Read “The Political Order” at http://www.philosophy-religion.or g/living/11.pdf and “ Pragmatism” at
http://www.philosophy-religion.or g/living/philosophy/14.pdf . Stating car efully your criteria, evaluate
President Obama’s philosophy as described in the following excer pt of a New York Times essay. Why do
you think that “elite” is often used peoratively today?

October 27, 2010

In Writings of Obama, a Philosophy Is Unearthed

By PATRICIA COHEN

When the Harvard historian James T. Kloppenberg decided to write about the influences that shaped
President Obama’sview of theworld, heinterviewed the president’s former professorsand classmates,
combed through his books, essays, and speeches, and even read every article published during thethree
years Mr. Obama was involved with the Harvard Law Review (“a superb curefor insomnia,” Mr.
Kloppenberg said). What he did not do was speak to President Obama.

“Hewould have had to deny every word,” Mr. Kloppenberg said with a smile. Thereason, he explained,
ishisconclusion that President Obamaisatrueintellectual — aword that isfrequently considered an
epithet among populistswith arobust suspicion of vy League lites.

In New York City last week to give a standing-room-only lectur e about his forthcoming intellectual
biography, “Reading Obama: Dreams, Hopes, and the American Palitical Tradition,” Mr. Kloppenberg
explained that he sees Mr. Obama as a kind of philosopher president, arare breed that can be found only
a handful of timesin American history.

“There sJohn Adams, Thomas Jeffer son, James M adison and John Quincy Adams, then Abraham
Lincoln and in the 20th century just Woodrow Wilson,” he said.

To Mr. Kloppenberg the philosophy that has guided President Obama most consistently is pragmatism, a
uniquely American system of thought developed at the end of the 19th century by William James, John
Dewey and Charles Sanders Peirce. It isa philosophy that grew up after Darwin published histheory of
evolution and the Civil War reached its bloody end. M ore and mor e people wer e coming to believe that
chancerather than providence guided human affairs, and that dogged certainty led to violence.

Pragmatism maintainsthat people are constantly devising and updating ideas to navigate theworld in
which they live; it embraces open-minded experimentation and continuing debate. “ It isa philosophy for
skeptics, not true believers,” Mr. Kloppenberg said.

Those who heard Mr. Kloppenber g present hisargument at a conference on intellectual history at the
City University of New York’s Graduate Center responded with prolonged applause. “ Theway hetraced
Obama’sintellectual influences was fascinating for us, given that Obama’s academic background seems
so similar to ours,” said Andrew Hartman, a historian at I1linois State Univer sity who helped organize
the conference.
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Mr. Kloppenberg'sinterest in the education of Barack Obama began from a distance. He spent 2008, the
election year, at the University of Cambridgein England and found himself in lecture hallsand at dinner
tablestrying to explain who this man was.

Race, temperament and family history areall crucial to under standing the White House's current
occupant, but Mr. Kloppenberg said he chose to focus on one slice of the president’s makeup: hisideas.

In the professor’s analysisthe president’ sworldview isthe product of the country’slong history of
extending democracy to disenfranchised groups, aswell asthe specific ideological upheavalsthat struck
campusesin the 1980s and 1990s. He mentions, for example, that Mr. Obama was at Harvard during
“the greatest intellectual ferment in law schoolsin the 20th century,” when competing theories about
race, feminism, realism and constitutional original intent were all battling for ground.

Mr. Obama was ultimately drawn to a cluster of ideas known ascivic republicanism or deliberative
democracy, Mr. Kloppenberg arguesin the book, which Princeton University Presswill publish on

Sunday. In thisview the founding fathers cared as much about continuing a discussion over how to
advance the common good as they did about ensuring freedom.

Taking hiscue from Madison, Mr. Obama writesin his 2006 book “ The Audacity of Hope” that the
constitutional framework is*“designed to force usinto a conversation,” that it offers“away by which we
argue about our future.” Thisnotion of aliving document isdirectly at oddswith the conception of
Justice Antonin Scalia of the Supreme Court, who has spoken of “the good, old dead Constitution.”

Mr. Kloppenberg compiled along list of people who he said helped shape Mr. Obama’sthinking and
writing, including Weber and Nietzsche, Thoreau and Emerson, Langston Hughes and Ralph Ellison.
Contemporary scholarslike the historian Gordon Wood, the philosophers John Rawls and Hilary
Putnam, the anthropologist Clifford Geertz and thelegal theorists Martha Minow and Cass Sunstein
(whoisnow working at the White House) also have a place.

Despite the detailed examination, Mr. Kloppenberg concedesthat President Obama remains something
of amystery.

“Tocriticson theleft he seemsa tragic failure, a man with so much potential who has not fulfilled the
promise of change that partisans predicted for hispresidency,” hesaid. “ Totheright heisa frightening
success, a man who hastransfor med the federal government and ruined the economy.”

Hefinds both assessments flawed. Conservatives who argue that Mr. Obamaisa socialist or an anti-
colonialist (as Dinesh D’ Souza doesin hisbook “ The Roots of Obama’s Rage’) arefar off themark, he
said.

“Adams and Jeffer son wer e the only anti-colonialists whom Obama has been affected by,” hetold the
audiencein New York. “He hasa profound love of America.”



And hisopposition to inequality stems from Puritan preachersand the social gospel rather than
socialism.

Asfor liberal critics, Mr. Kloppenberg took painsto differentiate the president’s philosophical
pragmatism, which assumes that change emer ges over decades, from thekind of “vulgar pragmatism”
practiced by politicianslooking only for expedient compromise. (He gave former President Bill Clinton’s
strategy of “triangulation” asan example.)

Not all of the disappointed liberalswho attended thelecturein New York were convinced that that
distinction can bemade so easily. T. J. Jackson Lears, a historian at Rutgers University, wrotein an e-
mail that by “showing that Obama comes out of a tradition of philosophical pragmatism, he actually
provided a basisfor criticizing Obama’s dideinto vulgar pragmatism.”

And despite Mr. Kloppenberg'sfocus on the president’sintellectual evolution, most listeners wanted to
talk about hispolitical record.

“There seemed to be skepticism regarding whether Obama’ sintellectual background actually trandated
into policiesthat the mostly left-leaning audience could get behind,” Mr. Hartman said. “ Several
audience members, myself included, probably view Obama the president asa centrist like Clinton rather
than a progressive intellectual as painted by Kloppenberg.”
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