
We measure our presidents 
against not only our hopes 
for the present, which are 

sometimes unreasonable, but also our 
understanding of the past, which can 
EH�MXVW�DV�ÀDZHG�

Has a misreading of history 
informed a misappraisal of Barack 
Obama?

That’s a question raised, not 
explicitly but implicitly, by a new book 
by Princeton historian Julian Zelizer, 
“The Fierce Urgency of Now,” to be 
SXEOLVKHG�RQ�7KXUVGD\�

Its setting is the 1960s, as the title, a phrase 
XWWHUHG�E\�0DUWLQ�/XWKHU�.LQJ�-U���VXJJHVWV��
,WV�IRFXV�LV�/\QGRQ�-RKQVRQ��$QG�RQH�RI�LWV�
conclusions is that despite Johnson’s legend as 
a peerless legislative tactician, he was largely 
a hostage of Congress 
and of forces beyond the 
SUHVLGHQF\�

Zelizer reminds us 
that many of Johnson’s 
signature victories came 
during a two-year period 
when Democrats had two-
thirds majorities in both the 
Senate, where they held 68 
seats, and the House, where 
WKH\�KHOG�����

Zelizer also reminds us that Johnson’s 
trouncing of Barry Goldwater in the 1964 
election spooked Republicans to a point where 
many fought progressive legislation less 
stridently than before, lest they be portrayed 
DV�*ROGZDWHU�VW\OH�H[WUHPLVWV�

Those dynamics and others worked 
powerfully to Johnson’s advantage, and when 
the climate and the Congress changed, so did 
KLV�IRUWXQHV��2Q�WKH�GRPHVWLF�IURQW��DV�ZHOO�DV�
RQ�WKH�IRUHLJQ�RQH���WKH�¿QDO�WZR�\HDUV�RI�KLV�
presidency were a bust, at least in comparison 
ZLWK�ZKDW�SUHFHGHG�WKHP�

Obama’s name appears just twice in 
=HOL]HU¶V�ERRN��%XW�LW¶V�LPSRVVLEOH�QRW�WR�WKLQN�
of him more often, given how frequently the 
yardstick of Johnson’s presidency has been 
DSSOLHG�WR�KLV�

If only Obama were a schmoozer like 
-RKQVRQ��,I�RQO\�KH�KDG�-RKQVRQ¶V�WDVWH�IRU�WKH�
PXFN�RI�ODZPDNLQJ��,I�RQO\�KH�KDG�-RKQVRQ¶V�
SDWLHQFH�IRU�PLQXWLDH�

Zelizer told me that when he began work 
RQ�WKH�ERRN�PRUH�WKDQ�¿YH�\HDUV�DJR��³,�VWLOO�
had a kind of view of Johnson, as many do, 
as someone who really knew how to work 
WKH�V\VWHP��:KDW¶V�VXUSULVLQJ�WR�PH�LV�WKDW�DV�
conditions in Congress change, he is really 
VKXW�GRZQ�

I didn’t expect the last part of the book: a 
president who’s really emasculated and can’t 
get anything done even though he’s trying the 
VDPH�ROG�WULFNV��,W�UHDOO\�EHFDPH�FU\VWDO�FOHDU�
to me how Congress determines the fate of the 
SUHVLGHQF\�

Republicans currently control both 
chambers, and have a House majority bigger 

WKDQ�EHIRUH��7KDW�ERGHV�GLVDVWURXVO\�
for Obama’s legislative dreams, and 
it’s the point of reference for his 
LPSXOVH�WR�ZLHOG�H[HFXWLYH�DXWKRULW\�

Zelizer said that instances over 
the last 50 years of a president truly 
imposing his will on a Congress fully 
or partly controlled by the opposing 
SDUW\�DUH�UDUH��5RQDOG�5HDJDQ�JRW�WD[�
cuts in 1981 despite a Democratic 
majority in the House, but he’d just 
shellacked Jimmy Carter in the 1980 
elections and Democrats were running 

VFDUHG�
-RKQVRQ¶V�QDPH�LV�SRSSLQJ�XS�D�ORW�QRZ��

This year is the 50th anniversary of many of 
the laws grouped under the Great Society, and 
the movie “Selma” is drawing complaints for 
its portrayal of Johnson as resistant to voting 

rights for blacks and sharply 
DQWDJRQLVWLF�WR�.LQJ�

“It’s not fair to Johnson,” 
=HOL]HU�WROG�PH�

But in his view, Johnson 
has been considered too 
kindly by writers who 
attribute the Great Society 
WR�KLV�ZL]DUGU\�

“He was cagey, he was 
smart, he was politically 

VDYY\�´�=HOL]HU�VDLG��³%XW�WKDW�GRHVQ¶W�H[SODLQ�
ZK\�WKH�ELOOV�SDVVHG�´

$QG�2EDPD�FDQ�LQGHHG�EH�FROG�DQG�
GLVHQJDJHG��%XW��=HOL]HU�VDLG��WKDW¶V�QRW�ZK\�
he hasn’t scaled the legislative heights that 
-RKQVRQ�GLG�

-RKQVRQ�EHQH¿WHG�IURP�³D�YLEUDQW�SHULRG�
for grass-roots mobilization as a result of the 
civil rights movement,” he said, adding that 
there was pressure for legislation from the 
ERWWRP�XS��ZKLFK�LV�PRVW�HIIHFWLYH�

There hasn’t been any commensurate 
PRELOL]DWLRQ�GXULQJ�2EDPD¶V�SUHVLGHQF\��
Zelizer said that voters frustrated with 
congressional inertia should examine 
their own exertions — and the ways in 
ZKLFK�FDPSDLJQ�¿QDQFLQJ��OREE\LQJ�DQG�
gerrymandering have created a dysfunctional 
legislative branch — as much as any 
SUHVLGHQW¶V�FKDUDFWHU�

Zelizer’s read on things leaves ample room 
for Obama to be questioned on foreign policy 
DQG�IRU�QRW�PDNLQJ�PRUH�RI�KLV�¿UVW�WZR�\HDUV��
ZKHQ�'HPRFUDWV�FRQWUROOHG�&RQJUHVV��,W¶V�
also possible that he should have made less 
of them, that delaying health care would have 
spared Democrats their 2010 drubbing and 
JLYHQ�KLP�DGGLWLRQDO�WLPH�ZLWK�D�IULHQGO\��LVK��
&RQJUHVV�

But it’s undeniable that we treat our 
presidents as larger than life, simplifying the 
VWRULHV�ZH�WHOO��7KH\¶UH�QRW�DOZD\V�PLJKW\�
IULJDWHV�SDUWLQJ�WKH�ZDWHUV��7KH\¶UH�MXVW�DV�
much buoys on the tides of history, rising and 
IDOOLQJ�ZLWK�WKH�VZHOOV�

Ŷ
Frank Bruni is an Op-Ed columnist for The 

New York Times since June 2011.
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OUR VIEW

OTHER VIEWS

YOUR VIEWS
+D\HV¶�ÀHHW�RI�PLVWDNHV�OHDYHV�
SOHQW\�RI�TXHVWLRQV�XQDQVZHUHG

The Oregon State Ethics Commission is 
to report whether or not Oregon’s Governor 
-RKQ�.LW]KDEHU�DQG�KLV�¿DQFpH��&\OYLD�+D\HV��
YLRODWHG�WKHLU�UROHV�LQ�VWDWH�JRYHUQPHQW��
Hayes, from Bend, is the founder of 3E 
6WUDWHJLHV��DQ�HFRQRPLF�FRQVXOWLQJ�¿UP�

She spent much of the governor’s third 
WHUP�ZLWK�D�GHVN�LQ�KLV�RI¿FH�DQG�D�UROH�DV�
advisor even as she conducted consulting 
work around Oregon and elsewhere, according 
a report from The (Bend) Bulletin�

The ethics commission is supposed to be 
investigating whether or not Hayes had an 
XQRI¿FLDO�UROH�DV�DGYLVRU�WR�WKH�JRYHUQRU��
Did she use her position with the governor to 
advance her own consulting business?

The governor has asked the ethics 
FRPPLVVLRQ�WR�ORRN�LQWR�WKH�PDWWHU��
Meanwhile, he says Hayes will not accept 
new contracts through 3E Strategies during 
KLV�IRXUWK�WHUP��:KDW�LV�QRW�FOHDU�LV�LI�KH�
she in her role as advisor to anyone in state 
JRYHUQPHQW�LV�¿QLVKHG�QR�PDWWHU�ZKDW�WKH�
HWKLFV�FRPPLVVLRQ�VD\V�

What has this to do with a general sales 
WD["�,�DJUHH�ZLWK�*RY��.LW]KDEHU��2UHJRQLDQV�
would not accept a general sales tax unless 

WKH�SHUVRQDO�LQFRPH�WD[�LV�DEROLVKHG��7KH\�
would not tolerate both taxes — and isn’t it 
unconstitutional as “double taxation”?

Hayes does not appear to be a very 
upstanding citizen and not the kind of person 
ZH�ZDQW�DV�WKH�)LUVW�/DG\�RI�2UHJRQ��+HU�
SDVW�LV�QRW�FRPPHQGDEOH��6KH�VHHPV�WR�KDYH�
advanced her own career by using a state 
RI¿FLDO�DQG�VKH�LV�QHLWKHU�DQ�HOHFWHG�QRU�
DSSRLQWHG�RI¿FLDO�

She took part for illicit purposes in 
accepting $5,000 for a sham marriage to an 
immigrant in 1997 so that he could stay in the 
8QLWHG�6WDWHV�

+RZ�FRXOG�DQ\RQH�¿QG�OR\DOW\�LQ�VXFK�
a devious person who did not come forth 
with the truth of a clandestine marriage? The 
Willamette Week�QHZVSDSHU�¿UVW�UHYHDOHG�WKLV�
PDWWHU��+RZ�ZRXOG�\RX�IHHO�LI�\RXU�¿DQFpH�
played such a trick on you?

Finally, it was poor judgment that she lived 
on a property in Washington state that was 
LQWHQGHG�IRU�D�PDULMXDQD�SODQWDWLRQ��:KDW�
were to be her gains from this venture?

$OO�RI�WKLV�DSSHDUV�WR�EH�PRUH�JUHHG�WKDQ�
ORYH��'RHV�VKH�UHDOO\�FDUH�DERXW�WKH�JRYHUQRU"

:RZ��6KH�ZRXOGQ¶W�ODVW�¿YH�PLQXWHV�LQ�
DQ\�FRUUDO�RI�DQ�(DVWHUQ�2UHJRQLDQ�

'RU\V�&��*URYHU
3HQGOHWRQ

$�WLS�RI�WKH�KDW�WR�WKH�'XFNV�RI�2UHJRQ�
The school’s football team will play for a national championship Monday 

DJDLQVW�WKRVH�QXWV�IURP�2KLR�6WDWH�8QLYHUVLW\�
,W�KDV�DOUHDG\�EHHQ�DQ�KLVWRULF��VXFFHVVIXO�FDPSDLJQ�IRU�WKH�'XFNV��7KH\�

ZRQ�WKH�¿UVW�'LYLVLRQ�,�FROOHJH�IRRWEDOO�SOD\RII�JDPH�HYHU��4XDUWHUEDFN�
0DUFXV�0DULRWD�EURXJKW�WKH�¿UVW�
+HLVPDQ�7URSK\�WR�(XJHQH��7KH\�ZRQ�
WKH�3DF����WLWOH��7KH\¶YH�ZRQ�D�VFKRRO�
UHFRUG����JDPHV��7KH\�PDGH�-DPHLV�
Winston throw a ball backwards in a 
play that was so bad a referee fell down 
LQ�DPXVHPHQW�
7KDW¶V�QRW�WR�VD\�WKH�ZRUN�LV�GRQH��

The cap to this season would be 
dispatching Ohio State and winning the 
¿UVW�HYHU�&ROOHJH�)RRWEDOO�3OD\RIIV��DQG�
VHFXULQJ�WKH�VFKRRO¶V�¿UVW�QDWLRQDO�WLWOH�

We offer our support to that endeavor 
and will be rooting for them to bring 

KRPH�WKH�WLWOH��$QG�QR�PDWWHU�\RXU�DOPD�PDWHU�RU�ZKHUH�\RXU�DOOHJLDQFHV�OLH��
ZH�KRSH�\RX�¿QG�D�OLWWOH�SODFH�LQ�\RXU�KHDUW�IRU�VWDWH�SULGH�DQG�FKHHU�IRU�WKH�
'XFNV�RQ�0RQGD\�
%HFDXVH�WKLV�LVQ¶W�MXVW�D�IRRWEDOO�WHDP��,W�VHHPV�OLNH�D�JHQXLQHO\�JRRG�

JURXS�RI�\RXQJ�PHQ��0DULRWD�KDV�EHHQ�D�VXSUHPHO\�FDSDEOH�UROH�PRGHO�DQG�
the Oregon coaching philosophy — advocating the kinder, gentler, more 
VXSSRUWLYH�ZD\�WR�WHDFK�VNLOOV�²�LV�WKH�ULJKW�PRYH�LQ�WRGD\¶V�FXOWXUH��7R�VHH�
a squad not dogged by accusations and rap sheets, nor led by a dictatorial 
lunatic, reach the apex of college football is a rare bright spot in the warped 
ZRUOG�RI�FROOHJH�DWKOHWLFV�
:H�FDQ�KDSSLO\�FKHHU�³*R�'XFNV�´�DQG�IHHO�FRQ¿GHQW�OD\LQJ�LQ�WKH�SRLQWV�
$�NLFN�LQ�WKH�SDQWV�WR�WKH�QHDUO\�

XVHOHVV�³:RQ�QRW�GRQH´�7�VKLUWV with 
Ducks and Buckeyes logos that went on 
sale the moment after each team’s bowl 
JDPH�ZLQ�
7DON�DERXW�D�VKRUW�VKHOI�OLIH��)RU�MXVW�

��������\RX�FDQ�EH�UHPLQGHG�HYHU\�WLPH�
you open your closet that your team won 
one playoff game, and then went on to 
SOD\�DQRWKHU�JDPH�

Far be it from us to tell big-time 
university marketing departments how 
WR�VHOO�7�VKLUWV��%XW�ZH�WKLQN�LW¶V�D�EHWWHU�
XVH�RI�IDEULF�WR�UHSUHVHQW�VRPHWKLQJ�WLPHOHVV���:DU�RQ�����DQ\RQH"�

$�NLFN�LQ�WKH�SDQWV��DQG�PRUH��WR�:HGQHVGD\¶V�DWWDFN�LQ�3DULV��
We spoke our piece on Thursday’s editorial page about the import 

of supporting free expression and 
bemoaning the utter barbarity of the 
WHUURULVWV�ZKR�FRPPLWWHG�WKH�JKDVWO\�DFW��
That murderous action deserves much 
PRUH�WKDQ�D�NLFN�LQ�WKH�SDQWV��,W�GHVHUYHV�
VZLIW�DQG�SRZHUIXO�MXVWLFH�

But now we spread that piece a little 
further — to the response to the crime 
and the desire to make the world a more 
SHDFHIXO�DQG�WROHUDQW�SODFH��

It’s human nature to be angry in 
WKH�UXEEOH�RI�VXFK�FDUQDJH��:H�VKRXOG�

DOZD\V�FU\�RYHU�VSLOW�EORRG��%XW�LI�ZH�UHVSRQG�WR�VXFK�DFWLRQV�ZLWK�KDWUHG��
YLROHQFH�DQG�UDFLVP��ZH�IXUWKHU�SHUSHWXDWH�WKH�ZKHHO�RI�PLVWUXVW�

We can always draw cartoons of whatever we wish — tolerance is not 
DFTXLHVFHQFH�RU�VHUYLOLW\��%XW�ZH�VKRXOG�QRW�SDLQW�ZKROH�FXOWXUHV�ZLWK�WKH�
VDPH�EURDG�EUXVK��D�EUXVK�WKDW�ZDV�LQIRUPHG�E\�RXU�RZQ�FXOWXUDO�QRUPV��
7KH�FRXQWU\¶V�IRLEOHV�LQ�WKH�,UDT�DQG�$IJKDQLVWDQ�LQ�WKH�MLWWHU\�\HDUV�

DIWHU������VKRXOG�EH�D�UHPLQGHU�RI�WKH�GLI¿FXOW\�RI�H[SRUWLQJ�RQH¶V�LGHDOV�
HOVHZKHUH��7R�PDQ\�DURXQG�WKH�0XVOLP�ZRUOG��WKRVH�ZDUV�ORRNHG�QR�
GLIIHUHQW�WKDQ�WKH�&KDUOLH�+HEGR�NLOOLQJ�GLG�WR�WKH�:HVW�

<HW�D�WLS�RI�WKH�KDW�WR�WKRVH�VWDQGLQJ�VWURQJ�LQ�WKH�IDFH�RI�LQWLPLGDWLRQ�
DQG�WHUURULVP�

Despite the massacre of a dozen 
people, including eight journalists, the 
YRLFH�RI�&KDUOLH�+HEGR�ZLOO�FDUU\�RQ��
The satirical magazine vowed to stay 
on its publication schedule and put out 
DQRWKHU�HGLWLRQ�QH[W�ZHHN��)HOORZ�QHZV�
organizations are pitching in to help 
fund the effort, and have already raise 
��������HXURV��DERXW�����������

Witnesses say they heard the gunmen 
shout “We’ve killed Charlie Hebdo” as 
WKH\�OHIW�WKH�PDJD]LQH¶V�RI¿FH��:H¶UH�

JODG�WR�NQRZ�WKDW¶V�QRW�WUXH�

7LS�RI�WKH�KDW��
NLFN�LQ�WKH�SDQWV

Frank 
Bruni
Comment

If only Obama 
were a 

schmoozer like 
Lyndon Johnson.


