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FOREWORD


History will be very kind to Barack Obama. His administration will go down as one of the most consequential in all of American history: its achievements—often overlooked or reflexively rejected—are among the three or four most transformative presidencies in the last turbulent century; his personal conduct, discipline, and rectitude reminiscent of the Founding Fathers; his oratorical gifts and passionate empathy unequalled in American letters; his breakthrough election a watershed moment as the nation tried to escape the specific gravity of its troubled racial past.


“Black Man Given Nation’s Worst Job,” the Onion satirically joked after his election in November 2008. But in many ways it wasn’t funny, rather terrifyingly prescient. It prefigured the retrograde forces that would relentlessly try to derail his progressive agenda from the moment he took the oath of office, suggesting to us now in retrospect that this malevolent counter-narrative of the Obama years must be given equal weight with the optimistic narrative he tried so heroically, and mostly successfully, to write.


Though many will try, the democratic energies he released—so hopeful, inclusive, fair, and muscular—will not be kidnapped and reconfined. The bells of hope he rang cannot be unrung. And though many will want to go backward, Americans will not accept anything less than universal healthcare, equal pay, marriage equality, wise environmental stewardship, infrastructure improvements, a robust economy combined with job creation, and a rational relationship to the world. He moved us forward—permanently—in so many ways big and small. And he did it all while remaining an extraordinary father and husband. This is his enduring legacy.


“Don’t Do Stupid Stuff” was his mantra—and he didn’t. Period. For eight complicated years there were no scandals or headline-grabbing investigations, only a thoughtful approach to every problem, every day. He was inspiring, confident, funny, loving, and so blessed with an appreciation of the American promise he had gracefully inherited that he paid it forward, helping to mint an entire generation of citizens dedicated to achieving positive change—activism within the system. All of it heralded a new persuasive expression of American possibilities.


He spoke to us with words so carefully crafted that comparisons to his hero, Abraham Lincoln, are not only appropriate but accurate. He cried with us when grief was our only outlet, sang with us in common sorrow, danced with us in collective joy, and made his administration look like the diverse country he was charged with representing. He was fearless but moderated, assiduously avoiding the foreign entanglements George Washington had warned us about, but when it mattered, did not hesitate to take out our most dangerous enemy. Like Lincoln, he understood how far we (and he) had come on our collective journey, but as our religious teachings constantly try to remind us, he also understood in his bones that the greatest enemy is often ourselves, our ancient animosities and stubborn prejudices so hard to shed.


The great early twentieth-century African American scholar W. E. B. Du Bois liked to challenge the “talented tenth”—better-off black Americans who would assume the difficult task of lifting the rest of the race upward. That, of course, would require enormous sacrifice, and focus, and dedication. Ten decades later, Barack Obama, along with his remarkable wife, Michelle, had to work ten times as hard as that to do the job. But he has shown us all—black, white, brown, every one of us—what a “talented 1 percent” might look like. We are all the beneficiaries of his exquisite example. He will be missed.




—Ken Burns


Walpole, New Hampshire


January 26, 2017






















PREFACE


“In our lifetime” is a curious expression, as we never really know how long our lifetime will be.


In our lifetime, those waiting for an America that would finally elect a woman or an African American as president of the United States would see one of those two boxes checked off—it only took 220 years. Barack Obama came into office with the hopes of the majority of Americans riding on his ability to unite the nation and, more immediately, to rescue the country from one of its worst ever economic collapses.


When President Obama took office, he inherited an economy that was hemorrhaging 800,000 jobs per month; from early 2010 through December 2016, his administration created an astonishing 15.6 million jobs. Unlike the chaos Obama had inherited, his successor would become the beneficiary of one of the most resurgent and robust U.S. economies ever.


In our lifetime, we bore witness to the astounding rise of social media. From its nascent beginnings, the Internet and texting technologies rapidly morphed from sharing benign, “I’m at the nail salon” messages, and photos of pets and children, to becoming an Orwellian Big Brother the data from which could be mined to create highly efficient pinpoint targeting designed to reach the American psyche like laser-guided missiles.


Barack Obama and his savvy “comms” team became the first administration to recognize and harness the power of this formidable tool. No longer was the dissemination of news and information limited to a cabal of old-school media outlets with billions of dollars of transmission infrastructure and deep-rooted political clout. On the flip side and of far greater consequence, this new “citizen journalism” was usually devoid of basic editorial standards and integrity or critical fact checking—“I read it on the Internet” often became tantamount to “I heard it on NPR.”


One citizen “celebrity” with his own powerful megaphone posited that presidential candidate Obama didn’t meet the standards set forth by the constitution of being a native-born American—resurrecting the mythical “Birtherism” movement, which had emerged from various conspiratorial conservative groups dating as far back as 2004. Unsurprisingly, a few opportunistic members of mainstream right wing media and free-wheeling fringe element outlets took the bait hook, line, and sinker, to again attempt to divide and conquer: it would prove very lucrative and perfectly divisive for a host of these maladroit voices.


Thus, in this lifetime, Barack Obama, by virtue of the color of his skin, would be the first sitting president who would (reluctantly) put to rest conspiracy theories by producing his original birth certificate. Even then, living in their own social media echo bubbles, millions of people chose to remain disbelievers.


One thing is certain however: In our lifetime, multiple historians and prestigious institutions have judged the 2,922 days of Barack Obama’s presidency and his many landmark accomplishments, and firmly placed him among the very best in this exclusive club of 45.




Mark Greenberg


David Tait


June 15, 2020





 


Opposite: THE WEDNESDAY, November 5, 2008, front page of the Anniston Star of Alabama epitomizes the jubilant mood across the country, and the world, the day after Barack Obama was elected the 44th U.S. president.
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PHOTOJOURNALIST Marc PoKempner followed a young Barack Obama while campaigning for the Illinois State Senate in 1995; here, PoKempner’s photograph of Obama talking with a group of children on the South Shore of Chicago in 1995. At the time, PoKempner, like many of his peers, thought, “This man could be president one day.”
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PRESIDENT BARACK OBAMA posing at the White House while digital imaging experts from the Smithsonian Institute and USC Institute for Creative Technologies scan his face for digitally printed 3-D bust and life mask portraits, June 2014.
























Hope is not blind optimism. It’s not ignoring the enormity of the task ahead or the roadblocks that stand in our path. It’s not sitting on the sidelines or shirking from a fight. Hope is that thing inside us that insists, despite all the evidence to the contrary, that something better awaits us if we have the courage to reach for it, and to work for it, and to fight for it. . . . [Hope is] the belief that destiny will not be written for us, but by us, by all those men and women who are not content to settle for the world as it is, who have the courage to remake the world as it should be.”


—BARACK OBAMA, address to supporters after the Iowa caucuses,
January 3, 2008.
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Life has many beginnings—childhood, school, love, career—and all have their own starting points. For Barack Hussein Obama, the unlikely road to the Oval Office began in Hawaii, where his Kenyan father, also named Barack, was a foreign student. His mother, Mary, originally from Kansas, was white—she and his father had married when she was just eighteen. Mary’s subsequent divorce and remarriage took young Barack to Indonesia for four years before returning to Hawaii, where his white grandparents raised him.


An outstanding student, Barack made it into Honolulu’s highly regarded Punahou School. Then it was on to Columbia University in New York, graduating from there with a political science degree in 1983. Consumed with a desire to change the world, the twenty-two-year-old’s next beginning took him to the impoverished South Side of Chicago, where he found work as a community organizer for a small faith-based group. It gave the young Ivy Leaguer an insight into the neighborhood’s bleak inner city life that would stick with him forever. In 1988, Barack’s further education began again at Harvard Law School, where in 1990 he became the first African American president of the prestigious Harvard Law Review. Leaving Harvard, the world was his oyster, but Barack’s Chicago experiences had left an indelible impression. He headed back to the Windy City, where, eschewing offers from major law firms, he opted to practice civil rights law for a small public-interest firm.


Princeton graduate Michelle Robinson had also attended Harvard Law, earning her degree a year earlier than Barack. Their paths would not cross, however, until, while working at a Chicago law firm, she was asked to advise a summer associate with “an unusual name.” Love led to still more beginnings—their 1992 marriage, Malia’s birth in 1998, and Sasha’s in 2001.


Obama’s political career began in 1996 when he won a seat in the Illinois State Senate. But the “beginning of all beginnings” would come in 2004 when, while running for the U.S. Senate, he was invited to deliver the keynote address at the 2004 Democratic National Convention. With the memorable words—“There’s not a liberal America and a conservative America—there’s the United States of America,” the beginning had begun. Four years later, he became the first African American to accept the Democrats’ nomination for president. ★


Previous pages: DELEGATES CHEER DURING the speech by keynote speaker Barack Obama, candidate for the U.S. Senate from Illinois, at the Democratic National Convention at the FleetCenter in Boston, July 27, 2004.


Opposite: DEMOCRATIC PRESIDENTIAL NOMINEE Barack Obama arrives onstage for the Democratic National Convention at Invesco Field, Denver, Colorado, August 28, 2008—the first black major-party nominee.
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WHO NEEDS CALIFORNIA? Even before California’s 55 electoral votes were counted, CNN was calling an Obama victory.
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VICTORY
SPEECH


November 4, 2008 | GRANT PARK,
CHICAGO, ILLINOIS
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Hello, Chicago. If there is anyone out there who still doubts that America is a place where all things are possible; who still wonders if the dream of our founders is alive in our time; who still questions the power of our democracy, tonight is your answer.


It’s the answer told by lines that stretched around schools and churches in numbers this nation has never seen; by people who waited three hours and four hours, many for the first time in their lives, because they believed that this time must be different; that their voices could be that difference.


It’s the answer spoken by young and old, rich and poor, Democrat and Republican, black, white, Hispanic, Asian, Native American, gay, straight, disabled, and not disabled—Americans who sent a message to the world that we have never been just a collection of individuals or a collection of red states and blue states: we are, and always will be, the United States of America.


It’s the answer that led those who have been told for so long by so many to be cynical, and fearful, and doubtful about what we can achieve—to put their hands on the arc of history and bend it once more toward the hope of a better day.


It’s been a long time coming, but tonight, because of what we did on this day, in this election, at this defining moment, change has come to America.


A little bit earlier this evening, I received an extraordinarily gracious call from Senator McCain. Senator McCain fought long and hard in this campaign, and he’s fought even longer and harder for the country that he loves. He has endured sacrifices for America that most of us cannot begin to imagine, and we are better off for the service rendered by this brave and selfless leader. I congratulate him, I congratulate Governor Palin for all they have achieved, and I look forward to working with them to renew this nation’s promise in the months ahead.
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A NEW FIRST family is born. Grant Park, Chicago, November 5, 2008.





I want to thank my partner in this journey, a man who campaigned from his heart and spoke for the men and women he grew up with on the streets of Scranton and rode with on the train home to Delaware, the vice president-elect of the United States, Joe Biden.


And I would not be standing here tonight without the unyielding support of my best friend for the last sixteen years, the rock of our family and the love of my life, our nation’s next first lady, Michelle Obama. Sasha and Malia, I love you both more than you can imagine, and you have earned the new puppy that’s coming with us to the White House. And while she’s no longer with us, I know my grandmother is watching, along with the family that made me who I am. I miss them tonight. I know that my debt to them is beyond measure. To my sister Maya, my sister Auma, all my other brothers and sisters, thank you so much for all the support that you’ve given me. I’m grateful to them.


To my campaign manager David Plouffe, the unsung hero of this campaign, who built the best political campaign, I think, in the history of the United States of America. To my chief strategist David Axelrod, who’s been a partner with me every step of the way. To the best campaign team ever assembled in the history of politics—you made this happen, and I am forever grateful for what you’ve sacrificed to get it done.


But above all, I will never forget who this victory truly belongs to—it belongs to you. It belongs to you.


I was never the likeliest candidate for this office. We didn’t start with much money or many endorsements. Our campaign was not hatched in the halls of Washington—it began in the backyards of Des Moines and the living rooms of Concord and the front porches of Charleston.


It was built by working men and women who dug into what little savings they had to give five dollars and ten dollars and twenty dollars to the cause. It drew strength from the young people who rejected the myth of their generation’s apathy; who left their homes and their families for jobs that offered little pay and less sleep; it drew strength from the not-so-young people who braved the bitter cold and scorching heat to knock on the doors of perfect strangers; and from the millions of Americans who volunteered, and organized, and proved that more than two centuries later, a government of the people, by the people, and for the people has not perished from the Earth. This is your victory. I know you didn’t do this just to win an election, and I know you didn’t do it for me. You did it because you understand the enormity of the task that lies ahead. For even as we celebrate tonight, we know the challenges that tomorrow will bring are the greatest of our lifetime—two wars, a planet in peril, the worst financial crisis in a century. Even as we stand here tonight, we know there are brave Americans waking up in the deserts of Iraq and the mountains of Afghanistan to risk their lives for us. There are mothers and fathers who will lie awake after their children fall asleep and wonder how they’ll make the mortgage, or pay their doctor’s bills, or save enough for their child’s college education. There is new energy to harness, new jobs to be created, new schools to build, and threats to meet, [and] alliances to repair.


The road ahead will be long. Our climb will be steep. We may not get there in one year or even in one term, but, America—I have never been more hopeful than I am tonight that we will get there. I promise you—we as a people will get there.


There will be setbacks and false starts. There are many who won’t agree with every decision or policy I make as president, and we know that government can’t solve every problem. But I will always be honest with you about the challenges we face. I will listen to you, especially when we disagree. And above all, I will ask you to join in the work of remaking this nation the only way it’s been done in America for 221 years—block by block, brick by brick, calloused hand by calloused hand.


What began 21 months ago in the depths of winter cannot end on this autumn night. This victory alone is not the change we seek—it is only the chance for us to make that change. And that cannot happen if we go back to the way things were. It can’t happen without you, a new spirit of service, a new spirit of sacrifice.


So let us summon a new spirit of patriotism; of responsibility, where each of us resolves to pitch in and work harder and look after not only ourselves but each other. Let us remember that if this financial crisis taught us anything, it’s that we cannot have a thriving Wall Street while Main Street suffers—in this country, we rise or fall as one nation; as one people.


Let us resist the temptation to fall back on the same partisanship and pettiness and immaturity that has poisoned our politics for so long. Let us remember that it was a man from this state who first carried the banner of the Republican Party to the White House—a party founded on the values of self-reliance, individual liberty, and national unity. Those are values that we all share, and while the Democratic Party has won a great victory tonight, we do so with a measure of humility and determination to heal the divides that have held back our progress. As Lincoln said to a nation far more divided than ours, “We are not enemies but friends . . . though passion may have strained, it must not break our bonds of affection.” And to those Americans whose support I have yet to earn—I may not have won your vote tonight, but I hear your voices, I need your help, and I will be your president, too.


And to all those watching tonight from beyond our shores, from parliaments and palaces to those who are huddled around radios in the forgotten corners of the world—our stories are singular, but our destiny is shared, and a new dawn of American leadership is at hand. To those who would tear the world down—we will defeat you. To those who seek peace and security—we support you. And to all those who have wondered if America’s beacon still burns as bright—tonight we proved once more that the true strength of our nation comes not from our the might of our arms or the scale of our wealth but from the enduring power of our ideals: democracy, liberty, opportunity, and unyielding hope.


That’s the true genius of America—that America can change. Our union can be perfected. And what we have already achieved gives us hope for what we can and must achieve tomorrow.


This election had many firsts and many stories that will be told for generations. But one that’s on my mind tonight is about a woman who cast her ballot in Atlanta. She’s a lot like the millions of others who stood in line to make their voice heard in this election except for one thing—Ann Nixon Cooper is 106 years old.


She was born just a generation past slavery; a time when there were no cars on the road or planes in the sky; when someone like her couldn’t vote for two reasons—because she was a woman and because of the color of her skin. And tonight, I think about all that she’s seen throughout her century in America—the heartache and the hope; the struggle and the progress; the times we were told that we can’t, and the people who pressed on with that American creed: Yes, we can.


At a time when women’s voices were silenced and their hopes dismissed, she lived to see them stand up and speak out and reach for the ballot. Yes, we can.


When there was despair in the Dust Bowl and depression across the land, she saw a nation conquer fear itself with a New Deal, new jobs, and a new sense of common purpose. Yes, we can.







VOICES


ANASTASIA SOMOZA


Anastasia Somoza is an Internationl Disability Rights Advocate.


It was 2004 in Boston when I had the honor and privilege of attending the Democratic National Convention as an at-large delegate for presidential candidate John Kerry. The political energy on the convention floor was palpable, but as a 20-year-old college student, I must admit that my attention was drawn to more trivial details. Usually dignified men and women were swirling around me in red, white, and blue Abe Lincoln–style top hats, their button collections jangling as they boogied and brimmed with progressive pride to the pop hits of that summer.


Then Senator Barack Obama took to the stage, and declared, “It’s not enough for just some of us to prosper—for alongside our famous individualism, there’s another ingredient in the American saga—a belief that we are all connected as one people.”


“Yes!” I screamed, throwing my hands in the air as the party that had engulfed me suddenly evaporated. There was an undeniable power in his voice: It filled the atmosphere as he continued, “It’s what allows us to pursue our individual dreams, yet still come together as one American family. . . . There’s not a liberal America and a conservative America—there’s the United States of America.”


Utterly mesmerized, I realized these words would be pivotal not only to me but to the whole country. He then asked, “Do we participate in a politics of cynicism, or do we participate in a politics of hope?” “Hope” he averred, answering his own question.


Surrounded by the cream of the crop in liberal democratic politics, I was certainly a far cry from political insider: a woman with a disability, the daughter of immigrants—yet it seemed he was speaking directly to me, challenging me to chase my dreams. I felt his words in my bones, “Hope in the face of difficulty. Hope in the face of uncertainty. The audacity of hope!” In that moment I knew I was witnessing history and that Senator Barack Obama would one day be president.


Ten years later, heart soaring with pride and joy, I was shaking President Obama’s hand. I used the opportunity to express my boundless gratitude for the remarkable success his administration achieved in making Americans with disabilities more visible with greater degrees of independence and inclusion in education, employment, and countless other aspects of everyday social life—including employing people with disabilities at the White House.


Never did I imagine that his improbable presence at the 2004 convention would see me wheeling onto that very same stage to address the party’s delegates as an International Disability Rights Advocate. In 2016, we were living history together again in Philadelphia, when Hillary Clinton was nominated as the first female candidate for president of the United States. In his eloquent paraphrasing of Teddy Roosevelt, Obama motivated me to believe that like Hillary, I too had been “that woman in the arena” and that I should never stop “striving valiantly” in my commitment to improving the lives of others.
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Above: THE NEW YORK-published Irish Voice newspaper celebrates Anastasia Somoza’s speech at the Democratic National Convention in Philadelphia, July 25, 2016.
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When the bombs fell on our harbor and tyranny threatened the world, she was there to witness a generation rise to greatness and a democracy was saved. Yes, we can.


She was there for the buses in Montgomery, the hoses in Birmingham, a bridge in Selma, and a preacher from Atlanta who told a people that “We Shall Overcome.” Yes, we can.


A man touched down on the moon, a wall came down in Berlin, a world was connected by our own science and imagination. And this year, in this election, she touched her finger to a screen and cast her vote, because after 106 years in America, through the best of times and the darkest of hours, she knows how America can change. Yes, we can.


America, we have come so far. We have seen so much. But there is so much more to do. So tonight, let us ask ourselves—if our children should live to see the next century; if my daughters should be so lucky to live as long as Ann Nixon Cooper, what change will they see? What progress will we have made?


This is our chance to answer that call. This is our moment. This is our time—to put our people back to work and open doors of opportunity for our kids; to restore prosperity and promote the cause of peace; to reclaim the American Dream and reaffirm that fundamental truth—that out of many, we are one; that while we breathe, we hope, and where we are met with cynicism and doubt and those who tell us that we can’t, we will respond with that timeless creed that sums up the spirit of a people:


Yes, we can. Thank you, God bless you, and may God Bless the United States of America. ★


Above: “YES, WE CAN”: Barack Obama delivers his election night victory speech in Grant Park, Chicago, November 4, 2008.


Following pages: THE OBAMAS wave to the enormous crowd at the inaguration.
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FLAG-WAVING CROWDS watch Obama give his inaugural address, January 20, 2009.
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