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To my colleagues in the White House Correspondents Association, who excel in their dual responsibility of holding the president’s feet to the fire and telling the American people the truth



INTRODUCTION

I speak as a proud liberal.

I speak as a strong supporter of President Obama.

I also speak as a liberal Democrat disappointed in his presidency, because he let progressives down so badly.

Indeed, you could sum up this book in one sentence: On too many issues, once he got to the White House, President Obama abandoned his campaign promises and disappointed the people who worked so hard to elect him.

At this point in the twilight of the Obama administration, looking at the differences between what was promised and what was delivered, more and more progressives want to know:

We voted for hope and change, Mr. President, but what did we get?

Sure, we got a better economy than Bush left us with, but we also have stagnant wages, a struggling middle class, rising income inequality, and a diminished social safety net.

Sure, we got “health insurance reform,” but without single-payer and with a monopoly for private insurance companies.

Sure, the Iraq and Afghanistan wars were ended, but now we’re still in Afghanistan and back in Iraq and Syria, fighting ISIS.

Sure, we decimated al Qaeda’s leadership, but now we’ve got killer drones raining death from the sky without due process, and the NSA spying on all our phone calls and emails.

And that’s just the beginning.

Throughout this book, we’ll go over the countless ways Obama fell short of what he could have accomplished. Time and again, he abandoned the progressive beliefs he’d promised to uphold, on issues across the board, from the economy to the environment, from immigration reform to gun control—yes, even on health care.

Ironically, from a progressive point of view, Obama’s best years may be his last two years. It was almost as if the burden of elections had weighed him down. Once the midterm elections of 2014 were behind him and he was freed from the obligation to campaign for himself or anybody else ever again, Obama suddenly got tougher and began to flex his political muscles at last, using the power of the executive order to take bolder action on immigration reform and climate change.

But by then, it was too little, too late on most fronts. For the most part, Obama’s efforts were limited to actions he could take using executive powers alone. On Capitol Hill, Republicans, who now controlled both houses of Congress, were often able to block him and did.

That in itself was a painful reminder of all he might have accomplished, but did not, during his first two years in office, when Democrats were in charge of both House and Senate.

The Promise

What makes our disappointment in Obama so hard to take is: It wasn’t supposed to be this way. For passion and excitement, American politics had seldom seen a phenomenon like the Obama campaign of 2008.

For a dyed-in-the-wool liberal like me, that campaign was especially exciting. It was something I’d been waiting my whole political life for. I got my start in Democratic politics in San Francisco—by volunteering for Eugene McCarthy for president in 1968. I went on to run local and statewide campaigns. I worked for Governor Jerry Brown for four years. I led a statewide initiative campaign and ran for statewide office in California. I served three years as chair of the California Democratic Party.

And since 1980, I’ve been a liberal commentator and talk show host on radio and television. In Los Angeles, on KABC-TV and KCOP-TV, and KABC Radio and KFI Radio. For six years, I was the liberal cohost of CNN’s Crossfire. I also cohosted The Spin Room with Tucker Carlson on CNN, and Buchanan and Press with Pat Buchanan on MSNBC. Since 2005, I’ve been host of The Bill Press Show, broadcast on radio stations nationwide and simulcast, first on Current TV and now on Free Speech TV. And since 2009, I’ve been a member of the White House Correspondents’ Association and attend daily press briefings at the White House.

I’ll proudly match my progressive credentials against those of anybody in the media. I’ve been promoting and defending liberal ideals on radio and television for thirty years. And I’ve defended Obama, too. My last book, The Obama Hate Machine, outlined the relentless, racist, over-the-top (and often Koch-funded) personal attacks by the right against the president.

So, when it comes to fighting for liberals, I feel like I’m the real deal. And in 2008 I thought President Obama was the real deal: the truly progressive president we’ve been waiting and working for all our lives.

And I wasn’t the only one. Even celebrities—otherwise cool, rational people who live and breathe this kind of hype every day—suddenly caught a public case of “Obamamania.” Those gushing over Barack Obama included:

• Halle Berry: “I’ll do whatever he says to do. I’ll collect paper cups off the ground to make his pathway clear.”

• George Clooney: “He walks into a room and you want to follow him somewhere, anywhere.”

• Congressman Elijah Cummings: “This is not a campaign for president of the United States, this is a movement to change the world.”

• Caroline Kennedy: “I have never had a president who inspired me the way people tell me that my father inspired them.”

• Toni Morrison: “Of one thing I am certain: this opportunity for a national evolution (even revolution) will not come again soon, and I am convinced you are the person to capture it.”

• Oprah Winfrey: “For the first time I’m stepping out of my pew because I’ve been inspired. I’ve been inspired to believe that a new vision is possible for this country.”1

The 2008 campaign was one of the most brilliant and strategically executed political campaigns ever. It ran an aggressive, daily, and flawless message operation. It outfoxed and outmaneuvered the fabled Clinton political machine in an extended and hard-fought primary season. And its goal of electing a smart, young newcomer to Washington—and the promise of electing the nation’s first black president—inspired millions of Americans who’d never before taken any interest in politics to get involved: making phone calls, walking precincts, talking to their friends and family, and turning them out to vote.

Voter turnout, in fact, was the greatest demonstration of Obama’s unique appeal. Over 130 million Americans, or 64 percent of the electorate, cast their ballots on November 6, 2008. Those numbers were swelled by a surge in young and minority voters, the vast majority of whom came out to vote for Obama. He won 66 percent of voters ages eighteen to twenty-nine, 66 percent of Latinos, and 95 percent of African-Americans.2

The most important element in Obama’s success may have been first-time voters. He turned them on like no other presidential candidate has ever done. Out of 131,406,895 ballots counted, 15,112,000 belonged to Americans who were voting for the very first time—and 68.7 percent of them gave Obama their votes, adding up to a million votes more than his ultimate margin over John McCain. It’s no exaggeration to say that the Americans whom Barack Obama inspired to go out and vote for the first time in their lives elected him the forty-fourth president of the United States.3

Nobody felt that excitement more than liberals like me, who saw in Barack Obama the kindred progressive spirit we’d long been yearning for. In a sense, we agreed with John McCain when he acidly called Obama “The One.” There was something “messianic” about the candidate. In our eyes and dreams, Barack Obama—the “skinny kid with the big ears and funny name,” as he described himself—was, indeed, “The One,” the one who’d bury the failed policies of George Bush and Dick Cheney, fix the broken politics of Washington, and move the country in a dramatically new and different direction. He promised no less.4

Even the media got caught up in the giddiness of the moment. People made fun of MSNBC’s Chris Matthews when he told then–NBC Nightly News host Brian Williams he “felt this thrill going up my leg” whenever he heard Obama speak during the 2008 campaign. But what liberal didn’t experience that same feeling? It was thrilling to hear Obama vow, after winning the South Carolina primary, that he would carry across the country his message “that out of many we are one, that while we breathe we will hope, and where we are met with cynicism and doubt and fear and those who tell us that we can’t, we will respond with that timeless creed that sums up the spirit of the American people in three simple words: Yes, we can.”5

We were even more convinced we were part of something new and different when Obama clinched the Democratic nomination in June, after a long and intense primary battle against Hillary Clinton, who’d been the overwhelming favorite until just a few weeks before the Iowa caucuses. That night he told a crowd of supporters in St. Paul, Minnesota: “We will be able to look back and tell our children that this was the moment when we began to provide care for the sick and good jobs to the jobless; this was the moment when the rise of the oceans began to slow and our planet began to heal; this was the moment when we ended a war and secured our nation and restored our image as the last, best hope on earth.”6

Five months later, on election night, November 6, anchoring a nationwide broadcast in front of a live audience in San Francisco, I wept openly when Obama and his family walked out onstage at Chicago’s Grant Park to declare victory: “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.”7

The Disappointment

The promise was so great. The hope was so real. But it didn’t take long after Obama made it to the White House for that bubble to burst. And it happened so fast.

Of course, you expect the love affair with any president to cool down by the end of a presidency. He or she (someday!) is bound to let you down, sooner or later. What stunned Obama’s liberal supporters, however, was how soon and how often he disappointed them—and how quickly he chose to compromise with conservative forces, rather than stand up to them. Congressman John Conyers learned that early on.

Conyers did not intend to get in trouble when he agreed to appear as a guest on my radio show in early December 2009. Nor did I intend to get the senior Democrat from Michigan, one of the most liberal members of Congress, and a forty-nine-year veteran of the House, in trouble when I booked him. But that’s what happened.

Near the end of our interview, I asked Conyers whether, as a liberal, he was happy with President Barack Obama’s first year in office. After a long, pregnant pause, Conyers replied: “Now, why did you ask me that?” Another pause. Then: “Frankly, I’m getting tired of saving Obama’s can in the White House.” He went on to accuse Obama and then–chief of staff Rahm Emanuel of “bowing down to nutty right-wing” health-care proposals in a desperate attempt to win passage of the Affordable Care Act, and complained about liberals in the House being forced to hold their nose and vote for a health-care bill that no longer contained a “robust public option.”8

Conyers’s blast at Obama made the front page of The Hill newspaper the following morning. Two days later, he was back on the front page—as the recipient of an angry phone call from the president himself, who told Conyers he was not pleased that the senior African-American congressman was out on the radio “demeaning” him. It wasn’t personal, Conyers assured the president, just an “honest difference of opinion on the issues.”9

Like any good foot soldier, Conyers then walked back his criticism somewhat. But too late. He’d already spoken aloud what many liberals were already feeling even this early in the Obama presidency: disappointment with Obama’s caution in the top job, and frustration at his apparent reluctance to seize the reins of presidential power and run with them.

Even by December 2009, all too many progressives had come to the same grim conclusion as Conyers: Barack Obama the president wasn’t at all what we had come to expect, or been promised, by Barack Obama the candidate.

That doesn’t mean liberals were sorry they voted for Obama. They certainly didn’t regret not voting for John McCain or Mitt Romney. They just felt let down. On so many issues, progressives began wondering: What happened to “Change We Can Believe In”? What happened to “the Fierce Urgency of Now”? Or, as John McCain’s vice-presidential candidate, Sarah Palin, once teased Democrats: “How’s that hopey, changey stuff working out?”10

By that time, too, the media had begun to reflect the disillusionment among many Democrats. On February 24, 2009, only thirty-five days after Obama’s inauguration, Pulitzer Prize–winning political cartoonist Pat Oliphant depicted the new president as a cold, distant, aloof, and inscrutable Easter Island statue, who avoided any direct answers to pleas from supporters about what he was going to do about the nation’s many problems, now that he was in office. In a September 2014 interview for The Atlantic, political reporter Les Daly asked Oliphant if he felt “extraordinarily incisive and prescient” in being the first to note a character flaw in Obama that everybody was talking about six years later. “I’ll take that,” the Australian-born cartoonist responded. “I just had this feeling about him, that maybe he thought he shouldn’t be there. We were looking for and imbued him with qualities which he never had and still doesn’t have, inflated expectations.”11
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Eight months later, October 26, 2009, Oliphant depicted Obama back on Easter Island, refusing to say what he’d do about tax breaks for big insurance companies. Oliphant closed by having his signature character Punk plead: “Paging Teddy Roosevelt!”12

In his book Revival, which charts Obama’s rough-and-tumble efforts to build support for health-care legislation, author Richard Wolffe notes that by the time Obama signed the Affordable Care Act in March 2010, it looked like Washington had changed him more than he had changed Washington. “He campaigned as an outsider who could battle the nation’s vested interests and the tired old political class,” Wolffe writes. “Yet he seemed to govern as an insider who would cut deals with those same vested interests and who was beholden to the same political class. The sense of authenticity in his candidacy gave way to the conventional tokens of the presidency: a round seal stuck to a stocky podium, precooked remarks on a teleprompter, a motorcade led by two limos with darkened windows.”13

If there’s one word I hear from progressives about President Obama more than any other, it’s “disappointment.” That one word seems to sum up his presidency. And disappointment with Obama only grew with each succeeding year. “I don’t think that anyone at this point would characterize the president as the progressive warrior that the progressive movement is anxious to see,” Rep. Alan Grayson (D-Fla.) told Politico in September 2013.14

At the Toronto Film Festival in September 2014, liberal filmmaker Michael Moore told The Hollywood Reporter that Obama would be remembered for only one reason: “When the history is written of this era, this is how you’ll be remembered: He was the first black president.” Moore added: “Eight years of your life and that’s what people are going to remember. Boy, I got a feeling, knowing you, that—you’d probably wish you were remembered for a few other things, a few other things you could’ve done.”15

Grayson and Moore had company. Asked about his views on Obama five years into his presidency, left-leaning actor and advocate Matt Damon told BET in August 2013, “he broke up with me. There are a lot of things I really question, you know: The legality of the drone strikes, and these NSA revelations . . . you know, Jimmy Carter came out and said we don’t live in a democracy. That’s a little intense when an ex-president says that. So you know, he’s got some explaining to do, particularly for a constitutional law professor.”16

A year later, professor and prominent liberal intellectual Cornel West was even more dismissive. “The thing is, he posed as a progressive and turned out to be counterfeit,” West told Thomas Frank in August 2014. “We ended up with a Wall Street presidency, a drone presidency, a national security presidency. The torturers go free. The Wall Street executives go free . . . he acted as if he was both a progressive and as if he was concerned about the issues of serious injustice and inequality and it turned out that he’s just another neoliberal centrist with a smile and with a nice rhetorical flair.”17

One of the harshest criticisms of Obama from the left came from former Ohio congressman Dennis Kucinich, who ran against him in 2008 for the Democratic nomination. In a 2013 interview with Politico’s Edward-Isaac Dovere, Kucinich accused Obama of poisoning the liberal movement by seeming to support it, while actually betraying it. As long as Obama was widely and wrongly perceived as our most “liberal” president, Kucinich argues, he prevented any real liberal agenda from taking hold.18

In May 2015, Esquire magazine interviewed artist Shepard Fairey, who created the iconic “Hope” poster that became Obama’s political calling card in 2008. When asked if he thought Obama had lived up to his promise in that campaign, Fairey replied, “Not even close. Obama has had a really tough time, but there have been a lot of things that he’s compromised on that I never would have expected. I mean, drones and domestic spying are the last things I would have thought [he’d support.]”19

You could almost feel the air leaking out of a balloon. It reminded me of the euphoria I first experienced among young people in San Francisco in 1967, true believers in the revolutionary, transformative nature of the countercultural movement of the mid-sixties—and the huge letdown we experienced watching it all fall apart with the blowup of the Vietnam War, the violence in Chicago’s Grant Park, the election of Richard Nixon, and the triumph of the establishment.

At that time, nobody described the transition from hope to disappointment better than Hunter Thompson, in his classic book Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas. “There was a fantastic universal sense that whatever we were doing was right, that we were winning,” Thompson recalled. “And that, I think, was the handle—that sense of inevitable victory over the forces of old and evil. Not in any mean or military sense; we didn’t need that. Our energy would simply prevail. We had all the momentum; we were riding the crest of a high and beautiful wave. So now, less than five years later, you can go up on a steep hill in Las Vegas and look west, and with the right kind of eyes you can almost see the high-water mark—that place where the wave finally broke and rolled back.”20

Flash forward to the early days of the Obama presidency. As disappointment started to set in, and some progressives dared express it openly, Obama’s team openly ridiculed his critics. In the first year of the administration, former White House press secretary Robert Gibbs bristled at criticism from people he called the “professional left” over Obama’s compromises on health-care legislation: “I hear these people saying he’s like George Bush. Those people ought to be drug tested. . . . They will be satisfied when we have Canadian health care and we’ve eliminated the Pentagon. That’s not reality. They wouldn’t be satisfied if Dennis Kucinich was president.” For all his tantrum, however, Gibbs was kinder than former chief of staff Rahm Emanuel, who lashed out at Obama’s critics on the left as “fucking retarded.”21

Today, as the Obama presidency winds down, progressives find themselves especially disillusioned, frustrated that the change they worked so hard for, believed in, and were promised was never delivered. At least not on the scale they needed or expected. As the economist John Maynard Keynes once said of Woodrow Wilson, another progressive president who promised to change the world, after the Treaty at Versailles in 1919: “The disillusion was so complete that some of those who had trusted most hardly dare speak of it.”22

The Reality

So, what happened?

Part of the answer may lie in Gibbs’s rant, which, however mean-spirited, did contain a kernel of truth. Let’s be honest: Liberals, as a group, are never satisfied. And, again, I say this as a proud liberal myself. There’s a good reason why politicians often find liberals a thorn in their side: Because sometimes, it’s true, in our heart of hearts we let the great become the enemy of the good, and get too easily dismayed by half-measures. Even if politicians finally get something right, we’ll complain about why it took so long.

At the same time, however, most liberals are also pragmatic realists. We understand the political process. We know we’re never going to get 100 percent of what we want on any issue. And we accept that—but here’s the key—as long as you fight like hell for that 100 percent before you compromise for much, much less. Which is what, too often, on too many issues, President Obama has failed to do.

It’s also possible—in fact, it’s altogether likely—that we fundamentally misread Barack Obama. Maybe we made the same mistake with him we had once made with Bill Clinton. In a kind of national political Rorschach test, American progressives across the board projected onto Obama their own liberal beliefs and dreams. African-Americans were proud of one of their own. Latinos saw the promise of a minority brother on immigration reform. Women respected a man raised by a single mother and unusually sensitive to women’s issues. Young people gravitated to Obama’s laid-back cool, and his openness on issues like his early drug use. And limousine liberals welcomed the black man who was more comfortable on the Upper East Side than in the housing projects.

Obama appeared to be all things to all people. But, as Vermont’s congressman Peter Welch observed, perhaps no human being could meet those outlandish expectations: “The president was the embodiment of the dreams and aspirations of a better country and better future. To some extent the person that he’s not is a person that he ultimately could never be.”23

A closer look at Obama’s past voting record, however, might have warned us that he was really no liberal at all. As senator, for example, Obama enraged liberals by endorsing—right after winning the Democratic nomination—legislation granting immunity to telecommunications companies that cooperated with the Bush administration in wiretapping American citizens without prior approval of the FISA Court, legislation he had vowed to oppose as candidate. He also shocked progressives by applauding a Supreme Court decision that knocked down Washington, D.C.’s ban on handguns.24

Of course, Obama’s right-wing critics, whom I branded—correctly—in an earlier book as the “Obama Hate Machine,” have always painted his politics as on the extreme left. It’s politically convenient for them to do so. But they’re totally wrong, and they know it. The reason Obama is widely perceived to be so liberal is that the Republican Party has moved so far to the extreme right that Richard Nixon and Ronald Reagan look lefty by comparison. Obama’s no socialist or communist. Not even close. But he’s no liberal, either. At best, he’s a bona fide centrist, or centrist-left.

Still, the misperception of Obama as “Mr. Liberal” wasn’t entirely our fault, either. In many ways, we were deliberately misled by the candidate himself.

Candidate Obama certainly had a knack for making us believe he was on our side. After all, this was the man who, at an anti–Iraq War rally in Chicago in September 2002, had called George Bush’s war in Iraq “a dumb war” and “a rash war” at a time when Democrats in Washington were tripping over themselves to vote for it. That speech alone may have elected Obama, but it also blinded us to the fact that Obama was not as progressive as we might think on other issues. Even on Iraq, we never would have believed that he’d wind up sending American troops, even as only advisers, back into that snake pit before the end of his presidency.25

To take another example, consider candidate Obama’s much-heralded speech on civil liberties and the war on terror in August 2007: “I will provide our intelligence and law-enforcement agencies with the tools they need to track and take out the terrorists without undermining our Constitution and our freedom,” he said then. “We will again set an example for the world that the law is not subject to the whims of stubborn rulers, and that justice is not arbitrary. . . . This administration acts like violating civil liberties is the way to enhance our security. It is not. There are no short-cuts to protecting America.” Tell that to Edward Snowden, James Risen, Chelsea Manning, and the prisoners still locked up at Guantanamo seven years later, with no hope of trial.26

Yes, progressives are big dreamers, and perhaps we projected too much onto Barack Obama in 2007 and 2008. But in the end, progressives’ disappointment in President Obama stems from something a lot more substantive than that. It’s based on a grim, simple truth: On too many issues, he let us down. He simply failed to lead.

As will be seen in the chapters that follow, time and time again, when bold leadership was needed, he either refused to fight for what he wanted, gave up too early, compromised too soon, or too quickly settled for half a loaf. Too often, when action was needed, he hit the pause button. When decisions were due, he dithered.

To some extent, that is Obama’s personality. That’s why he’s called “No Drama Obama.” He’s a professor of constitutional law, and likes to deliberate. Granted, after eight years of George Bush’s “shoot first, ask questions later” style of governing, it was refreshing to have a president who didn’t rush into matters, especially foreign wars, without knowing the facts. Still, there’s a big difference between deliberate decision-making and no decision-making. Too often, Obama adopted a laissez-faire style of governing that made him look weak. New York Times columnist Maureen Dowd lamented that America had drifted from “mindless certainty” under George W. Bush to “mindful uncertainty” under Barack Obama.27

One big surprise was that Obama, who is so gifted at making speeches, and drew such huge, enthusiastic crowds during his campaign, put those talents to so little use once in the White House. Many times, when Obama was stonewalled by congressional Republicans on items high on his agenda—the public option, gun safety, an increase in the minimum wage, immigration reform—we in the White House press corps expected him to take off around the country and rally public support in order to put pressure on Congress. But it seldom happened. Instead, most of the time, he’d make one strong statement in the Rose Garden or Briefing Room, or give one rousing speech in front of a friendly audience, then move on to other matters and let others worry about the follow-through.

Vermont senator and 2016 presidential candidate Bernie Sanders, among many others, faults Obama for not using the unique opportunities of the presidency to stoke public outrage. For example, he told Meet the Press: “I think he should’ve gone to the people in a more aggressive way” and rallied supporters of an increase in the minimum wage to descend on Washington in protest.28

In her monumental work The Bully Pulpit, documenting the presidencies of Teddy Roosevelt and William Howard Taft, historian Doris Kearns Goodwin sums up the secret of TR’s success: “The essence of Roosevelt’s leadership . . . lay in his enterprising use of the ‘bully pulpit,’ a phrase he himself coined to describe the national platform the presidency provides to shape public sentiment and mobilize action.”29

The bully pulpit’s still there. Obama, however, seldom used it, and his success rate suffered because of that. Despite having such a great orator in the White House, psychology professor Drew Westen wrote in 2010: “I don’t honestly know what this president believes. But I believe if he doesn’t figure it out soon, start enunciating it, and start fighting for it, he’s not only going to give American families hungry for security a series of half-loaves where they could have had full ones, but he’s going to set back the Democratic Party and the progressive movement by decades.”30

There’s one other key factor: President Obama’s stubborn failure to build personal relationships with Democrats in Congress. For the most part, he simply ignored or snubbed them. He seldom reached out, except to ask for a key vote. And he simply refused to do the kind of schmoozing that, while somewhat phony, means so much to ego-driven politicians. Cocktail parties, exclusive dinners in the private quarters, or movie nights with members of Congress, the calling cards of the Clinton presidency, practically disappeared in the Obama White House. It became hard for members of Congress not to conclude that Obama didn’t like them and didn’t enjoy hanging out with them.

“For him, eating his spinach is schmoozing with elected officials,” Senator Claire McCaskill told the New York Times. “This is not something that he loves. He wasn’t that kind of senator.” West Virginia’s Joe Manchin, a key bridge-builder between Senate Democrats and Republicans, described his relationship with the president as “fairly nonexistent.” And Connecticut senator Richard Blumenthal says he can count “on both hands” the number of times he’s been invited to the White House for any event, large or small, since he took office in 2011.31

If Obama doesn’t like hanging out with Congress, he sure doesn’t want to play golf with them, either. A round of golf is President Obama’s favorite form of relaxation, which he engages in as often as possible. But he clearly doesn’t want to waste any time on the course doing what most businessmen or politicians do: chatting up friends and building relationships. He’d rather play golf with White House aides or old friends than members of Congress. As of November 3, 2015, Obama had played 260 rounds of golf as president, according to Mark Knoller, the White House correspondent for CBS Radio. Only on five of them did he invite any member of Congress. Only once did he invite Speaker John Boehner.32

That fifth round was on July 19, 2015, just days after announcement of a successful Iran nuclear deal, when Obama invited three Democratic members of Congress—John Yarmuth of Kentucky, Joe Courtney of Connecticut, and Ed Perlmutter of Colorado—to join him for a round of golf at Andrews Air Force Base, the first time Obama had played with a full congressional foursome. At our White House briefing the next day, Press Secretary Josh Earnest insisted this was just fulfillment of a promise made long ago to play golf with the four, and had nothing to do with the president’s “full-court press” on the Iran agreement.33

Two days later, Yarmuth told me on my radio/TV show that the president never discussed Iran during the four hours on the golf course. But, as he was climbing into his SUV for the return to the White House, Obama told them: “Don’t be surprised if I call on you soon to talk about the Iran nuclear deal.” All three Democrats ended up supporting it.

That still remains the one and only time Obama arranged an outing with congressional members only. Having a drink, watching a movie, playing a round of golf together may be the old kind of politics, but it was politics that Democrats like Lyndon Johnson and Bill Clinton excelled at. And as both would tell you, staying aloof from Congress is not a recipe for legislative victory.

Ironically, while avoiding contact with Democrats, Obama spent an inordinate amount of time meeting with House Republicans, especially in his first term—and none of those meetings produced any positive results. After several one-on-one private meetings with John Boehner, for example, the president and the Speaker announced they’d agreed on a “grand bargain”—a balanced mix of spending cuts and new outlays for the next year’s budget. But no sooner had Boehner returned to the Hill than Majority Leader Eric Cantor and Tea Party Republicans pulled the rug out from under him, rejecting the grand bargain outright.34

Still, Obama continued meeting with Boehner and others, determined to achieve his goal of becoming the “postpartisan” president he’d rhapsodized about during his campaign. He didn’t seem to realize that, with this gang of Republicans, that dream was impossible. They rejected the very notion of compromise. Their goal was to prevent Obama from succeeding at anything. Whatever he was for, no matter how reasonable, they were against—even if they’d supported it before, under George W. Bush. Everybody in America seemed to understand that except Obama himself.

The Republicans’ anti-Obama agenda was made most pointedly by Senate Republican Leader Mitch McConnell in an interview with the National Journal’s Major Garrett in October 2010. It was all very straightforward, he admitted. The number-one legislative goal of Republicans was “for President Obama to be a one-term president.” Knowing that, many Democrats openly questioned why Obama was wasting so much time meeting with Republican leaders. “He just can’t sit in a room and negotiate with people who refuse to negotiate,” fumed Senator Bernie Sanders.35

Sanders spoke for many progressives. I got nervous, sitting in the White House briefing room, every time I heard Obama brag about how far he was willing to go in compromising with Republicans. He told reporters from AP in August 2012 that if Republicans were willing, “I’m prepared to make a whole range of compromises” that would irritate his party. That same month the New York Times reported: “He particularly believes that Democrats do not receive enough credit for their willingness to accept cuts in Medicare and Social Security.” The essence of the president’s so-called grand bargain, in fact, was that Republicans would agree to tax increases on the very wealthy if Democrats would agree to cuts in benefits for the elderly, including cuts to Social Security brought about by “chained CPI”—a different way of calculating cost-of-living adjustments that would result in lower monthly benefits.36

“Stop this train,” I was tempted to shout out loud, “I want to get off.” We didn’t elect Obama to be the “compromiser-in-chief,” cutting programs like Medicare and Social Security that Democrats had fought so hard for and that millions of Americans depended on.

And yet, as Washington Post columnist E. J. Dionne put it in 2010, Obama seemed addicted to making “preemptive concessions . . . [he] seems to have decided that showing how conciliatory he can be is more important than making clear where he stands . . . he will soon have to decide whether he wants to be a negotiator or a leader.” As it was, Obama’s conciliatory strategy—which Drew Westen called “the politics of the lowest common denominator”—was a failure. It “is always a losing politics,” Westen points out. “It sends a meta-message that you’re weak—nothing more, nothing less. . . . And in fact it is weak.”37

Obama’s indifference toward Congress and the gritty business of politics manifested itself in other ways as well. The last thing he wanted to do was get down and dirty in congressional battles, not even for his own legislation or nominees. Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid told the New York Times of an Oval Office meeting on Iraq in late June 2014 with the four congressional leaders: Reid, Senate Republican Leader Mitch McConnell, Speaker John Boehner, and House Democratic Leader Nancy Pelosi. After Obama had briefed them on Iraq, Reid told the president he had one other important matter to discuss: the fact that Senate Republicans continued to block confirmation of dozens of Obama’s qualified nominees for ambassador.

Reid fully expected the president to join in and put some Oval Office pressure on McConnell. After all, the president had given several speeches urging Republicans to confirm his ambassadorial appointments. Instead, Obama coolly dismissed the whole idea and cut off any further discussion with a curt: “Harry, you and Mitch work it out.”38

It was hardly the first time Democrats in Congress had looked for leadership from the White House and didn’t get it.

The Counterargument

The most important lesson I learned on the debate team at Salesianum High School in Wilmington, Delaware—one that served me well for years on Crossfire, Buchanan and Press, The Spin Room, and The Bill Press Show—was how to anticipate and respond to arguments from the other side. Whatever the topic—the death penalty, nuclear disarmament, or homelessness—we spent as much time anticipating opposition arguments as we did preparing our own case.

That means I’m ready for all the howls of protest I know I’ll hear from many of my liberal, Democratic friends once they discover that I’ve dared write a book critical of Barack Obama. Just watch. Their complaints will be some combination of these five:

• At least Obama was better than Mitt Romney or George W. Bush.

• How dare you criticize a fellow Democrat?

• How can you ignore all the good things President Obama has accomplished?

• You’re overlooking racism. Obama has faced unprecedented obstructions only because he’s black.

• Don’t blame him, blame Republicans in Congress for refusing to cooperate with him.

Okay, let’s deal with those criticisms one at a time, starting with the silliest of all.

Better Than Bush or Romney

Yes, of course, Barack Obama’s a far better president than George W. Bush was or Mitt Romney would have been. But—do we really want to set the bar that low? Any number of Democrats—Hillary Clinton, Bernie Sanders, Nancy Pelosi, Joe Biden, John Kerry, Jerry Brown, Chris Dodd, or Dennis Kucinich—would have been better than Bush or Romney.

But we elected Barack Obama, instead. Why? Not just because he’d be better than Bush. But because we believed we could count on him—certainly over Mitt Romney, and even over Hillary Clinton—to fight for and deliver the progressive agenda.

Maybe our expectations were too high, but we voted for Barack Obama because we expected him to be the progressive champion we’d been yearning for, for years. To the extent he fell short, there’s nothing disloyal or disrespectful about expressing our disappointment.

Criticizing a Fellow Democrat

There are some Democrats who believe you should never publicly criticize another Democrat. No personal attacks, but no public disagreements on policy, either. Politics is a blood sport, so party loyalty above all.

Yes, I know that school of Democrats exists. I just don’t belong to it, and wouldn’t want to join. I’ve been a Democrat all my life. But I’ve never been a blind party loyalist. Yes, I usually vote the party label, but I’ve also voted for a few Republicans in my life. And when evaluating presidents and political leaders, I look at the public policies they put forward, not just the D or the R behind their names.

Early in my television career, I blasted President Reagan on everything from Star Wars, to Iran-Contra, to the War on Drugs. But I also supported his actions on immigration and nuclear disarmament.

Later, at CNN, I roasted George W. Bush on countless issues: tax cuts for the rich, stem cells, the unmasking of Valerie Plame, the Iraq War. But I also supported him on immigration reform and his initial invasion of Afghanistan to overturn the Taliban.

It should go without saying that I would apply that same “play it as it lays” philosophy to Democratic presidents. I was one of the first TV commentators to criticize Clinton for his new Pentagon policy of “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell.” I also didn’t hesitate to condemn Clinton for signing the Defense of Marriage Act. But when the Monica Lewinsky scandal broke, as cohost of CNN’s Crossfire, I defended Bill Clinton from day one. Not because his personal behavior was acceptable, but because whatever happened between him and Lewinsky, two consenting adults, was not an impeachable offense.

On television, on radio, in print, and in this book, I have applied that same “speak truth to power” approach to President Obama. Most of the time, over the last seven years, I’ve been in his corner. But when he’s fallen short and failed to deliver—or, worse yet, when I believe he’s gone in the wrong direction—I won’t hesitate to say so.

In my view, the willingness to criticize our own is one thing that distinguishes conservatives from liberals. Generally speaking, conservatives, usually hierarchical and authoritarian in temperament, will always coddle their own. That’s where what’s often known as Reagan’s “eleventh commandment” comes from—“Thou shalt not speak ill of other Republicans.” But liberals should either support or criticize their own, depending on where they stand on any given issue. That’s the liberal tradition I proudly embrace: to seek and speak the truth, even if it’s rough on a fellow Democrat.

Obama’s Good Record

I’m the first to admit there’s a lot in Barack Obama’s record that progressives can rejoice about. And I’d be wrong, and this book would be incomplete, if I did not recognize those achievements.

I certainly believe in giving credit where credit is due. So let’s acknowledge the progressive honor roll Obama has racked up. On that list, I would include, in no particular order:

The Supreme Court: Given the openings provided by the resignations of Justices David Souter and John Paul Stevens, President Obama made two outstanding appointments to the Supreme Court: Sonia Sotomayor in 2009 and Elena Kagan in 2010. Together with Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg, they make a powerful and long-overdue female bloc of votes, easily intellectually outpacing conservative justices Antonin Scalia, Clarence Thomas, and Samuel Alito.

Gay rights: While it may have taken far longer than it should for him to come around, Barack Obama’s still the most gay-friendly president America has ever seen. Flat out. Nobody else comes close. That’s partly a reflection of his times. But it’s also a tribute to his growth. In the area of gay rights, Obama will be celebrated for four major accomplishments: ending “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell”; overturning the Defense of Marriage Act; naming hundreds of LGBT Americans to key positions in his administration; and helping make same-sex marriage the law of the land.

Criminal justice reform: Legislation to reform federal sentencing guidelines—which are racially biased and result in a disproportionate number of young African-American males in prison for nonviolent crimes—had bounced around Congress since the mid-1990s with no results. That finally began to change under President Obama. He signed the Fair Sentencing Act, which reduced the disparity between the penalties for crack and powder cocaine and eliminated the five-year mandatory minimum sentence for crack possession. He supported legislation in Congress to reduce sentences for those already serving time for nonviolent drug offenses and allow well-behaved prisoners to earn shorter sentences. And, as of October 2015, without waiting for Congress to act, he had commuted sentences of eighty-nine inmates in federal prison for nonviolent crime—a drop in the bucket, but still more commutations than granted by Presidents Ronald Reagan, George H. W. Bush, Bill Clinton, and George W. Bush combined.39

The economy: There are still fundamental weaknesses in the economy, as President Obama is the first to admit and as we lay out in Chapter One. But Obama can still point to success on several fronts. He brought the economy back from the brink of disaster. As of November 2015, the Obama administration could boast of sixty-eight straight months of private sector job growth and more than 13.5 million new jobs created. He rescued the auto industry. Corporate profits are at a record high, and, despite some shakiness in the summer of 2015, the stock market has more than doubled since January 2009. Unfortunately, that rising tide did not lift all boats. While the wealthiest Americans fared very well, the poor got poorer, and middle-class Americans were stuck in neutral: Employee compensation sank to the lowest level in sixty-five years, and wages grew at the slowest rate since the 1960s.40

Health care: We will discuss the disappointing aspects of Obamacare in Chapter Two: the lack of a public option; the fact that it still leaves 30 million Americans without health insurance and requires every American who doesn’t receive health insurance with their job to buy a policy from a private insurance company. But, on the plus side, it must be said that President Obama brought the nation closer to the goal of universal health care than any president before him. As of September 2015, 9.9 million Americans had purchased health insurance under Obamacare and a total of 17.6 million were covered, including those on Medicaid, young people on their parents’ plan, and those who had signed up for their own plan.41

Foreign policy: On the world stage, like every president before him, Barack Obama has been a prisoner of events outside his control. Still, despite the problems we’ll talk about in Chapter Four, he can chalk up some significant foreign policy successes. As promised, he ended the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan—only, of course, to engage in another undeclared war in Iraq and Syria. He reversed fifty-five years of failed policy and restored relations with Cuba. And he led world powers in negotiating a historic deal preventing Iran from developing a nuclear weapon.

Because He’s Black

The excuse for Obama’s shortcomings I hear most often is: Of course, Republicans won’t cooperate with him. It’s racist. It’s all because he’s black. Now, that’s a very convenient excuse. But I don’t buy it. Are there some people who hate Obama only because of the color of his skin? Absolutely. Nobody can deny racism still exists in this country. Yet in 2008, despite the lingering stench of racism, we Americans elected our first African-American president, and we re-elected him in 2012. And Barack Obama stepped in as leader of the free world with all the power, and all the opportunities, every president enjoys, regardless of the color of his skin. Where he failed to exercise that power in support of strong progressive policies, the fault lies with him, not his racist critics.

It’s too simplistic to blame all of Barack Obama’s shortcomings or failures as president on the fact that he’s faced significant opposition because of his race. Republicans in the House did not refuse to pass an immigration reform bill because President Obama’s an African-American. They refused because they believe too many Latinos will become citizens and vote for Democrats. And it’s not because he’s an African-American that President Obama was not tougher on Wall Street, abandoned the public plan option, or expanded the use of killer drones. Those were decisions he made as president. He could just as easily have decided the opposite.

Blame Those Damned Republicans

If only those pesky Republicans didn’t control the House of Representatives for the middle four years of his presidency, and both the House and Senate for the final two. That’s the “fantasyland” excuse for Barack Obama. So neat—and so wrong. Of course, Obama faced stubborn opposition from Mitch McConnell and John Boehner from day one. But other Democratic presidents had been forced to deal with a Republican-led Congress. Bill Clinton actually accomplished more under a Republican House than he had in his first two years when Democrats were in charge.

Obama’s problem is that, too often, in dealing with his Republican opposition, he was either too quick to compromise or unwilling to twist arms and knock heads together. At other times, he just didn’t seem willing to fight for what he believed in. He’d watch from the sidelines, refusing to get down and dirty. Or he’d throw in the towel before stepping into the ring. Combine that reluctance with the fact that he also didn’t cultivate many close allies among his fellow Democrats, and you have the perfect formula for a flawed record.

End of the Road

So here we stand now, reaching the end of the Obama administration with a great deal of disappointment. As excited as we progressives were at the beginning of his presidency, we can’t hide our frustration that, on so many issues, Barack Obama refused to exercise the full powers of his office on behalf of the causes we believed in.

So much of the idealism and energy we felt in the beginning has disappeared. Washington is still broken, and people are more disaffected than ever. The income gap between rich and poor is wider. Forty-five million Americans still live in poverty. America’s public infrastructure is crumbling. Despite increasing and incontrovertible evidence of climate change, little action’s been taken. The surveillance state is even bigger, more powerful, and more intrusive. Guantanamo Bay is still open for business. We ended one war in Iraq—only to enter another war in Iraq, three years later, against ISIS.42

And, most disappointing of all, Obama turned out to be a cautious, hesitant, almost timid chief executive, not the dynamic, bold, fearless leader we were all counting on.

As progressive blogger David Dayen wrote in 2010, “Nobody had a bigger challenge coming into office than Barack Obama but nobody had a bigger opportunity. And liberals like myself are generally peeved that the opportunity has been squandered. Yes, squandered: I know I’m supposed to talk about all the accomplishments and victories and how things would have been much worse if, say, McCain-Palin won. That’s a given and it’s not good enough.”43

Again, Obama’s failure to deliver can’t be blamed entirely on Republicans in Congress—nor on George W. Bush, economic hard times, or public malaise. The burden rests squarely on his shoulders. We gave him the job he wanted. We trusted him to take full advantage of the powers of the presidency to move this country in the bold, new direction he promised. The sad fact is, he didn’t.

And I say this regretfully. Not as an Obama critic, but as an Obama fan and supporter. Unfortunately, like so many others, a disappointed Obama fan and supporter.

Today, when many Democrats think of Obama, they feel a bad case of buyer’s remorse. Not buyer’s remorse as in “I’m sorry I ever bought this car.” But buyer’s remorse as in “Man, I sank a lot of money in this car, and it sure hasn’t run as well as I expected.”

In short, Obama squandered the once-in-a-generation groundswell of support he enjoyed and the clear mandate for change he brought with him to the White House. So many of the new people he brought into the system in 2008 have given up on politics, disappointed once more. The transformative new era of leadership Obama promised never happened. His presidency looms as a huge opportunity wasted.

Eight years ago, we chanted: “Yes, we can.” Today, on too many issues, we lament: “Yes, we could have—but we didn’t.”

As the poet John Greenleaf Whittier put it in 1856, “Of all sad words of tongue or pen, the saddest are these: It might have been!”44
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Budget Battles and the Obama Economy

We start here because that’s where President Obama starts.

In any speech about his record as president, or in response to any question about his economic policies, Obama invariably starts off with some version of: “First, we saved the country from a Second Great Depression.”1

And, in a sense, that’s true. No president since Franklin Roosevelt had entered the Oval Office facing such economic disaster. Thanks to endemic foul play and often outright criminal behavior by leaders of financial institutions, brought on by a relaxing of controls on Wall Street that started under Bill Clinton and continued under George W. Bush, Obama inherited an economy in free fall.

In January 2009, he discovered things were far, far worse than most economists or the Bush administration were willing to admit when the bottom fell out in September 2008. Almost overnight, the GDP contracted by 5.1 percent, making the Great Recession the worst financial crisis since the Great Depression. According to the Department of Labor, 8.7 million jobs were lost from February 2008 through February 2010, and unemployment rose from 4.7 percent in November 2007 to a peak of 10 percent in October 2009.2

Acting quickly, Obama did manage to stanch the bleeding, avoid the “double-dip” recession many feared, and slowly put the economy back on the path to recovery. (European countries were less lucky. Addicted to austerity measures that further contracted the economy, England and the Eurozone experienced a double recession, and only narrowly avoided a “triple-dip.”)3 But, as would prove true of his handling of other challenges during his presidency, Obama’s response to the fiscal crisis was too tentative and too timid. In the end, his actions fell far short of what was needed and not only stunted and delayed the recovery but, in some areas, made matters worse.

As a result, today, seven years later, we are still not completely out of the hole. While financial markets have soared, the overall economy remains sluggish. Progress, while steady, has been slow. The income gap is wider than ever before. Wages are stagnant, and have been for over a decade. Forty-five million Americans are still stuck below the poverty line. As of this writing, job growth still hasn’t recovered to pre-recession levels: We are still 3 million jobs short of where we need to be. Some 8.5 million Americans are out of work. And consumer confidence remains low. Obama will leave office without bringing the country back to full economic recovery. In fact, under his watch, inequality grew even worse.4

Cast of Characters

On these economic matters, there’s little doubt where Obama first went wrong. It all began with the people he appointed to his team of economic advisers.

Trying to pull the country back from the economic brink, of course, was not how Barack Obama wanted to begin his presidency. He had other priorities in mind: health care; climate change; ending the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan; changing the poisonous atmosphere in Washington; and introducing a new era of postpartisan governance. But events forced his hand. With the entire economy about to go belly-up, Obama had no choice but to make that his first priority.

To do so, he needed a lot of help. After all, he wasn’t a businessman, manager, or economist. He had no experience in finance or Wall Street. He needed to recruit his own band of experts. That was not surprising. What was surprising was that, instead of reaching out to new people—fresh faces like him, who represented a clean break from the failed economic policies of the recent past—Obama surrounded himself with a couple of big Wall Street insiders and a gaggle of leftover Clinton and Bush administration officials. In other words, many of the very people whose reckless policies had caused this gigantic mess in the first place. And who now spent more time arguing among themselves than devising a solid recovery plan for the Obama administration.

Leading the team was former Clinton Treasury secretary Larry Summers, whose specialty seems to be pissing people off. Everything about Summers should mark him as the last person on earth Barack Obama would agree to be in the same room with, let alone make his chief financial adviser. At Treasury during the Clinton years, he helped trigger the 2008 recession by advocating repeal of the Glass-Steagall Act, the New Deal–era legislation that had put up a wall between commercial and investment banks to prevent reckless speculation. He also blocked efforts by the much-more-prescient Brooksley Born, head of the Commodity Futures Trading Commission, to regulate derivatives, the financial instruments that did so much damage in 2008.5

He spent his next five years as president of Harvard, before being forced to resign after making disparaging remarks about women and African-Americans, while losing Harvard about $1.8 billion through risky investments. Summers then moved to Wall Street, where he made millions as partner in a hedge fund, advising major financial institutions including Goldman Sachs, JPMorgan Chase, Citigroup, Merrill Lynch, and Lehman Brothers—the very firms he was expected to crack down on later. But didn’t.6

Given that checkered past, you’d think Larry Summers would be persona non grata around the Obama White House. Instead, he emerged as Obama’s first choice for Treasury secretary, and probably would have landed the job were it not for Hillary Clinton. Once she emerged as the leading candidate for secretary of state, Obama’s advisers decided it wouldn’t look good to have two top Clintonites in the cabinet. So Summers was named chairman of the president’s internal, powerful National Economic Council, instead.7

Note: Whatever magic Summers worked on Obama did not dissipate even after two contentious years as chair of the NEC. In mid-2013, Obama stunned the financial world by openly floating the name of Summers as a leading candidate to replace Ben Bernanke as chairman of the Federal Reserve. A vocal outcry from progressives, the media, and veteran Fed-watchers finally forced him to throw Summers overboard and nominate Janet Yellen.8

Obama’s number-two choice as Treasury secretary was Tim Geithner, another Clinton alumnus and Wall Street insider—and another big mistake. During the Clinton administration, Geithner had worked briefly at Treasury under Summers and Secretary Robert Rubin (the two guys we have to thank for financial deregulation) before becoming head of the New York Federal Reserve. In his book Revival, Richard Wolffe reports that another reason Geithner became Treasury secretary was that he told Obama that was the only job he’d leave the New York Reserve for—whereas Summers, desperate to redeem himself after his humiliating departure from Harvard, was willing to take anything.9

Still, Geithner was a strange choice. At the New York Fed, he had worked closely with Treasury Secretary Hank Paulson on two major decisions in the early crisis period: letting Lehman Brothers collapse, yet bailing out the giant insurance company AIG. Major AIG shareholder Hank Greenberg alleges that Geithner, Hank Paulson, and Fed chair Ben Bernanke actually acted illegally by deciding to “rescue” AIG, while in effect funneling whatever financial resources the company still held to big banks. In June 2015, federal judge Thomas Wheeler agreed with Greenberg that the Fed had exceeded its legal authority, arguing that “there is nothing in the Federal Reserve Act or in any federal statute that would permit a Federal Reserve Bank to take over a private corporation and run its business as if the Government were the owner.” In addition, Judge Wheeler concluded that “the Government treated AIG much more harshly than other institutions in need of financial assistance” and that this treatment “was misguided and had no legitimate purpose.” As of this writing, the case is under appeal.10

In any event, at Treasury, Geithner was expected to coddle his former Wall Street drinking buddies. Which he did, and then some.

And Geithner wasn’t a one-off. Late in his term, Obama tried to smuggle Antonio Weiss, another Wall Street insider, into his administration. A senior investment banker at Lazard, Weiss was nominated as undersecretary of Treasury for domestic finance, but he was shot down by Senators Elizabeth Warren and Bernie Sanders, who claimed he didn’t have enough regulatory experience and was too close to the financial industry. In January 2015, realizing he could never win Senate confirmation, Weiss withdrew his name from consideration and accepted a position as counselor to Geithner’s successor, Treasury Secretary Jack Lew.11

Back to 2009. Three more Clinton White House survivors also made the president’s economic team: Gene Sperling, Bruce Reed, and the aforementioned Jack Lew. Having once helped Bill Clinton reach a historic budget compromise in 1997 with Newt Gingrich, this trio of Clintonites believed they could pull the same rabbit out of the hat with John Boehner, and convinced Barack Obama to try, time and again. As we will soon see, that was a nonstarter. Republicans in Congress were now much more extreme than before. So extreme, in fact, that Speaker Boehner was unable to deliver his own caucus for any deal he might want to make with the president. But that didn’t stop the White House from trying. And trying. And trying.12

One addition to the gaggle of leftover hard-liners was Peter Orszag, who left his job as head of the Congressional Budget Office to become Obama’s first director of the Office of Management and Budget. He quickly gained a reputation as the administration’s chief deficit hawk. He even looked the part. And he gets credit or blame for convincing Obama to accept cuts in Social Security benefits and extension of the Bush tax cuts as part of a compromise with congressional Republicans.13

Rounding out the team were two new faces who brought a more practical and progressive approach to economic policy, and who often disagreed with Summers and Geithner. Austan Goolsbee, chief economic adviser of the Obama presidential campaign, moved into the White House as one of three members of the Council of Economic Advisers. And Christina Romer, economist from UC Berkeley and expert on the Great Depression, was appointed chair of the Council of Economic Advisers. She, especially, clashed with Summers, as we will see in a moment.14

What was Obama thinking? Take the most serious crisis facing a new administration and put a motley collection of economists who don’t like or trust each other in charge—and what can you expect? The result was what Wolffe calls “the most dysfunctional group of the president’s advisers.” Senator Elizabeth Warren summed it up best, when she told Salon magazine: “He picked his economic team and when the going got tough, his economic team picked Wall Street. That’s right. They protected Wall Street. Not families who were losing their homes. Not people who lost their jobs. Not young people who were struggling to get an education. And it happened over and over and over.”15

First Round: The Stimulus

Obama not only inherited a state of economic disaster from George W. Bush. He was also saddled with a major element of Bush’s unfinished economic agenda: the $700 billion Troubled Asset Relief Program, passed by Congress and signed into law by Bush in October 2008. As sold to Congress, the purpose of TARP was to protect the economy from total collapse by bailing out Wall Street firms and buying substantial shares of their equity and troubled assets.

Bush Treasury secretary Hank Paulson (and later Larry Summers) touted TARP as a clever, but expensive, way to save the financial industry and make a handsome profit for taxpayers at the same time. By January 2009, 61 percent of Americans opposed TARP, viewing it as nothing more than a plan to reward Wall Street firms with bailouts and bonuses in return for criminal behavior. Despite serious questions about how the money was distributed, who benefited from it, what lies were told to secure its passage, and the fact that its end result could only mean that banks would be bigger than ever, Obama, who had voted for TARP as a senator, decided not to interfere with the program—either because he felt the horse was already out of the barn, or because he didn’t dare take on the big dogs of Wall Street so early in his presidency.16

Instead, he decided to focus on the rest of the economy. His answer: the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009, or “Stimulus,” which he signed into law on February 17, 2009—a $787 billion program to create jobs and spur new investment, which passed the Senate with only three Republican votes.

Pumping $787 billion into the economy? Sounds like a lot of money, and it is. But that stimulus was actually much smaller than many leading economists—including Martin Feldstein (previously the chair of Ronald Reagan’s Council of Economic Advisers), the White House’s own Christina Romer, and the Nobel Prize–winning Paul Krugman—recommended at the time. In fact, debate over the size of the stimulus represented the first real test of Obama’s economic team—and in many ways revealed a weakness in governance that would mar his entire presidency.17

At his first meeting with his entire team of economic advisers in Chicago on December 16, 2008, President-elect Obama was handed a fifty-seven-page memo that described the serious fiscal crisis the nation faced and laid out two proposals for dealing with it: a $600 billion stimulus, or a $850 billion stimulus. However, as reported by both Ryan Lizza for the New Yorker and Noam Scheiber for the New Republic, by that time Obama was already shooting too low. He was working from options representing less than half of what Christina Romer had originally recommended as necessary.18

In the first draft of her memo to Obama, Romer proposed setting their sights high: “An ambitious goal,” she wrote, “would be to eliminate the output gap by 2011-Q1 [the first quarter of 2011], returning the economy to full employment by that date.” Getting there, she noted, would take a bold plan of action: “To achieve that magnitude of effective stimulus using a feasible combination of spending, taxes, and transfers to states and localities would require a package costing about $1.8 trillion over two years.”19

But Obama never saw those words. Putting political considerations above economic necessity, on the unproven theory that not even Democrats in Congress would vote for a stimulus so big, Summers rejected Romer’s $1.8 trillion target as impractical and bound to face certain defeat in Congress. In a second draft Romer pared the proposed stimulus down to $1.2 trillion, which Summers also dismissed as “non-planetary.” In the end, Romer reluctantly offered Obama only the two options noted above: $600 billion or $850 billion. Obama settled for $787 billion.

This was still $1 trillion short of what was needed, according to her estimate and those of many others, to jumpstart the American economy in this time of crisis, and it represented both an economic and political failure of leadership. Economically speaking, stimulus spending is based on the well-proven idea that the government must be the spender of last resort when the rest of the economy is in dire straits—the deeper the crisis, the greater the need for “countercyclical spending.” Besides, as any progressive or businesswoman worth his or her salt can tell you, money invested now in priorities like infrastructure, education, and energy efficiency will pay back massive dividends down the road.
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