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leeway to indulge the work he loves. He 
also has high hopes for the Institute of 
Politics he founded at the University 
of Chicago. There, he wants to give 
students a connection to the vibrant, 
engaging world of politics and to 
awaken them to the stakes he sees for 
them in the current political world. 

That’s how democracy’s  

supposed to work, by seizing 

control of the future.  

He says, “My job whenever I talk to 
young people, but certainly at the 
University, is to make the point that 
whatever equity you care about, 
whether it’s human rights, climate 
change, deficits, education… it’s going 
to be impacted dramatically by the 
decisions that are made in Washington, 
in state capitals, and in capitals around 
the world. And you can walk away and 
let other people make those decisions, 
but then you have to live with the 
consequences of those.”

On patriotism:
I was the son of an immigrant who 
came here with nothing; I ended up 
as the Senior Advisor to the President. 
I grew up in a housing development 
and my sister and I shared a room in 
a rental apartment that was probably 
about as big as from here to the 
kitchen. And I’ve lived my dreams. My 
father came here in 1922. If he’d tried 
to come in ’23 when the very harsh 
immigration laws were put in place, 
he probably wouldn’t have been here. 

And his life would have been different 
and I think less good. So I believe in 
America. I believe in what America has 
been. I believe in the values that have 
been time honored and I think fighting 
for those is a worthy cause. And I 
hope young people pick that torch 
up because they’re the ones who are 
going to have the greatest—by far the 
greatest—stake here.  

On keeping the republic:
The greatest admonition I can give to 
young people is don’t take what we 
have for granted. Democracy requires 
participation. I’m biased in this 
regard because I’m devoting my life 
to it—to this project—but I think they 
should get in the arena. And getting 
in the arena doesn’t necessarily mean 
running for public office, although 
it could. It doesn’t necessarily mean 
working in campaigns, although I think 
that’s a good thing to do. You know my 
sister is an educational psychologist. 
She helps kids with learning 
disabilities deal with school systems 
in Massachusetts. And she was not 
political at all. And she got involved in 
politics through school board elections 
in her community because she was 
very concerned about policies there. 
And from there she was the one who 
called me and said I should work for 
Deval Patrick, because she was so 
inspired by him. 

That’s how democracy’s supposed 
to work, by seizing control of the 
future. Seize control of the decisions 
that are made in your communities. 
Seize control of it or at least a piece 
of it, understanding that the outcome 
is not always going to be what you 
want; the second thing that we need 

to understand is that compromise is 
a necessary ingredient. This whole 
country was founded on compromise. 
The Federalist Papers are full of 
compromise. The Constitution is a 
big compromise. And it’s a work in 
progress, you know. But, you can’t be 
an absolutist and engage in a healthy 
democracy. 

As messy and as troubled and as 
challenged as it is, I really believe it’s the 
best path forward. . . . This is the best 
vehicle to influence your future and the 
future of your community, the country, 
and the world. So my advice is to get in 
the arena—be a candidate, work for a 
candidate. Be a policy advisor, a speech 
writer. Go to work for a not-for-profit 
that is trying to push for public policy. 
Be a journalist and communicate in a 
thoughtful way what’s going on in the 
world.

But be involved in it; don’t, don’t 
surrender to the cynicism. That 
would be a tragic thing to do because 
I’ve seen it. You can bring about real 
fundamental change. I know that there 
are people who now have healthcare 
who wouldn’t have. There are soldiers 
who are home with their families who 
are not at risk today because of what 
we’ve done. There are autoworkers on 
the line that would be unemployed 
today but for what we’ve done. There 
are gay people who would be still 
unable to serve in the military, still 
unable to marry, still unable to live 
their full lives but for what we have 
done. . . . So my message is make a 
difference, get involved. 

Source: David Axelrod spoke with Christine 
Barbour and Gerald C. Wright on August 18, 
2014.

the FEC and to file the required reports. In general, 
campaign consultants are able to provide specialized tech-
nical services that the parties’ political committees cannot.77

Presenting the Candidate An effective 
campaign begins with a clear understanding of how the 
candidate’s strengths fit with the context of the times and 
the mood of the voters. To sell a candidate effectively, the 
claims to special knowledge, competence, or commitment 
must be credible.78 In 1992 the Clinton campaign 
contrasted its candidate’s fresh, young, energetic image with 
the public’s perceptions of the incumbent, President 
George H. W. Bush, as lacking a clear policy direction or 
vision. The Clinton campaign headquarters (which staffers 

called “The War Room”) prominently displayed a sign—
“It’s the Economy, Stupid”—to help keep the campaign on 
track. In 2000 and 2004 George W. Bush’s campaign staff 
were able to portray him as an effective “decider,” as 
opposed to the more ineffective and flip-flopping images 
they created of Al Gore and John Kerry.

The 2008 Obama presidential campaign is considered by 
many observers to be one of the best-run campaigns in 
modern American politics. It paired near complete message 
control with an unprecedented use of technology and a 
massive and very well-organized volunteer component. The 
campaign capitalized on a national weariness with the Bush 
years and crafted a campaign theme emphasizing change 
that was well suited to Obama’s apparent competence, his 


