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Chapter 1


What does Obama’s second term cabinet look like?
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What you need to know





•  The cabinet is the advisory group selected by the president to aid him in making decisions and coordinating the work of the federal government.



•  All the heads of the 15 executive departments are automatically members of the cabinet. Others are designated as cabinet members by the president.



•  Cabinet members are nominated by the president and must be confirmed by a simple majority in the Senate.



•  The president can fire cabinet members as he wishes, while others choose to resign.



•  The cabinet meets infrequently and irregularly under most presidents. They mostly function as individuals running their respective departments.
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This chapter updates the material in the textbook (Anthony J. Bennett, A2 US Government and Politics, 4th edition, 2013) on pages 248–58.


New term: new faces


The most media coverage members of the president’s cabinet receive is when they are appointed. After that, most of them might as well have joined the foreign legion: they’re never heard from again. Furthermore, far more attention is paid by the media to a president’s cabinet at the start of his first term than to the rearrangements that invariably occur at the start of any second term.


President Obama’s first term cabinet was noteworthy for its endurance. Presidents Jimmy Carter (1977–81) and George H. W. Bush (1989–93) both lost eight members of their cabinet during their first (in their case, their only) 4 years. Ronald Reagan (1981–85) lost five and Bill Clinton (1993–97) four. But Obama lost only three. Furthermore, one of those — Secretary of Defense Robert Gates — was a holdover from the previous Bush administration. The other two were both from the same post. Obama lost two secretaries of commerce: Gary Locke in 2011 and John Bryson in 2012. Locke was appointed as US ambassador to China; Bryson resigned due to ill health. Thus 13 of Obama’s original 15 heads of executive departments served right through the first term, equalling the endurance record set by George W. Bush’s first term cabinet. But just as in 2004–05 when Bush began his second term there was something of a mass exodus from the cabinet, the same thing occurred in 2012–13 with eight cabinet posts needing new appointees (see Table 1.1).


Table 1.1 Cabinet changes at the start of Obama’s second term






	Department

	Out

	In






	State

	Hillary Clinton

	John Kerry






	Treasury

	Timothy Geithner

	Jacob Lew






	Defense

	Leon Panetta

	Chuck Hagel






	Interior

	Ken Salazar

	Sally Jewell






	Commerce

	[John Bryson]

	Penny Pritzker






	Labor

	Hilda Solis

	Thomas Perez






	Transportation

	Ray LaHood

	Anthony Foxx






	Energy

	Steven Chu

	Ernest Moniz







Some departments experience much more turnover than others. If one traces cabinet appointments over the past 52 years — back to the start of Kennedy’s administration in January 1961 — the departments of state, agriculture and interior have had just 15 heads each, averaging around 3½ years in office. But in the same time, the department of commerce, which is already on its third head under this president, has had 23 different cabinet officers averaging only just over 2 years each. The most stable department has been education, with only nine heads since its formation in 1979, and only four in the last 20 years, with no one serving less than 4 years.


Changes at three of the ‘big four’


Three of the ‘big four’ departments — state, treasury and defense — needed new appointees. Only Eric Holder of the ‘big four’ remained in place into the second term. At the state department it was a case of one big name replacing another. Former first lady, US senator, and defeated candidate in the 2008 Democratic primaries, Hillary Clinton, was replaced by John Kerry, the Democrats’ defeated presidential candidate from 2004, and member of the Senate for 28 years. In the previous 20 years only three incumbent members of the Senate had been prepared to give up their seat to serve in the president’s cabinet — Lloyd Bentsen of Texas in 1993, and Hillary Clinton of New York and Ken Salazar of Colorado in 2009. It says something about the comparative power and prestige of the Senate and the president’s cabinet.


When presidents are looking for potential cabinet recruits, they often look for policy specialists and certainly Obama’s recruitment of Kerry to the state department fitted this description. By the time he left the Senate in January 2013 he had just completed 4 years as chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, a committee he had served on since the 1980s. Kerry is the first white man to head the state department in 16 years — the last four being respectively Madeleine Albright (1997–2001), African Americans Colin Powell (2001–05) and Condoleezza Rice (2005–09), and Hillary Clinton.


Much the same could be said of the appointment of Jacob Lew to be the new secretary of the treasury. ‘Jack’ Lew spent much of the Clinton administration working in the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) and played a significant role in negotiations leading to the passage of the Balanced Budget Act in 1997. During the Bush years, Lew spent some time working at Citigroup, an international financial services company based in New York. With Obama in the White House, Lew was soon back at OMB where Obama appointed him as director in 2010. In 2012, Obama moved Lew to the pivotal role of White House chief of staff.


Chuck Hagel’s appointment to succeed Leon Panetta was the most controversial of these big three appointments. True, Hagel also brought policy specialisation as a former member of the Senate foreign relations and intelligence committees and like John Kerry he is a decorated Vietnam veteran. But unlike Kerry, Clinton and Salazar, Hagel was elected to the Senate as a Republican where he served as a member for Nebraska for 12 years, choosing not to stand for a third term in 2008. But Hagel had been intensely critical of the Bush administration’s policies concerning ‘the war on terror’ and in the Middle East. Thus during his confirmation process in the Senate, Hagel came under friendly fire from his former Republican colleagues rather than from his former Democratic foes.


Senate confirmation


All eight nominees were confirmed by a simple majority of the Senate as required by Article II of the Constitution. But as Table 1.2 shows, some enjoyed more support than others. Some votes were bipartisan; others were marked by high levels of partisanship. The two extremes were Anthony Foxx (Transportation) and Thomas Perez (Labor). Foxx was confirmed by a 100–0 vote. Perez’s nomination was filibustered by Republicans and the cloture motion — which required a three-fifths majority — was passed by 60 votes to 40. On this vote six Republicans joined all 54 Democrats to vote ‘yes’. But on the substantive motion to confirm Perez, the vote was a strict party line with all 54 Democrats voting ‘yes’ and all 46 Republicans voting ‘no’.


Table 1.2 Senate confirmation votes on Obama cabinet nominees, 2013






	Nominee

	Position

	Senate vote






	John Kerry

	Secretary of State

	94–3






	Jacob Lew

	Secretary of the Treasury

	71–26






	Chuck Hagel

	Secretary of Defense

	58–41






	Sally Jewell

	Secretary of the Interior

	87–11






	Penny Pritzker

	Secretary of Commerce

	97–1






	Thomas Perez

	Secretary of Labor

	54–46






	Anthony Foxx

	Secretary of Transportation

	100–0






	Ernest Moniz

	Secretary of Energy

	97–0







Of the 128 ‘no’ votes across these eight confirmations 126 were cast by Republicans. The remaining two were cast by the independent senator from Vermont Bernie Sanders who voted ‘no’ on Jacob Lew and Penny Pritzker. Only four Republicans voted ‘yes’ on Chuck Hagel’s nomination.


How quickly did the second term cabinet come together? Well, there are two sides to that question. Once President Obama nominated people, it took an average of just under 60 days for the Democrat-controlled Senate to confirm them (see Table 1.3). This was quicker than the almost 68 days the Republican-controlled Senate took to confirm President Clinton’s new cabinet nominees at the start of his second term in 1997. But it was marginally slower than that experienced by the new second term cabinet nominees of presidents Reagan and George W. Bush.


What was slow was the pace at which the President made the nominations. It took Obama nearly 6 months after his re-election to complete his second term cabinet. He did not nominate the new secretary of commerce Penny Pritzker until 2 May 2013. By the time Pritzker took up her new post on 26 June at the department of commerce it was over a year since her predecessor John Bryson had resigned. In the meantime the department had been run by two acting secretaries — Rebecca Blank for just under a year, and then for 3 weeks by Cameron Kerry. Indeed, when Obama held the first cabinet meeting of his second term on 4 March 2013, he had still not nominated new secretaries of labor, transportation or commerce, and the newly nominated secretaries of interior and energy had not yet been confirmed by the Senate.


Table 1.3 Average number of days for Senate to confirm cabinet nominees at start of second term






	President

	Year

	Average time Senate took to confirm initial second term cabinet nominees (days)






	Ronald Reagan

	1985

	56.0






	Bill Clinton

	1997

	67.8






	George W. Bush

	2005

	54.6






	Barack Obama

	2013

	59.8







A balanced cabinet?


Presidents are said to want to appoint a balanced cabinet — in terms of gender, race, age, geographic region and political experience and ideology. So how did Obama do with his second term cabinet?


Gender


Obama’s first cabinet contained four female heads of departments — Hillary Clinton (State), Hilda Solis (Labor), Kathleen Sebelius (Health) and Janet Napolitano (Homeland Security). With Clinton and Solis departing at the end of the first term, Obama was under some pressure to maintain, or possibly increase, the representation of women among the 15 departmental secretaries. Both Clinton and Solis were replaced by men, but two departing men were then replaced by women — Sally Jewell for Ken Salazar at interior, and Penny Pritzker for the long-ago retired John Bryson. So numerically women were at the same number — four out of fifteen — as in 2009. What was different was that now the ‘big four’ departments — state, treasury, justice and defense — were all headed by men for the first time in 8 years.


Race


Obama’s first cabinet had included seven members of minority race. One, Gary Locke at commerce, left early and a further four — Solis (Labor), Salazar (Interior), Chu (Energy) and LaHood (Transportation) — bailed out at the end of the first term. As Locke had not been replaced by a minority appointee, only African-American Eric Holder (Justice) and Japanese-American Eric Shinseki (Veterans’ Affairs) were left. Obama’s second term cabinet is much less racially balanced than was his first. True, both Lew’s and Hagel’s parents came from Poland while those of Perez were from the Dominican Republic and Moniz’s were Portuguese. Sally Jewell was born in Great Britain. Only African-American Anthony Foxx joined the second term cabinet from what one might call the traditional racial minority groups. In this sense at least, Obama’s cabinet look very little like their boss.


Age


Back in 2009, President Obama had appointed a cabinet of whom six were 60 or over. Four of those were gone by the time the second term began — only Sebelius (now 64) and Shinseki (now 70) remained from that group. Three of the new appointees were 60 or over: Hagel (66), Moniz (68) and Kerry (69). At the other end of the scale, Anthony Foxx at 41 became the youngest cabinet appointee under this president, beating Shaun Donovan who had been appointed secretary of housing and urban development aged 42 back in 2009. The average age of the Obama cabinet at the start of the second term was 58, compared with 55 in January 2009.


Geographic region


Presidents like to recruit their cabinet from across the nation rather than from just their own state or region. A president may not have been elected by a majority in every region — the Northeast, the South, the Midwest, or the West — but he needs to make each region feel a part of his administration. Cabinet recruitment is one way he can do this. There is usually a trend, however, that the region — even the state — from which the president comes is well represented. Obama’s second term cabinet follows these trends.


Table 1.4 Cabinet members and geographic region, 2013






	Region

	Cabinet member






	West

	Eric Shinseki (Hawaii)
Sally Jewell (Washington)
Janet Napolitano (Arizona)






	Midwest

	Chuck Hagel (Nebraska)
Tom Vilsack (Iowa)
Kathleen Sebelius (Kansas)
Penny Pritzker (Illinois)
Arne Duncan (Illinois)






	Northeast

	John Kerry (Massachusetts)
Ernest Moniz (Massachusetts)
Jacob Lew (New York)
Thomas Perez (New York and Maryland)
Shaun Donovan (New York)
Eric Holder (New York)






	South

	Anthony Foxx (North Carolina)







Obama’s American roots are in the West (Hawaii) and the Midwest (Chicago, Illinois) and eight of the 15 executive department heads come from those two regions, as Table 1.4 shows, including three of the new appointees: Sally Jewell from Washington State, Chuck Hagel from Nebraska, and Penny Pritzker who joins her fellow Chicagoans President Obama and the secretary of education Arne Duncan. But the most well-represented region in Obama’s second term cabinet is the North-east with six members including four of the new appointees — Kerry and Moniz from Massachusetts, Perez and Lew from New York, bringing the number of New Yorkers in the cabinet to four. That leaves the new secretary of transportation Anthony Foxx from North Carolina as the only southerner in the cabinet.


One can also see some traditional regional trends in this list. The secretary of the interior Sally Jewell comes from the West; the secretary of agriculture Tom Vilsack from the Midwest; the secretary of the treasury from the Northeast, and so on.


Political experience


As we have already seen, when it comes to cabinet recruitment the president is usually looking for policy specialists — and this is true for a large number of Obama’s cabinet members. We saw this in the professional backgrounds of John Kerry, Chuck Hagel and Jack Lew. The new secretary of energy Ernest Moniz was until early 2013 Director of the Laboratory for Energy and the Environment at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology; the new secretary of commerce Penny Pritzker is a business executive and entrepreneur — and the world’s 651st richest person.
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