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"Bill, make room for Hillary."  





In 1992, Francis Fukuyama wrote The End of History and the Last Man that described the triumph of democracy and capitalism as the dominant political and economic systems over communism.  These macrosystem victories laid the groundwork for individual freedom and opportunity, especially opportunities for women.  A longer struggle than how we will govern ourselves is the struggle over the roles of men and women.  The next chapter of history will focus on the greater sharing of power between men and women and Living History provides a microcosm and inside look at how the world's most powerful couple shared power.





Perhaps the best-kept secret of Hillary Clinton’s new carefully worded autobiography Living History is that the reader can glean more insight from its title than anything else.  What becomes evident in the book is that Hillary has learned from her past political mistakes, and has attempted to correct them.  For example, in an early chapter, we learn about Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s opposition to Mrs. Clinton’s health care plan, and his stinging statement that the whole proposal was based upon “fantasy numbers”.  By the end of the book, the same man that had publicly criticized Hillary years earlier opened up his farmhouse for her announcement that she would run for his Senate seat. 





Moynihan’s altered opinion of Hillary Clinton is evidence that Hillary has chosen to learn about history, and also committed herself to not repeat its mistakes.  The achievement of the book is Clinton’s ability to present herself as more reflective and introspective than the woman who interjected herself on the national scene over a decade ago.  This quality is worthy of further discussion if the “Hillary for President in 2008” mantras have any truth to them.  Although many presidents have been fans of American history, none have had the ability, opportunity, or wherewithal to improve their political situations during their terms of office.  In fact, even our most renowned presidents left weakened coalitions upon their exit from power.  Mrs. Clinton’s most attractive leadership qualities are her demonstrated ability to stand against the grain, redefine her roles, and transform former critics into supporters. 





In this light, Hillary stands head and shoulders above her husband, in that Bill Clinton remained essentially the same throughout his time in the White House.  The Bill Clinton we got in 1992 remained the same Bill Clinton who left office in 2000:  he still talked too much, stayed up way too late, suffered from a lack of organization and discipline, and had a damaging weakness for flashy women with big hair.  Hillary, however, stands apart from her husband in this regard.  During her stint as First Lady, Hillary changed from a polarizing figure to an effective political voice focused on more traditional “women’s issues.”  Her deliberateness in this transforming decision is marked in the book; she writes that as she looked to Bill’s second term, she “planned to speak out publicly to help shape White House policy on issues affecting women, children and families.” 


    


Living History also addresses the criticisms of her earlier book, It Takes A Village which had no index and no acknowledgements.  Hillary mentions hundreds of contributors to the book, including her staff from the 2000 Senate campaign and has a 28 page index.  These extra pages add to an already long book that suffers from too much foreign travelogue and excessive namedropping. 





While most of the lessons Hillary learned throughout her tenure as First Lady were decidedly positive, there is another side to the coin.  Mrs. Clinton has also become a master at blurring the lines between campaigning and governance.  She has become more media savvy, and it shows.  Hillary knows that the American public views the presidency as a combination of politics and entertainment.  The fact of the matter is that George W. and Laura Bush are, for the most part, rather boring people.  While the nation breathed a collective sigh of relief when the Clintons finally departed from the airplane hanger in 2001, Americans are now hungry for the next installment of the Clinton saga.  Political scientist Bruce Miroff describes the contemporary presidential leadership as a titillating “spectacle” that numbs and awes its audience.  Hillary writes about her Christophe haircuts and Oscar de la Renta dresses as signs of her increased concerns about her feminine appearance.  She understands Miroff’s thesis better than anyone since she was part of the spectacle for eight long years.  By writing her own book, Mrs. Clinton has embraced the spectacle of American public leadership, but in a way in which she controls her present and future political scripts.  





From her traditional Midwestern upbringing as a devout Methodist, Girl Scout, and Goldwater Girl to her adult roles as attorney, wife, mother, first lady, and senator, Hillary has adapted to her environment and redefined roles with a mixture of tradition and progressivism.  One common theme is running for office.  Hillary ran for president in high school in Illinois (she lost), and at Wellesley College (she was president of the College Republicans and the Student Body), assisted Bill in many campaigns from Attorney General to Governor to President, and most recently won election as Senator.  In each of these episodes of public service, controversy surely followed, but Hillary faced her greatest organized opposition when she took on Healthcare as First Lady. 





Hillary was a different First Lady than her predecessors.  In the book she describes many contacts with previous First Ladies, including Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis (advice about protecting Chelsea), Lady Bird Johnson (appreciation for mobilizing Democrats to support Bill), and even Eleanor Roosevelt if you count her visualization and conversations with Eleanor in the White House, an exercise from Jean Houston who helped console and motivate Hillary after healthcare reform died.  Hillary is the first First Lady to enter office expecting to share power and have the public acknowledge her importance.  Interestingly, this public acceptance comes from her many foreign trips focused on women's rights and stories of those trips fill up a large part of the book.





The former First Couple demonstrated the blurring of social roles, in that Hillary often displayed more stereotypical masculine traits of being a protector, competitor, economic provider, and private person.  Bill displayed the more traditional feminine traits of empathy, cooperation, financial dependence, emotional expression, and public revelations of his private behaviors.  These reversed characteristics may be particularly jarring and annoying to traditionalists.  The revelations about Monica Lewinsky drive the First Couple to marital counseling.  She resists divorce for a variety of reasons:  her mother’s experience as a child of divorce and protecting Chelsea from that outcome, her sense that Bill is the man who understands her, and her opportunities to exert political power.





 After all, the political strategy of Living History is to extend her existing political coalition.  The book is long and detailed, and the goal is to include something for everyone in her story.  She already has the support of Democratic, college-educated women and racial minorities.  The key to her continued political success, whether it includes more terms in the Senate or a run for the White House, is to expand her repertoire.  First, she must win back the full support of feminists, who are wary of her after her decision to remain married to her husband.  Most importantly, she needs to appeal to moderate voters of both sexes, who may have traditional values and concerns.  By emphasizing her religious beliefs, her intergenerational connection with her mother, her strong relationship with Chelsea, and her willingness to stick it out with Bill, Hillary aims to tap into this vast reservoir of the electorate.  Mrs. Clinton sees herself for what she is: an enduring American icon.  There is much more to Senator Clinton than symbolism, but it is clear from Living History that she understands high-stake contemporary politics is about knowing how to produce results like a workhorse and play to the cameras like a show pony.  As Bill Clinton designs his Presidential Library for opening in 2004, his presidency may become best known as the apprenticeship for the first female president, his wife Hillary.  It might behoove Bill to dedicate some library rooms to Hillary and, if he is lucky, maybe she will do the same for him. 





