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In memory of my father, 
Allan D’Souza, 
who taught me to dream my own dreams






That fellow seems to me to possess but one idea, and that is a wrong one.


 


—Samuel Johnson, Boswell’s Life of Johnson






 CHAPTER ONE

INNER COMPASS


Starting today, we must . . . begin again the work of remaking America.1


—Barack Obama, inaugural speech, January 20, 2009

 



 



 



 




The American Era, 1945–2016. This could well be the title of a chapter in a history book a generation or two from now. A future historian, contemplating the American era, might express surprise that a nation so young and robust, a nation whose power and prosperity was without rival in the history of the world, lost its preeminence so quickly. Previous great powers did much better. The Roman era, for instance, lasted nearly a thousand years; the Ottoman era, several centuries; the British era, nearly two centuries. Who would have guessed that America, the last best hope of Western civilization, would succumb this easily, pathetically, ignominiously. For future historians, the most incredible fact might not be America’s decline and fall but the manner of it. Ultimately, history may show, this fall was achieved purposefully, single-handedly.  It was all the work of one man, a man who in two presidential terms undid a dream that took more than two centuries to realize.

I believe in the American dream. Born in India in 1961, I remember sitting on the floor of our verandah as a boy, thumbing through the Encyclopedia Britannica, reading about the great empires from the dawn of history. In every case there was a rise and a fall, as the Romans, then the Ottomans, then the British, and finally and ironically the Soviets all ended up on the ash heap of history. “Lo, all our pomp of yesterday,” wrote Rudyard Kipling in his 1897 poem Recessional , “is one with Nineveh and Tyre.” But there was one exception to the rule, or so I thought, and that was America. America wasn’t so much an empire as it was an ideal, an ideal of freedom and prosperity and social decency, a dream that “all men are created equal” and entitled to a “pursuit of happiness,” a universal dream, one that even a boy in Mumbai, on the outskirts of world power, could aspire to. And thus I conceived my own dream, the dream of coming to America. I wanted to move from the margin to the center, to be close to, if not involved in, the great ideas and decisions, the decisive movements of history. When I served as a policy analyst in the White House, it was the fulfillment of a lifelong aspiration. Finally, I thought, the dream is becoming real in my life. And it has been.

The dream started, of course, with the founders. Two and a quarter centuries ago, the American founders gathered in Philadelphia to come up with a formula for a new kind of country. They called it the Novus Ordo Seclorum—a new order for the ages. The founders were convinced that if this formula were adopted, the new country would over time become the strongest, the most prosperous, the most successful nation on the planet. They were right. America today is the richest, the most powerful, and the most culturally dominant country in the world. Not only is America a superpower;  it is the world’s sole superpower. Americans live better, and have more opportunity, than their counterparts in other countries because they have the good fortune to be born and living in the United States. Historically this was also true of the citizens of other great powers: the Romans, the Ottomans, and the British all lived better, at the height of their empires, than did people in other countries.

But those empires ultimately declined, lost their dominance, and became irrelevant in the global arena. If Americans today are aware of anything, they are aware of the precariousness of their position as an economic powerhouse and world leader. Let’s remember that America has only been a superpower for a couple of generations, since World War II, and America has only been the sole superpower for two decades, since the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1992. So far, America has been the shortest-lived superpower in world history. And history shows that once countries lose their top position, they never get it back.

So are we approaching the end of the American era? The International Monetary Fund thinks so; the IMF released a report saying that the Chinese economy will be larger than the American economy by 2016. Some have disputed the IMF’s date, as well as its methodology, which uses purchasing power estimates rather than straight income data to reach its conclusion. But no one can deny that China, a country with three times the population of the United States, whose economy is growing at four times the speed of America’s, will surpass the U.S. in the not-too-distant future. In a recent article, “The End of the American Era,” Stephen Walt writes that “China is likely to overtake America in total economic output no later than 2025.” Indeed, it seems reasonable to forecast that both China and India will have larger economies than America sometime in the twenty-first century. Consequently, we seem to be moving from the  American Century to the Asian Century. Not only is America falling behind, but Western civilization is losing the dominant economic and political position it has enjoyed for the past five hundred years. A great historical reversal is under way.2


While the seeds of American decline can be traced back to previous administrations and previous decades, the pace of decline has dramatically accelerated in the past four years. Ordinary Americans can feel this decline in their income, their net worth, and their standard of living. Here are some indices. In America, between 2007 and 2010, median net worth fell nearly 40 percent—wiping out more than a decade of savings and home appreciation. This is the biggest reduction in American wealth since the Great Depression. As America declines, the rest of the world gains; to take a single example, the number of American millionaires dropped by 129,000 in 2011, while the rest of the world gained 175,000 millionaires. Economic growth over the past four years has averaged less than 1 percent, the most anemic growth rates since the 1970s. More than 13 million Americans are out of work. The unemployment rate in America rose from 6.8 percent in January 2009 to around 8.2 percent currently; the percentage of working Americans is at its lowest in three decades. Unemployment has risen despite the expenditure of hundreds of billions of dollars in stimulus and bailouts and other evidently unsuccessful attempts to restore economic vitality. Even the 8.2 percent government figure for unemployment is misleading; the actual rate is closer to 12 percent, since millions of Americans have given up looking for a job and dropped out of the workforce, and thus they are not counted in the official data. The poverty rate has climbed from 13.2 percent in early 2009 to 15 percent, which means that 45 million Americans are living below the poverty line. Food and gas prices are markedly higher; for example, the average retail price of gas rose from under $2.40 per gallon in November 2008 to  $3.60 currently, a 50 percent increase. The federal deficit climbed from $500 billion in 2008 to over $1 trillion annually, and the country is now $15 trillion in debt, much of that owed to other countries, including some that are hostile to America. This figure refers only to debts accumulated by the federal government; it doesn’t count credit card debt, consumer debt, or home mortgage debt. In sum, by virtually all objective measures, Americans are worse off than they were four years ago.3


Moreover, America has seen a dramatic erosion of its power in the world. America is out of Iraq and getting out of Afghanistan, though both countries seem unstable and not necessarily future allies. While it seems the world’s sole superpower can win short wars against weak opponents, it cannot maintain the peace, even in small, impoverished Third World nations. America’s huge nuclear stockpile, which provided deterrence during the Cold War, has been largely jettisoned. The current administration is reducing America’s arsenal to a few hundred missiles and seeks to do away with nuclear weapons entirely. Finally, America has seen its influence diminish in South America, Asia, and especially the Middle East, where anti-American forces are on the rise and America’s allies are increasingly isolated and endangered. Not since Jimmy Carter has America suffered such a stark decline of power and prosperity.

Who is responsible for this? At the center of the debate is one man, Barack Obama. There are those who think that he has nothing to do with any of it; that he inherited all the problems from previous administrations; that he has been gallantly restoring America’s economy and America’s position in the world; that he has faced unfortunate obstacles, mainly in the form of obstinate Republicans, but that success is just ahead; that if we only give him a second term, Obama will vindicate the hope and confidence that were placed in him in 2008. This is the liberal position, which I will show is dangerously  delusional, utterly incongruent with the facts, although we still have to explain why intelligent people are so susceptible to such delusions. Then there is the mainstream Republican view, which is that Obama is a typical American liberal, a progressive bungler of the Jimmy Carter type. He wants to restore America’s economy, but he simply adopts one misguided policy after another. He wants to bring down unemployment and gas prices, but doesn’t know how markets work. He wants to repair America’s standing in the world, but his efforts to do so thwart American interests, undermine our allies, and bring our enemies to power.

So the Republicans shake their heads and say: well, he has no experience of working in the private sector, he is unskilled in foreign policy, he just doesn’t understand. We have witnessed four years of right-leaning pundits explaining to Obama that Iran and Syria are not our friends; that slashing our nuclear arsenal is not a way to make America stronger; that if we get rid of nuclear weapons Iran’s mullahs aren’t going to lose interest in acquiring their own bombs; that higher taxes don’t foster economic growth; that if we drill for oil in America we will become less dependent on foreign oil; that debt is reaching a point at which the economy risks ruinous collapse; and so on.

I will show in this book that the mainstream Republican critique of Obama is no less problematic than the liberal hosannas. Obama is not merely the presiding instrument of American decline, he is the architect of American decline. He wants America to be downsized. He wants Americans to consume less, and he would like to see our standard of living decline relative to that of other nations. He seeks a diminished footprint for America in the world. He detests America’s traditional allies, like Britain and Israel, and seeks to weaken them; he is not very worried about radical Muslims acquiring a nuclear bomb or coming to power in countries like Tunisia and Egypt. He is  quite willing to saddle future generations of Americans with crippling debt; he has spent trillions of dollars toward this end, and if he had been permitted, he would have spent trillions more. He has shown no inclination, and has no desire, to protect America’s position as number one in the world; he would be content to see America as number 18, or number 67, just another country seated at the great dining table of nations. The strength of my thesis is that it is completely congruent with who Obama is and what he does. We don’t have to assume that he is always getting results opposite to what he intends; we simply have to see that he intends the results he is getting. He emphasized in his inauguration speech his goal of “remaking America”—and he is doing it, recognizing that in order to remake America he must first unmake America. The only question is whether Americans approve of their country being diminished and downsized, and whether they want to give Obama another four years to finish the job.

While the evidence is overwhelming that Obama’s actions are accelerating America’s decline, I can understand the reluctance of Obama’s supporters, and even some of his critics, to believe that this could possibly be his objective. Never before in American history have we had a president who seeks decline, who is actually attempting to downsize his country. Presidents are elected to protect and strengthen their country, so why would a president weaken it? We cannot answer this question without understanding Obama himself, his background, and his ideology. Without such understanding, we are vulnerable to all kinds of crazy theories. I am certainly not one of those who say that Obama hates America, or that Obama is a traitor, or that Obama is a Manchurian candidate who is being manipulated by some secret cabal. Not so—Obama is doing these things because of who he is, because of what he believes. He subscribes to an ideology that says it is good for America to go down  so that the rest of the world can come up. He wants Americans to be poorer so that Brazilians and Colombians can be richer. He thinks it would be beneficial to us and to the world for there to be many rich and powerful nations, with no single nation able to dominate or dictate terms to any other. Obama is a visionary for global justice. He wants to set right the ship of the world that, in his view, has been tilted to one side for nearly five hundred years, ever since Western civilization began to colonize and rule the nations of Asia, Africa, South America, and the Middle East.

So the key to Obama is his ideology, his inner compass. Here, however, we face an obstacle. Many conservatives and Republicans don’t know Obama’s inner compass, and there are some who don’t want to know. “We don’t really care what his background is,” they say. “We are not interested in his underlying ideology.” These conservatives fancy themselves as hard empiricists, carefully scrutinizing what Obama is saying and doing. Yet politics is a complicated business, where people say one thing and do another, where elected officials make strategic retreats so that they can advance their agenda under more opportune conditions. How can we tell the man’s principles from his compromises? How can we predict where Obama will take us if he is given a second term?

A recent incident confirms that Obama has a hidden agenda. In late March 2012, Obama met with outgoing Russian president Dmitry Medvedev. The subject under discussion was America’s missile defenses. Obama thought he was speaking just to Medvedev; he didn’t realize the microphone was on. “This is my last election,” Obama told Medvedev. “After my election, I have more flexibility.” Obama urged Medvedev to give him “space,” adding that he needed it “particularly with missile defense.”4 What can we make of Obama’s remarks? Obama was saying that he wants to give the Russians more concessions, especially on missile defense, but he didn’t want  to have to defend such actions in an election year. The White House rushed to cover Obama’s comments, saying that he just wanted negotiating flexibility. The incident undeniably shows Obama’s concern that he cannot get re-elected if he actually tells the American people his second-term agenda.

We need to know the man’s core beliefs to figure out that agenda. Peggy Noonan, who served with me in the Reagan administration, liked to say that even when Reagan wasn’t around “the idea of Reagan ruled.” What she meant is that we could all tell what Reagan believed in a given situation. We knew his compass, and it could guide us on specific issues even if Reagan were not consulted. Knowing a president’s compass is a great advantage, not just for White House staffers but for the American people; it explains what a president is doing and what he intends to do.

All of this seems obvious, so why do some on the right refuse to examine Obama’s ideology? I believe the reason is fear. These conservatives are scared of two words: “Africa” and “black.” They are scared of being portrayed as racists if they go down this path. Thus when Newt Gingrich suggested that “Kenyan anti-colonialism” was responsible for Obama’s actions, there was visible discomfort even among some conservatives. I could literally see it on their faces. They wanted to change the topic, to talk about health care, or the Solyndra case, anything except Kenya and anti-colonialism and black, black, black. This fear is understandable, and even noble. It is based on a desire to assess the first African-American president on his merits, to eschew any kind of a smear strategy. But the fear and qualms are misplaced.

I am the source of Gingrich’s “Kenyan anti-colonialism” remark. He made it after reading my Forbes cover story on Obama. The story, titled “How He Thinks,” was adapted from my book The Roots of Obama’s Rage. In that book I drew on Obama’s own autobiography,  as well as his early actions as president, to advance the theory that the president is driven by a Third World, anti-American ideology that he got from his Kenyan father. While my thesis was embraced by Gingrich, Rush Limbaugh, Glenn Beck, and several other leading conservative figures, some of the conservative intelligentsia distanced themselves from it. For these pundits, “anti-colonialism” is a foreign word and “Kenya” a part of the “dark continent,” and the thesis seems consequently tainted by racism, as if Obama was more African than American.

These apprehensions are based on a failure to understand the anti-colonial ideology. I know the term “anti-colonial” is obscure to most Americans. I have frequently considered substituting some other term, perhaps even coining a new phrase. But “anti-colonial” is the term that is used around the world; it is the way that this movement and ideology have been described over many decades. There is no getting away from it, and if Obama succeeds in remaking America we will become much more familiar with it.

Contrary to conservative suspicions, anti-colonialism is not some weird African thing, but rather an immensely important global movement. Anti-colonialism is the most powerful political force in the non-Western world in the past 100 years. Moreover, anti-colonialism has been exported to the United States—it arrived here as a consequence of America’s close involvement in the last and bloodiest of the anti-colonial wars, the Vietnam War. Consequently, anti-colonialism is now embedded within Western liberalism, and you can learn its main principles at most leading colleges and universities. A familiarity with these principles is essential to comprehend the world we live in today. If you want to understand anti-Americanism around the world, you cannot attribute it to just Islamic radicalism; that can only explain anti-Americanism in the Muslim world, but not in Asia, Africa, and South America. This  anti-Americanism is part of a larger anti-Western sentiment that derives from anti-colonialism.

Let’s explore some of the main tenets of anti-colonialism, drawing on its leading thinkers. “The wealth of the imperial countries is our wealth too,” writes Frantz Fanon in The Wretched of the Earth. Born in Martinique, Fanon fought in the Algerian revolution against the French; Obama says that in college he relished reading and quoting Fanon. Fanon adds, “For in a very concrete way Europe has stuffed herself inordinately with the gold and raw materials of the colonial countries—Latin America, China, Africa.... Europe is literally the creation of the Third World. The wealth which smothers her is that which was stolen from the underdeveloped peoples.” These facts, Fanon concludes, lead to a “double realization—the realization by the colonized peoples that it is their due, and the realization by the capitalist powers that in fact they must pay.”5 As we see from Fanon’s analysis, the core idea of anti-colonialism is theft. In other words, anti-colonialists believe that the wealth of the world has not been generated through work or effort or creativity. It has not been earned, but rather stolen. The rich countries became rich by invading, occupying, and looting the poor countries.

A second tenet of anti-colonialism is that exploitation continues even after the colonizing powers return home. This type of exploitation is sometimes called “neocolonialism.” The basic idea, outlined in Kwame Nkrumah’s book Neocolonialism, is that economic exploitation outlasts political exploitation, with former colonial powers continuing their economic piracy of their former colonies.6 In other words, there remain powerful economic forces within the rich countries, such as banks, insurance companies, drug companies, and oil companies, that rob and exploit poor people, both within their own countries and across the world. Anti-colonialists demand that the stolen wealth be redistributed, not merely within the rich  countries, but also from the people of the rich countries to those in the poor countries.

Anti-colonialism is not primarily about race. As the African writer Chinweizu puts it in The West and the Rest of Us, “We suffered indignities under colonialism not because of our color, but because we had become a powerless and conquered people.”7 Chinweizu recognizes, of course, that over time colonialism developed an ideology of national chauvinism and ethnic superiority. After all, when the British and the French established colonies around the world, they recognized they were white and the people they ruled were black, yellow, and brown. It was irresistibly tempting for the West to believe that race was the cause, or at least the distinguishing mark, of its economic and military predominance. In practice, a racial distinction was everywhere evident between ruler and ruled. But Chinweizu’s central point is that the British didn’t take over Kenya or India because the natives there were black or brown. Rather, the British established colonies all over the world to rule them and benefit from them. Thus exploitation, not racism, is and always has been the central issue.

Thirdly, it is a core belief of anti-colonialists today that America has replaced Europe as the main perpetrator of global theft and exploitation. Ali Mazrui notes with irony that “the United States, though a child of revolution late in the eighteenth century, has become the father of imperialism.” The Palestinian writer Edward Said, one of Obama’s teachers at Columbia University, adds, “America began as an empire during the nineteenth century, but it was in the second half of the twentieth, after the decolonization of the British and French empires, that it directly followed its two great predecessors.” And Aimé Césaire in his Discourse on Colonialism insists that American domination is the worst kind of domination. It is, he writes, “the only domination from which one never recovers”  because it involves “the gigantic rape of everything intimate, undamaged, undefiled that . . . our human spirit has still managed to preserve.” America is “the machine for crushing, for grinding, for degrading peoples.”8


Anti-colonialists seek radical change to remedy the situation. “Revolt is the only way out of the colonial situation,” writes Albert Memmi in The Colonizer and the Colonized. Memmi argues that colonial exploitation is bad for both the colonizer and the colonized. “Colonization distorts relationships, destroys or petrifies institutions, and corrupts men, both colonizer and colonized.” Memmi notes that colonialism “is a disease of the European, from which he must be completely cured and protected.... The cure involves difficult and painful treatment, extraction and reshaping of present conditions of existence.” What is needed is what Fanon terms “a world of reciprocal recognitions.” Chinweizu writes that since “European rule was entrenched ... by means of a western Christian culture, a western political power structure, and a colonial economy,” anti-colonialism “involves measures against all three.” Chinweizu calls for a redistribution of political, cultural, and economic power. We must, he writes, “make the fruits of the earth available to all right here on earth.”9


In terms of policy, anti-colonialism is a massive program of global reparations. Anti-colonialists want rich people to pay up so that poor people can improve their living conditions. Their definition of rich people, however, is not millionaires and billionaires. It is a global definition. Since the vast majority of Americans are rich compared to people in Asia, Africa, and South America, the anti-colonialists want to see a diminution in the American standard of living, even for the American middle class, so that people in Addis Ababa and Rio de Janeiro and Nairobi can see their living standards rise. Moreover, anti-colonialists want more than wealth to be spread  around; they also want a global redistribution of power. Consequently, they wish to see America lose its preeminent position in the world to make way for a rough parity among nations. They seek a multi-polar world in which power is shared by many nations—a world similar to the one that preceded colonialism. For such a world to exist, America must shrink and other countries must expand.

All these points will be elaborated and substantiated in this book. In my earlier book The Roots of Obama’s Rage, I had only Obama’s autobiography to go on, along with some news reports. Moreover, since that book was published in the fall of 2010, I could report only on the first eighteen months of the Obama presidency. Since then a good deal of important information about Obama’s background has become available. I have traveled to many places, including Hawaii, London, Indonesia, and Kenya, to capture the Obama story for a documentary film. All this has given me first-hand insight into Obama’s world. Obama is now at the end of his presidential term, leaving behind him a four-year record. So what I earlier offered as a tentative hypothesis, I am now in a position to prove.

Obama is not a conventional liberal; he is not from the same mold as Bill Clinton, John Kerry, Al Gore, Michael Dukakis, or Jimmy Carter. Rather, Obama draws his identity and his values from a Third World, anti-American ideology that goes by the name of anti-colonialism. Obama’s philosophy can be summed up in David Gelernter’s phrase: America the Inexcusable. Notice that this is an affirmation of American exceptionalism, but exceptionalism of a special kind. According to this ethos, America is exceptional in being exceptionally militaristic, violent, greedy, selfish, and rapacious. For Obama, America is the plunderer, and he is the restorer. Traditional Democrats want to preserve American leadership and have America be a model for the world; Obama wants to displace American hegemony and realign America in the world. Traditional Democrats want a bigger economic pie so they can redistribute income in America; Obama wants to curb America’s growth and redistribute wealth globally so he can reduce the gap in living standards between America and the rest of the world.

Over the past four years, Obama has worked hard, within political constraints, to implement his anti-colonial ideology. He has met with considerable success. Yet his agenda is incomplete, because America, although poorer and weaker than when he took office, is still the richest and most powerful country on the planet. All that could change in the next four years; if Obama has his way, it will change. If we understand Obama’s ideology, we can make sound projections about what America will look like in 2016 if Obama is re-elected.

For me, the boy from India all grown up now, this prospect comes with a bitter irony. I came to America, the greatest and most powerful nation in history, to be part of an American project, this new order for the ages. Yet it is entirely possible that in a very short time I will live through the eclipse of the American era. Something else will take its place. It is even possible that, as China supplants America, India will then supplant China as the world’s economic and political giant. It crosses my mind now: Would I have been better staying in India and never coming to America? Was my American dream a mistake? I have thought hard about this, and I refuse to believe it. And I am writing this book because I do not want to allow one man with a very different vision to destroy the American dream that has sustained me and millions of others.





 CHAPTER TWO

INVISIBLE MAN


I serve as a blank screen on which people of vastly different political stripes project their own views.1


—Barack Obama, The Audacity of Hope


 



 



 



 




For the past two years, since the publication of The Roots of Obama’s Rage, I’ve been learning as much as I can about Barack Obama. I am not alone in this pursuit. Others are mining this territory, one seeking to invalidate Obama’s birth certificate, another trying to prove that someone else wrote Obama’s book, a third attempting to establish that Obama’s real father was the Communist Frank Marshall Davis, and so on. Incredibly, there is very little mainstream investigation into Obama and his background. In this respect, as I journeyed to Hawaii and Indonesia and Kenya, following in Obama’s path and understanding his life’s journey, I feel that I have the territory almost to myself. As I unearth things, I have a sense of discovery, of a private world opening up between Obama and me. Not that I am a master sleuth, but no one  else seems even to be looking. Moreover, I can see the world as Obama does, not through American eyes but through “global” eyes. Like Obama, I know how to switch back and forth between the American perspective and the global perspective. Obama has this bifocal vision because that’s how he grew up, and he’s been doing it all his life. As an immigrant who sees America from the outside and from within, I can do it, too. All of this helps me to “get” Obama and show him as he hasn’t been shown before. And the subject is one of surpassing importance, because at a critical time for America, Obama seeks a second presidential term. If we didn’t know and understand him before, we need to know him now.

Barack Obama is perhaps the most unknown figure to enter the White House. Columnist Charles Krauthammer observed in 2008, “Eerily missing at the Democratic convention this year were people of stature who were seriously involved at some point in Obama’s life standing up to say: I know Barack Obama. I’ve been with Barack Obama.”2 Consider the following exchange between journalists Charlie Rose and Tom Brokaw near Election Day 2008.



Rose: What do we know about the heroes of Barack Obama?


Brokaw: There’s a lot about him we don’t know.


Rose: I don’t know how he really sees where China is.


Brokaw: We don’t know a lot about Barack Obama and the universe of his thinking about foreign policy.


Rose: I don’t know what Barack Obama’s worldview is.


Brokaw: I don’t either.3




Much more surprising is that even with Obama in the White House, the mystery has not been cleared. Obama remains, as columnist James Fallows puts it, “the man we have become familiar  with, without really knowing.” Two years into his presidency, in 2010, Obama biographer Jonathan Alter could write, “Never before have we known so little about someone so intensely observed.” Around the same time, columnist Richard Cohen noted, “There was never a question about who Reagan was and what he stood for. Not so Obama.” A year later, in 2011, Bill Keller wrote in the New York Times, “He has in a sense failed to define himself. He is one of our more elusive presidents, not deeply rooted in any place or movement.” Keller’s column was titled “Fill in the Blanks.” And even now, the blanks have not been filled in. Obama biographer David Maraniss writes, “As Obama approached the fourth year of his presidency, many people considered him more of a mystery than when he was elected. This seemed especially true for those who supported him and wanted him to succeed.”4


Part of the Obama mystery is personal. There are still gaps in his personal story. I am not speaking here of the so-called birther issue, whether Obama was born in the United States. That issue is a distraction from other aspects of Obama’s life that remain obscure. For instance, no one has revealed Obama’s SAT score for getting into college, or his grades at Columbia University, or his LSAT score for getting into law school. We don’t even know who Obama’s friends and associates were at Columbia. “I spent a lot of time in the library,” Obama told a student journalist in 2005. “I didn’t socialize that much. I was like a monk.” Even monks live in communities, however, and this monk also attended classes. One would expect that, with an unusual name like Barack Obama, several of his fellow students would recall him. When Obama was elected president, the New York Times sought to identify and interview people who knew and remembered him at Columbia. The Times found no one, and when reporters contacted Obama, “he declined repeated requests to talk about his New York years, release his Columbia transcript,  or identify even a single fellow student, co-worker, room-mate or friend from those years.”

Obama’s romantic life, prior to meeting his wife Michelle, also escaped public and journalistic attention for several years. Obama describes a serious relationship that he had with a white woman, even going for a weekend to her country home. This was no casual relationship: “We saw each other for almost a year.” Finally journalist David Maraniss identified a woman who dated Obama in New York and suggested that she might be the missing girlfriend. Yet her description of their relationship did not match the one that Obama gave, and Maraniss quoted Obama saying that his account was based on a composite of several girlfriends. This only deepens the puzzle: Where are those girlfriends? Why haven’t at least some of them come forward? Why has no journalist tracked them down and interviewed them?5


All of this is strange, not only that so much remains unknown about the president at the end of his first term, but also that reporters seem uninterested in chasing down the facts. Even Obama’s critics, such as the right-wing press or the Republican National Committee, have not taken the time or trouble to pursue this missing information. Consequently, the Obama mystery isn’t just about him; it is also about the peculiar incuriosity of our political culture. Why are we content to know so little about this president?

Here is a telling personal peculiarity about Obama: some of his closest relatives are living in desperate poverty, yet he refuses to help them in any way. His father’s sister is Hawa Auma. This is how she describes herself: “I am the daughter of Hussein Onyango Obama and the sister of Barack Obama senior and the aunt of the president.” Hawa Auma is a widow in her seventies, and you can find her on the streets of a small town in Kenya called Oyugis. There she sells charcoal by the side of the road, making barely enough to live on.  She says she would like to get her teeth fixed, but she doesn’t have the money.6


Then there is George Obama, the president’s half-brother. George is the eighth and youngest child of Barack Obama Sr., a son he conceived with his fourth wife, Jael Otieno. I first encountered George during the 2008 presidential campaign when I came across an article in a London newspaper saying that “George Obama, Barack Obama’s long-lost brother, was tracked down living in a hut on the outskirts of Nairobi.” In the article, George was quoted saying that he lived on a few dollars a day. He was reluctant to use the name Obama. “If anyone says something about my surname, I say we are not related. I am ashamed.” A subsequent report on CNN showed George’s six-by-ten-foot hut in the Huruma slums of Nairobi. One of George’s neighbors, Emelda Negei, told CNN, “I would like Obama to visit his brother to see how he is living, to improve his way of life.” But Obama never has, nor has he provided a penny to help George. We will meet George, and learn more about him, later in this book .7


Finally, there is the case of the Barack Obama Schools in the Kenyan village of Kogelo, where Obama’s father grew up. Obama visited Kogelo as a U.S. senator in 2006, and he was given a hero’s welcome. There are two schools in Kogelo, and both were renamed after him: Senator Obama Primary School and Senator Obama Secondary School. One third of the students there are orphans. Obama toured the secondary school and saw its dilapidated classrooms that lacked electricity, sanitation, and running water. He told the people gathered there, including the Kenyan president, local politicians, and the press, “Hopefully I can provide some assistance in the future to this school.” Later he assured Principal Yuanita Obiero, “I have said I will assist the school and I will do so.” Two years later, in July 2008, Obiero told the London Evening Standard,  “Obama has not honored the promises he gave me. He has not given us even one shilling. But we still have hope.”8 I recently visited the school and was told that Obama has yet to contribute anything to help. One local resident told me, “We have completely given up hoping that he is going to do anything for us.”

Most of the American press simply refuses to report this kind of information about President Obama. This is bizarre in itself, because the stories are both interesting and relevant. Obama’s own conduct in these situations is odd, not only because Obama is a multimillionaire and the most powerful man in the world—it would take so little for him to help—but also because his entire political agenda seems to be based on asking people who are well off to pay more to assist those who are not so well off. Obama wants to force the rich to pay more taxes in order to benefit the poor and the middle class. Yet in situations where Obama is in a direct position to contribute and one would think has every reason to contribute, where a little assistance would go a long way, he doesn’t provide any.

I think I can clear up some, although not all, of these personal mysteries. My focus in this book, however, is on the ideological mystery of Barack Obama. In deciphering the ideological mystery, I believe we will better understand why Obama has no interest in the school that bears his name, why he doesn’t bother to help his needy relatives, and why he has taken such trouble to conceal important personal details about himself.

We can see the ideological mystery of Obama in the fantastically contradictory things that people say about the man. From the liberal side: he is the first African-American president. This is probably the most common way that Obama is understood. It is certainly the way that Obama biographer David Remnick understood him in his admiring book, The Bridge. Yet there are others who insist that Obama is not really black.9 That’s because he never sat at a  segregated lunch counter, nor are any of his ancestors descended from slaves. This is in sharp contrast with Michelle Obama, who traces her roots back to a Carolina slave plantation. Her husband, however, grew up in Hawaii and Indonesia with multiple visits to Kenya, Indonesia, and Pakistan. By his own acknowledgment, he didn’t live the typical black American experience.

Interestingly, as president Obama has shown virtually no interest in black issues, from affirmative action to hate crimes to inner-city poverty. He ignores those issues, raising the hackles of black activists like Tavis Smiley, Ishmael Reed, Michael Eric Dyson, and Cornel West. Reed charges, “It’s obvious by now that Barack Obama is treating black Americans like one treats a demented uncle, brought out from his room to be ridiculed and scolded before company from time to time.” West contends that Obama “doesn’t care about the black poor.... His policies are generating misery among poor people, disproportionately black and brown.” West terms Obama’s policies “the new Jim Crow.”10


It’s not hard to see why these complaints are growing. African-Americans have suffered devastating economic losses during Obama’s four years in office. The black unemployment rate is nearly 15 percent, almost double the white rate. Since 2008, blacks have seen their wealth erode, mostly due to plummeting home values. Black wealth used to be around $10,000, one-tenth that of whites. Now median black wealth is a mere $4,900, one-twentieth that of whites. Writing in The New Republic, Isabel Wilkerson grimly reports that “one out of every four black households has no assets other than a car.” Many in the Congressional Black Caucus are angry and frustrated with Obama. At a recent Black Caucus meeting in Detroit, Representative Maxine Waters let loose. “Our people are hurting,” she said. “The unemployment level is unconscionable.” Yet she said that Obama was nowhere to be seen. “He’s not in any black  community.” Waters confessed that she and other African-American leaders were scared to go after Obama. “If we go after the president too hard,” she said, black voters would be “going after us.” Obama seems confident that he has the black rank-and-file in his camp. Appearing before the Black Caucus in 2011, he pooh-poohed their concerns and gave them his instructions. “Stop complaining, stop grumbling, stop crying . . . take off your bedroom slippers, put on your marching shoes.”11


Many liberals view Obama as a progressive champion, the bold challenger of Wall Street and the big, bad corporations. Yet these same liberals express puzzlement that Obama rails against Americans on top, but he doesn’t express much concern or compassion for Americans at the bottom. Surely, say some, this is because Obama is an intellectual. He’s just too cerebral, preoccupied with scholarly ideas. Maureen Dowd compares Obama to Mr. Spock and notes his “Vulcan-like logic and detachment.” Jacob Weisberg remarks, “His relationship with the world is primarily rational and analytical rather than intuitive or emotional.” A Harvard historian has a whole book, Reading Obama, devoted to those ideas. The book proclaims Obama a member of a “rare breed” of “philosopher presidents” and is supposedly focused on Obama’s extensive writings.12 But the book turns out to be unintentionally humorous because it leads to the revelation that there are no such writings. Obama was editor of the Harvard Law Review, but never wrote for it. Nor has he published any scholarly articles on any topic in any other publication. Obama’s main attempts at “scholarship” can be found in two books, both autobiographies. Consequently, his intellectual output largely consists of two works about himself. I don’t deny for an instant that Obama is smart, but the cerebral philosopher label doesn’t quite fit him. If he doesn’t seem to care about poor and  ordinary Americans, that’s probably because he doesn’t really care about poor and ordinary Americans.

Some progressives recognize this, and they blast Obama. He’s no progressive, they charge, rather he is a sellout to Wall Street. Writing in the New York Times Magazine, Frank Rich faults Obama with “failure to demand a reckoning from the moneyed interests.” Commentator Robert Kuttner laments, “I cannot recall a president who generated so much excitement as a candidate but who turned out to be such a political dud as a chief executive.” Even some union leaders criticize Obama for downplaying jobs and focusing on other issues. “Obama campaigned big, but he’s governing small,” says Larry Hanley, president of the Amalgamated Transit Union. AFL-CIO president Richard Trumka says that unions need a new strategy to build an independent voice separate from Obama and his Democratic Party backers. Other progressives, notably Ron Suskind in his book Confidence Men, say that Obama is a well-meaning but ineffective guy who has been manipulated by staffers who have sold out to Wall Street.13


From the conservative side, we hear that Obama is a socialist who wants the government to take over the private sector. Jonah Goldberg reflects this view in his article, “What Kind of a Socialist is Barack Obama?” This is a valid question. Certainly during Obama’s tenure government power has expanded over banks, investment firms, insurance companies, and automobile companies. Yet Obama hasn’t proposed a full-scale government takeover of the means of production, which is what true socialism is. Moreover, even if socialism could explain Obama’s economic policy, it cannot explain his foreign policy.14


In conservative publications like National Review and the Weekly Standard, the prevailing take is that Obama is a mainstream liberal  Democrat, not very different from Bill Clinton or former Democratic presidential nominees John Kerry, Al Gore, or Michael Dukakis. Mitt Romney terms Obama a “big spending liberal” who “takes his political inspiration” from the “social democrats in Europe.”15 Yet the European Social Democrats have been imposing stern austerity programs, while Obama has been trying to discourage them from doing so. Moreover, Obama disavows any affiliation with Europe. In Dreams from My Father, he writes, following a trip to Europe, “It wasn’t that Europe wasn’t beautiful . . . . It just wasn’t mine.” Obama’s European trip takes up just a few paragraphs in Obama’s book, while his subsequent trip to Kenya takes up 130 pages. Perhaps Romney doesn’t know better, but more likely he’s just being polite. Romney doesn’t like to say “socialist” and so he says “social Democrat.” And he doesn’t like to say “African,” so he says “European.” As for the other conservatives, they make accusations against Obama that refute the notion that he’s just another progressive Democrat. “If Obama is re-elected,” the Weekly Standard editorializes , “it’s quite possible that Americans will never again enjoy the liberty, fiscal solvency, or economic prosperity enjoyed by our forebears.” In this view, Obama is fundamentally endangering the American dream. But this could hardly be said of Clinton, Kerry, Gore, or even the hapless Dukakis; the person who would do this isn’t a garden-variety liberal Democrat.16
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