The Age of Obama/ The Age of Brooks

David Brooks is not one of my favorite commentators.  I think he’s snide, annoying and talks a moderate’s game while promoting a conservative agenda.  Jean goes a bit further.  She thinks he’s “a smarmy, intellectually dishonest, snake” who makes her nauseous.

Still, in the spirit of trying to see the other side of things, we found ourselves in the audience at Orchestra Hall Tuesday evening to listen to what Brooks had to say. The talk was sponsored by the University of St. Thomas College of Business, partly to commemorate the 25th anniversary of the Master of Business Communication program where I taught for 23 years. Full disclosure:  we were invited to the post-event reception -- free food and booze.

Brooks, like so many Republican apologists, began his talk with a witty monologue that would have made Jay Leno (or Johnny Carson) proud.  This is a strategy (I think it’s gone way past just trying to be funny) to try to get people to laugh off important issues and obscure responsibilities and consequences.  Still there were some good yucks.

It was May 5 and Brooks began with  “Happy Karl Marx’ birthday!”  He said he enjoyed his job as a conservative commentator for the New York Times, though it’s “a bit like being chief Rabbi in Mecca.”  He noted that Dave Durenburger was in the audience, someone who he claimed had tried to persuade him in the 1980s “that being a moderate Republican was the wave of the future.”  Brooks is married to a woman from Detroit Lakes.  “My coping strategy for dealing with women from Minnesota?  Capitulation.”

Brooks’ talk was loosely about “The Age of Obama,” which he sees as “a radical change in the economic zeitgeist” that has moved the center of the country to Washington. The last shift of this magnitude was in the 1990s in Silicon Valley when “people with 60’s values were spending 90’s money.”  (Ben & Jerry’s: “the only ice cream store with its own foreign policy.)   Since Obama won the election, “we run the economy from Washington.  So welcome, business school graduates -- or as we think of you -- future government workers.”

Brooks cut his teeth as a political reporter in Chicago and one of his mentors gave him good advice:  try to interview at least three politicians a day.  He still tries to do this and he finds, on the whole, that these people, especially U.S. Senators, really do care about the country and the issues they argue.  “But they’re all emotional freaks” of one kind or another -- afraid to be alone, needing to dominate every room they enter, etc.  “And most Senators have really large heads.”  They’re very smart, very impressive as individuals and as a group.  (Note:  Brooks himself is shorter than you’d expect... and, yes, has a large head.)

The most impressive politician Brooks has encountered is Obama. He has five traits that set him apart.  First, he has “tremendous receptiveness.”  He listens and understands people.  Brooks once wrote a column and threw in a few conservative sentences “just to make myself feel good.”  The next day Obama took him aside and said “I know you said those things just to make yourself feel good.”

Second, Obama has “great intellectual force” and an understanding of broader issues.   Once during a late night interview Brooks asked Senator Obama if he’d ever read the theologian Reinhold Niebuhr.  Obama launched into an extended critique of Niebuhr’s theological stance -- “Not many Senators can do twenty-minutes on Niebuhr off the cuff like that. Only one.  And now he’s president.”

Third, Brooks admires Obama’s “extraordinary self-control.”   During the debates both candidates had note pads.  While McCain scribbled notes on his, Obama rarely took up a pen.  When he did all he put on the notepad was a series of straight lines.

Fourth, Obama possesses “incredible niceness.”  The White House now is “a traffic jam of brains” -- people with huge intellects and often the egos to go with them.  Obama manages this collection of personalities with “a genuine humanity” and won’t tolerate meanness.  Other administrations would call Brooks up after a negative column and tell him he was a “complete and utter moron.”  the Obama people “call me up, calmly discuss their objections and say ‘it’s so sad... that you’re a complete and utter moron.’ ”

Finally, Obama has “off-the-charts self-confidence -- even by presidential standards.” He’s absolutely convinced he’s the right guy for the job. Brooks used Obama’s statement (out of context) about believing he’s probably a smarter politician than his political director; knows more about international issues than his foreign policy experts... etc.  This self-confidence can be both an asset and a liability. (Brooks did NOT mention the ill-placed self-confidence of the previous incumbent.)

By this time we had finished our gin and tonics (so nice to be able to carry a drink into Orchestra Hall, especially for this talk).  I tried to track as much of the rest as well as I could:

What IS the style of the “Age of Obama?”

 * “He goes to work every day with the smartest people in the country” and seems to thrive.  (“If the terrorists attack during the Harvard-Yale game, we’re screwed.”)  Rather than allowing this to become “a recipe for conflict,” Obama encourages a culture of debate.  He listens, sometimes to a formal debate between two teams with different viewpoints, and then decides.

* Obama has an extraordinary ability to reach out to people.  “I’m amazed at how many people I talk to around Washington who report having had a recent conversation with him.”

* Obama has the power to manage people who are “seminar superstars” -- smart, articulate people used to dominating conversations.  Brooks mentioned Larry Summers, Richard Holbrooke and Peter Orzack (all “brilliant people” and “intellectually efficient”) as well as Rahm Emmanuel and his famous profanity. (“On education issues it sometimes seemed that Rahm was most concerned that 8th graders were only swearing at a 4th grade level.”)

* Obama has perhaps the most ambitious agenda of any president.  Even FDR in 1933 focused first on the banking crisis and waited until that was more or less under control before taking on other issues.  Obama seems to be willing to take on “the most difficult policy available” rather than settle for easier, shorter term options.

Brooks argues that this ambitious agenda may be too much too soon.  He especially disagrees with government involvement with the auto industry and “micromanaging” the banking industry, though he admires Obama’s energy plans and Afghanistan strategy and says his education policy is “phenomenal,” the best he’s seen.

Obama has a “tough coolness” that reflects a kind of “ruthlessness” he learned in Chicago politics.  He’s not a traditional liberal -- in fact he gets more criticism from the left than the right.  He’s more of a “moralistic puritan”  -- with an emphasis on accepting responsibility for political decisions.

But Brooks thinks this agenda and confidence -- Obama’s “governing style”-- is misplaced.  “Detroit has been making bad decisions for 40 years.  How can you change that flow of history by making top-down decisions?”  Part of it may be ambition, though Brooks says Obama embraces a “non-ambitious style.”  He doesn’t want big bureaucracy; he wants to re-arrange the incentives that encourage people to accept the changes he wants -- rather than legislating teacher accountability, for instance, offer incentives that encourage results.

Obama needs to proceed with “some sense of pace” about what we can do and what we can afford.  Running deficits in the trillions (part of this is the legacy he inherited from Bush/Cheney but part is also due to trying to “stimulate” more than the economy can bear) is not a viable long-term policy.  There are costs to Obama’s proposals and the sacrifices need to be made clear.    Also, Obama needs to be sure he brings Congress along with him.  There are a lot of competing regional points of view there and Obama’s national popularity doesn’t carry as much weight.

Finally, Brooks thinks we should look for three phases in the Age of Obama.  The first 100 days was phase one, and it was very impressive.  The second phase will be more of a struggle, with disagreements and some defeats.  But the Obama administration is set up to be “a learning organization” and can adapt.  If they learn some humility and scale back from what is popular to what is practical, they can re-shape America in very positive ways.

Q&A.  Brooks handled a number of rather involved questions with professional aplomb.  He noted that he is good friends with both Nightline host Jim Lehrer and liberal commentator Mark Shields.  Both of them are ex-marines and Brooks’ son is about to join the Marine Corps.

-- He thinks Obama’s response to the “extremes of Wall Street” is sound in that it decries the “lack of responsibility” among bankers and investment “oligarchs” who were “profoundly incapable” of doing their jobs.  Their “stupidity” in committing huge sums of money to investments they never fully understood was the root cause of the global economic crisis and has ruined their credibility.  Brooks thinks Wall Street needs to be more tightly regulated in order to altar boom and bust cycles, but he doesn’t think the banking industry needs to be “radically reshaped” by government regulations.

-- Brooks thinks the Republican party is “imploding” and, especially with the defection of Sen. Specter, is down to a small, tight core of fundamentalists.  He doesn’t see the party recovering in the near future because “their thinking is still locked in the 70s.”  “Will they EVER stop thinking like Goldwater and talking about Reagan?”  

-- The vitality of the conservative revolution (led by people like William Buckley) bears little resemblance to today’s movement, which has “fewer oddballs but more sleazeballs.”  What new ideas exist are coming from people under 30... and it’s hard for them to get heard.

-- Brooks thinks this is bad for the country because we need a strong opposition to mediate Obama’s “ruthless” confidence that he and his brain trust are right about everything.  But “the death of bi-partisanship” can be laid at the Republican’s door -- Obama tried to reach out (though not as much as he claims) and the Republicans -- perhaps channeling Nancy Reagan -- just said no.

Comment:  I keep trying to ignore Brooks, thinking he’s the same as so many other conservative pundits who argue from prejudice, divisiveness, illogic and misrepresentation.  There’s something to be said for entertaining balancing viewpoints, but if the balance is between sound, supported thinking and solipsistic nonsense I don’t see the point.

But Brooks holds on to just enough insight and reason to keep me interested.  When he sticks to data and analysis he’s often very good.  When he slips into conservative orthodoxy he seems to use data selectively, repeat assertions as if they were facts and substitute jokes for rationality.  

His critique of Obama has some weight, but not much.  The argument that Obama’s administration is trying to do too much reminds me of the anti-Civil Rights folks -- let’s not move too quickly in giving African Americans full rights... the society isn’t ready for it.  That argument kept a racist power structure in place for a hundred years.  Similar arguments have prevented building a rational healthcare system for at least 80 years.  

Brooks seems to worry about having too many of “the best and brightest” running the government (and referenced Halberstam’s book about how Kennedy’s brain trust exacerbated the Vietnam War).  But isn’t this really just another kind of Bush/Cheney anti-intellectualism?  What do we want -- dummies running the government?  Tried that. (Brooks joked that Bush was “at least 20 IQ points brighter in private than in public -- though perhaps this only raised the level to around 80.”)

I’d have more confidence in Brooks’ views if he applied them equally to both sides of the political spectrum.  But if the Repubs keep shedding moderates of all kinds -- even those inclined to conservatism -- maybe there’s hope:  Brooks, as the last one left, can turn out the lights.

--dw
