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FOREWORD

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

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

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

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

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

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


—Ken Burns

Walpole, New Hampshire

January 26, 2017











PREFACE

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


Mark Greenberg

David Tait

June 15, 2020



 

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