the vacancy upon the retirement of Associate Justice David H. Souter, and he later appointed Kagan to replace John Paul Stevens when he retired.


Announcing Sotomayor’s nomination on May 26, 2009, Obama said, “When Sonia Sotomayor ascends those marble steps to assume her seat on the highest court of the land, America will have taken another important step towards realizing the ideal that is etched above its entrance: Equal justice under the law.”


In choosing her, the Washington Post said he selected “the most controversial of his potential nominees” at the time. His options included three other women with whom he was familiar and whom he had interviewed for the nomination: Judge Diane P. Wood of the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Seventh Circuit, Solicitor General Elena Kagan, and Homeland Security secretary Janet Napolitano. Sotomayor, not one to hold her tongue on issues of gender and ethnicity or the role of the judiciary, was the least popular among conservatives, but Obama was impressed with her experiences in life and in the law.


The Washington Post said Obama presented Sotomayor “as the embodiment of the qualities he seeks in a judge: a rigorous intellect, an appreciation of the limited role of the judiciary” to interpret the law impartially. Introducing her in the East Room, he said, “We need something more. For as Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes once said, ‘The life of the law has not been logic; it has been experience.’ Experience being tested by obstacles and barriers, by hardship and misfortune; experience insisting, persisting, and ultimately overcoming those barriers. It is experience that can give a person a common touch and a sense of compassion; an understanding of how the world works and how ordinary people live. And that is why it is a necessary ingredient in the kind of justice we need on the Supreme Court.”


That viewpoint, that anything other than strict interpretation of the law should influence a judge’s decisions, did not sit well with many conservatives, and it was not long before the nominee was stirring up controversy. She was asked in Senate confirmation hearings about remarks that she had made referring to “a wise Latina.” For years, she had spoken about how her experiences, traditions, and even foods as a Latina woman had influenced her and how she hoped her experiences would help her arrive at better judicial decisions than someone with a narrower range of experiences might. “I would hope that a wise Latina woman with the richness of her experiences would, more often than not, reach a better conclusion,” she had said in a number of speeches that were made available to the Senate for review as part of the confirmation process.


In at least one speech, she had added, “than a white male who hasn’t lived that life.” Some Republicans interpreted that as racism. Senators asked about it at her confirmation hearings, and the conservative media pilloried her for it. Sotomayor apologized and said that it might have been a poor choice of words. She won confirmation and took her seat on the court on August 8, 2009.


Presented with his next opportunity to nominate a Supreme Court justice, Obama again chose a woman, Elena Kagan, a former dean of Harvard Law School, out of a pool of male and female candidates. He had named Kagan as solicitor general of the United States in 2009 and considered her for the seat that went to Sotomayor instead. This time he nominated Kagan to the Supreme Court on May 10, 2010. She won confirmation, and she joined the court on August 7, 2010.


Of Kagan’s appointment, Obama said, “She has won accolades from observers across the ideological spectrum, not just for her intellect and record of achievement, but also for her temperament.” She had a reputation as a deeply intellectual, open-minded consensus builder, according to various press accounts.


With the appointments of two smart liberals, President Obama has assured himself the opportunity to have an impact on the court for years to come. In an article about Obama’s judicial legacy, Jeffrey Toobin, writing in the New Yorker, noted that Obama has used his power to shift the balance of the federal courts in ideology and demographics. “Obama has had two hundred and eighty judges confirmed, which represents about a third of the federal judiciary,” Toobin wrote. In addition to the two Supreme Court appointments, he noted that Obama had put 53 people on the circuit courts of appeals, 223 to the district courts, and 2 to the court of international trade. “When Obama took office, Republican appointees controlled ten of the thirteen circuit courts of appeals; Democratic appointees now constitute a majority in nine circuits. Because federal judges have life tenure, nearly all of Obama’s judges will continue serving well after he leaves office,” Toobin wrote.


The article also noted that 42 percent of Obama’s judgeship appointments were to women, compared to 22 percent under George W. Bush and 29 percent under Bill Clinton, and 36 percent of Obama’s judges were members of minority groups, double the 18 percent for Bush and more than Clinton at 24 percent.


Obama took pride in this legacy, telling the New Yorker in an interview: “I think there are some particular groups that historically have been underrepresented—like Latinos and Asian-Americans—that represent a larger and larger portion of the population. And so for them to be able to see folks in robes that look like them is going to be important.”


After the death of U.S. Justice Antonin Scalia in February 2016, the president nominated Judge Merrick B. Garland of the U.S. Court of Appeals in D.C., a popular centrist. Republican leaders in the Senate declared that they would not act on the nomination.






Sonia Sotomayor: Wise Latina from the Bronx


Sonia Sotomayor was a judge of the United States Court of Appeals for the Second Circuit when President Obama chose her for the nation’s highest court. President Bill Clinton had appointed her to the appeals court and President George H. W. Bush had appointed her as a judge on the United States District Court for the Southern District of New York.


Born in the Bronx, New York, in 1954 to Puerto Rican parents, she was raised along with her brother in public housing mostly by their mother, a nurse, after their father died when she was nine. She became an avid reader and excelled in her academic work in Catholic schools, urged on by her mother, who emphasized the importance of education. Sonia Sotomayor graduated summa cum laude from Princeton University and later earned a juris doctorate from Yale Law School, where she was an editor of the Yale Law Journal. From 1979 to 1984, she was an assistant district attorney in New York and was a partner in a law firm before her appointment to the U.S. district court.












Elena Kagan: A Trailblazer for Women


Elena Kagan was born in New York City in 1960. She grew up in Manhattan as the daughter of a teacher and a lawyer. She also graduated summa cum laude from Princeton and went on to earn a master of philosophy from Oxford in 1983 and a juris doctorate from Harvard Law School in 1986. She served as a clerk to Judge Abner Mikva of the U.S. Court of Appeals for the D.C. Circuit and for Justice Thurgood Marshall of the U.S. Supreme Court. She worked for a Washington law firm and became a law professor at the University of Chicago Law School and later at Harvard.


Kagan worked in the Clinton White House as associate counsel to the president and later deputy assistant for domestic policy. She was the first woman to become dean of the Harvard Law School and the first woman to serve as solicitor general.


At age fifty, she became the youngest justice and the only one on the court at the time without previous experience as a judge. However, as solicitor general, she had been the Obama administration’s chief lawyer arguing high-profile cases before the Supreme Court and assisting the Justice Department in preparing cases for argument before the Supreme Court.








The Secretary


Obama’s choice for secretary of State was also a bold move. Making Hillary Clinton a leading figure on the world stage was not only a magnanimous move but also a strategic one. As the New York Times noted, after considerable wooing and negotiating, she was to become “the public face to the world for the man who dashed her own hopes for the presidency.”


“President-elect Barack Obama and Mrs. Clinton fought perhaps the most polarizing nomination battle in decades, but in recruiting her for his cabinet, Mr. Obama chose to turn a rival into a partner, and she concluded she could have a greater impact by saying yes than by remaining in the Senate,” the Times reported before she was appointed.


In selecting Clinton, he chose someone who was a symbol of achievement for women. He also gave her a highly visible platform to enhance her credentials and standing for her next drive to win the presidential nomination. The Times reported that its sources said Obama “concluded after the election that the problems confronting the nation were so serious that he needed Mrs. Clinton’s stature and capabilities as part of his team, notwithstanding their past differences.”


Already the only U.S. first lady to be elected to public office in her own right, Hillary Rodham Clinton became the nation’s only first lady to join the cabinet. On January 21, 2009, she won confirmation by the Senate, resigned from the Senate, and took the oath of office as secretary of State. She left the position after Obama’s first term.


President Obama also named Janet Yellen as chairman of the Federal Reserve, on October 9, 2013, making her the first woman to head it. Yellen, sixty-seven, succeeded Ben S. Bernanke, whose term had expired. She had served as vice chair since 2010.


He also appointed Loretta Lynch as the attorney general, the first African American woman to serve in that position.






Women Appointed by Obama


Here are some of the major appointments of women President Obama has made:


CABINET LEVEL




Hillary Clinton: Secretary of State


Janet Napolitano: Secretary of Homeland Security


Hilda Solis: Secretary of Labor


Kathleen Sebelius: Secretary of Health and Human Services


Loretta Lynch: Attorney General


Sally Jewell: Secretary of the Interior


Penny Pritzker: Secretary of Commerce


Sylvia Mathews Burwell: Secretary of Health and Human Services


Gina McCarthy: Administrator, Environmental Protection Agency


Lisa Jackson: Administrator, Environmental Protection Agency




OTHER PROMINENT POSITIONS




Janet Yellen: Chairman of the Federal Reserve


Cecilia Muñoz: Director, White House Domestic Policy Council


Valerie Jarrett: Senior White House Adviser


Anita Breckenridge: Deputy Chief of Staff for Operation, White House


Shailagh Murray: Assistant to the President and Senior Adviser


Susan Rice: National Security Adviser


Samantha Power: Ambassador to the United Nations


Karen Mills: Small Business Administrator


Maria Contreras-Sweet: Small Business Administrator


Julia Pierson: Director, U.S. Secret Service


Caroline Kennedy: Ambassador to Japan




SUPREME COURT




Sonia Sotomayor


Elena Kagan




COURT OF APPEALS




Beverly B. Martin


Barbara Milano Keenan


O. Rogeriee Thompson


Jane Branstetter Stranch


Mary H. Murguia


Kathleen M. O’Malley


Susan L. Carney


Morgan Christen


Jacqueline Nguyen


Patty Shwartz


Jane Louise Kelly


Patricia Ann Millett


Nina Pillard


Carolyn B. McHugh


Nancy Moritz


Robin S. Rosenbaum


Cheryl Ann Krause


Julie E. Carnes


Pamela Harris


Jill A. Pryor


Kara Farnandez Stoll


*Myra C. Selby


*Jennifer Klemetsrud Puhl


*Appointed January 2016, pending confirmation











Women’s Health


Women were major beneficiaries of Obama’s health reforms. The Affordable Care Act incorporated major provisions that protect women by preventing insurance companies from denying them coverage or raising premiums based on gender or preexisting conditions, including pregnancy. More than 4.3 million women and girls enrolled in coverage through the Health Insurance Marketplace in the first open enrollment period, according to a White House fact sheet, and many more gained coverage through Medicaid.


Opposition to the act was formidable, and it continued to face challenges in Obama’s final months in office. On January 8, 2016, President Obama vetoed legislation that would have repealed the health care plan and blocked federal funding of Planned Parenthood. The bill had passed the House 240-181, and the Senate, 52-47. Neither margin was enough to override a veto, however.


In a message to Congress, the president said, “Rather than refighting old political battles by once again voting to repeal basic protections that provide security for the middle class, members of Congress should be working together to grow the economy, strengthen middle-class families, and create new jobs. Because of the harm this bill would cause to the health and financial security of millions of Americans, it has earned my veto.”


Under the act, most insurance plans must also cover preventative services, including contraception, mammograms, HIV testing and counseling, domestic-violence counseling, and testing for gestational diabetes with no deductibles, copayments, or coinsurance. The White House estimates that nearly thirty million women were eligible for those services because of the Affordable Care Act.


The administration also issued new rules in August 2014 to cover women whose companies objected to paying for contraception on religious grounds after the Supreme Court sided with Hobby Lobby in a case challenging the law’s provisions. As a result of the contraceptive benefits, a report published in Health Affairs in July 2015 noted that the costs of pregnancy prevention declined quickly and starkly after the act went into effect.


The average percentages of out-of-pocket spending for oral contraceptive pill prescriptions and intrauterine device insertions both dropped by 20 percent (June 2012 to June 2013) after implementation of the Affordable Care Act mandate, the report said. Out-of-pocket expenses for the pill dropped 38 percent, and those for the IUD declined 68 percent. Costs for other forms of birth control declined dramatically as well.


Cancer researchers also found that the number of young women diagnosed in the early stages of cervical cancer had increased because of the law, improving their chances for better outcomes. Early diagnosis became possible because younger women who previously would have been uninsured were eligible to remain on their parents’ policies until age twenty-six under the Affordable Care Act and thus were getting the recommended early screenings, the American Cancer Society research indicated.






The Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act, signed March 23, 2010, is a law intended to increase the quality and affordability of health insurance, provide coverage for the uninsured, and reduce health care costs.












Obama’s Vetoes


President Obama has used his veto power sparingly but pointedly. According to the American Presidency Project, he had vetoed 9 bills as of January 19, 2016, in comparison with 12 for George W. Bush, 37 for Bill Clinton, 44 for George H. W. Bush, and 78 for Ronald Reagan. None of President Obama’s vetoes has been overridden by Congress. He is the first president since Lyndon B. Johnson not to have any vetoes overridden.


Here is a list of his vetoes as listed on whitehouse.gov:




[image: image] December 30, 2009 H.J.Res. 64. Department of Defense Appropriations Act, 2010. Continuing Appropriations, fiscal year 2010. In a memorandum of disapproval, the president said, “The enactment of H.R. 3326 (Department of Defense Appropriations Act, 2010, Public Law 111-118), which was signed into law on December 19, 2009, has rendered the enactment of H.J.Res. 64 (Continuing Appropriations, FY 2010) unnecessary. Accordingly, I am withholding my approval from the bill. (The Pocket Veto Case, 279 U.S. 655 [1929]).”


[image: image] October 12, 2010 H.R. 3808. Interstate Recognition of Notarizations Act of 2010. Legislation to require any federal or state court to recognize any notarization made by a notary public licensed by a state other than the state where the court is located when such notarization occurs in or affects interstate commerce. In a statement explaining the veto, the White House said it was returning the bill for closer review of the impact on consumers, particularly in regard to mortgages. Consumer advocates had raised concerns about the possibility of fraud related to electronic records of notarization.


[image: image] February 24, 2015 S. 1. Keystone XL Pipeline Approval Act. Legislation to authorize TransCanada Keystone Pipeline, L.P., to construct, connect, operate, and maintain a pipeline, running from Alberta, Canada, to Nebraska, and cross-border facilities specified in an application filed by TransCanada Corporation to the Department of State on May 4, 2012. (See chapter 21.)


[image: image] March 31, 2015 S.J.Res. 8. Providing for congressional disapproval under chapter 8 of title 5, United States Code, of the rule submitted by the National Labor Relations Board relating to representation case procedures. A joint congressional resolution disapproving an NLRB rule to make it easier for workers to hold a vote on whether to unionize. (See chapter 9.)


[image: image] October 22, 2015 H.R. 1735. National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2016. An act to authorize appropriations for fiscal year 2016 for military activities of the Department of Defense, for military construction, and for defense activities of the Department of Energy, to prescribe military personnel strengths for such fiscal year, and for other purposes. (See chapter 11.)


[image: image] December 18, 2015 S.J.Res. 23. A joint resolution providing for congressional disapproval under chapter 8 of title 5, United States Code, of a rule submitted by the Environmental Protection Agency relating to “Standards of Performance for Greenhouse Gas Emissions from New, Modified, and Reconstructed Stationary Sources: Electric Utility Generating Units.”


[image: image] December 18, 2015 S.J.Res. 24. A joint resolution providing for congressional disapproval under chapter 8 of title 5, United States Code, of a rule submitted by the Environmental Protection Agency. A joint resolution to disapprove an EPA rule “Carbon Pollution Emission Guidelines for Existing Stationary Sources: Electric Utility Generating Units.” A White House statement explaining the veto said the resolution “would nullify the Clean Power Plan, the first national standards to address climate-destabilizing greenhouse gas pollution from existing power plants.” (The Pocket Veto Case, 279 U.S. 655 [1929]).


[image: image] January 8, 2016 H.R. 3762, Restoring Americans’ Healthcare Freedom Reconciliation Act. An act to provide for reconciliation pursuant to section 2002 of the concurrent resolution on the budget for fiscal year 2016. Legislation that would have repealed the health care plan and blocked federal funding of Planned Parenthood. (See chapters 1, 2, and 20.)


[image: image] January 20, 2016 S.J.Res. 22. A joint resolution providing for congressional disapproval under chapter 8 of title 5, United States Code, of a rule submitted by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and the Environmental Protection Agency relating to “Clean Water Rule: Definition of `Waters of the United States.’” Congressional opponents had argued that it went too far in extending the definition of waters on private lands entitled to environmental protections.









Reproductive Rights


The president has also maintained a solid stand in favor of women’s right to choose abortion. In a speech to Planned Parenthood supporters in 2013, he vowed to defend women’s rights with regard to reproductive health. “As long as we’ve got to fight to make sure women have access to quality, affordable health care, and as long as we’ve got to fight to protect a woman’s right to make her own choices about her own health, I want you to know that you’ve also got a president who’s going to be right there with you, fighting every step of the way,” he said.


In January 2015, he threatened to veto legislation that would ban abortion after twenty weeks’ gestation on grounds that it was scientifically specious and represented a violation of women’s privacy. The legislation’s supporters argued that a fetus is capable of feeling pain at twenty weeks, but opponents disputed that. The bill was known as H.R. 36—the Pain-Capable Unborn Child Protection Act. It passed the House on May 13, 2005, but Democrats blocked it from consideration in the Senate on September 22, 2015. Such legislation inevitably would have faced a challenge because it violated the Supreme Court’s prevailing ruling that abortion is legal until the fetus is viable outside the womb.


Violence against Women


Obama also expanded funding to prevent violence against women. On March 7, 2013, he signed reauthorization of the Violence against Women Act, which provided $660 million over five years for legal assistance, transitional housing, counseling, and support hotlines to victims of rape and domestic abuse. First authorized in 1994, the act had lapsed in 2011, and women’s advocates cited Republican opposition to renewal as part of the oft-referenced “war on women” during the 2012 elections.


Women’s advocacy groups credited the act with a 58 percent drop in sexual assaults against women and girls over the past fifteen years. According to a Justice Department survey, in 2010, 270,000 rapes or sexual assaults were reported, down from 556,000 in 1995.


“One of the great legacies of this law is that it didn’t just change the rules; it changed our culture. It empowered people to start speaking out. It made it okay for us, as a society, to talk about domestic abuse,” Obama said at the signing. “It made it possible for us, as a country, to address the problem in a real and meaningful way. And it made clear to victims that they were not alone—that they always had a place to go and they always had people on their side.”


Women in Combat


The Obama administration became the first to permit women to serve in any capacity for which they are qualified in the military. On December 4, 2015, President Obama endorsed Defense Secretary Ash Carter’s order that the military open all combat roles to women, calling it a “historic step forward.”


Carter said, “To succeed in our mission of national defense, we cannot afford to cut ourselves off from half the country’s talents and skills.” At a Pentagon press conference, he announced that beginning in 2016, women would be eligible to serve in all combat jobs, including 213,600 formerly male-only positions in fifty-two different specialties, which would include elite special operations units. “As long as they qualify and meet the standards, women will now be able to contribute to our mission in ways they could not before,” Carter said. “They’ll be allowed to drive tanks, fire mortars, and lead infantry soldiers into combat. They’ll be able to serve as Army Rangers and Green Berets, Navy SEALs, Marine Corps infantry, Air Force parajumpers and everything else that was previously open only to men.”


Two women, Army Captain Kristen Griest and First Lieutenant Shaye Haver, became the first to complete Army Ranger school, in August 2015.


Echoing Carter’s enthusiasm for the long-debated and controversial move, the president said in a prepared statement, “When we desegregated our military, it became stronger. In recent years, we ended ‘Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell’ and allowed gay and lesbian Americans to serve openly—and it’s made our military stronger. Over recent decades, we’ve opened about 90 percent of military positions to women who time and again have proven that they, too, are qualified, ready and up to the task. In the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, our courageous women in uniform have served with honor, on the front lines—and some have given their very lives.” He said the Defense Department’s action would open “the remaining 10 percent of military positions, including combat roles, to women.”
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