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Introduction

race whisperer (n): one who is seamlessly and agilely able 
to employ racial language and tropes by using personal 
experiences or common historical themes to engage and 
mobilize diverse racial constituencies.

President Obama’s remarks on July 19, 2013, took everyone by sur-
prise. Nearly a week after George Zimmerman was found not guilty 
of killing Trayvon Martin, an unarmed African American teen on his 
way home from a convenience store in Sanford, Florida, who Zim-
merman had pursued after being told by an emergency dispatcher 
to remain in his car, President Obama walked into the White House 
Press Room and began to speak from handwritten notes about the 
ordeal (Landler and Shear 2013). News channels interrupted regu-
lar programming, correspondents working in the White House went 
from slowly making their way into the room for yet another briefing 
to sprinting at the sound of the president’s voice, and Facebook and 
Twitter lit up with the news that the president was giving live com-
ments about Trayvon Martin. For the first time since the beginning 
of his presidency and five years after his historic election in 2008, 
Barack Obama stood in front of the American people and spoke 
plainly and honestly about race, a case that had held the attention of 
American people for the previous two years, and a trial that was the 
center of a summer media blitz.

The president began with a slightly reluctant cadence to explain 
why he had gone off script and schedule on this particular day. After 
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instructing the reporters that he would not be taking any ques-
tions, he began the substantive part of his address by mentioning 
his previously released written statement regarding the verdict, re-
iterating that he would not rehash the details of the actual trial, and 
extending his prayers to the Martin family. Then he shocked most 
observers by taking on the popular refrain that “Trayvon Martin 
could have been . . . me 35 years ago.” Indeed, Black men of all ages 
strongly identified with a kid walking home with snacks he had 
purchased during a break from watching the NBA All- Star game. 
This was also very much a reiteration of President Obama’s previ-
ous statements that “had his wife given birth to sons instead of 
daughters, they would look like Trayvon Martin” (Thompson and 
Wilson 2012). He then went on to talk personally and poignantly 
about his own experiences with racism as a way of explaining or 
translating African Americans’ frustration to the larger American 
audience. He also pointed to intraracial violence as a serious prob-
lem for young Black boys. In the end, he didn’t offer any sweeping 
policy changes or major pieces of legislation; he saw them as essen-
tially futile, given the kind of remedy needed. Instead, he suggested 
that the problem of race and racial prejudice would be repaired 
only through efforts to deal with the anger of young Black boys 
and the efforts of all Americans to do some serious soul- searching 
about their own prejudices.1

In terms of discursive structure, this had all the ingredients 
of the best Obama speeches. Known for his rhetorical acumen, 
Barack Obama has been both lauded and criticized for both his 
substantive content and his style. There are some components 
that have become hallmarks of his rhetoric. First, he almost al-
ways provides some sort of personal connection through anecdotal 
family history or his lived experiences. Second, he mirrors the 
high- minded discourse of the 1960s civil rights movement or other 
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unifying historical eras that demonstrate American exceptional-
ism. This is particularly true in terms of his reliance on quotes 
by Martin Luther King Jr. Third, he often serves as a racial inter-
locutor between various groups. Indeed, he spends a good deal of 
time translating opposing positions in search of a workable middle 
ground. Fourth, he highlights particular histories of these groups as 
a way of demonstrating shared experiences and the potential for 
common ground. He is particularly skilled at equating events that 
happen in the same time period but actually represent irrecon-
cilable and conflicting perspectives. Fifth, and last, in his explicit 
discussions of race, he points to stereotypes based in beliefs about 
African American cultural pathology. Obama does some of these 
things in some speeches and not others, but they are all quite com-
mon and map almost perfectly onto any of his discussions that 
involve explicit discussions of race.

The Race Whisperer isn’t just about Barack Obama’s explicit 
race discussions. It is about the multifaceted ways his presidency 
has been imbued by race. Making race visible and understanding 
the mechanisms through which it is employed is, at times, more 
difficult in what is often called the postracial era. Several decades 
of research about the process through which race is socially con-
structed and inculcated into American discourse tells us that most 
of our racial understandings are pieced together by what is not 
said about race as much by as what is actually verbalized (Roediger 
2007; Omi and Winant 1994). George Lipsitz (2006, 1) has said that 
“as the unmarked category against which difference is constructed, 
whiteness never has to speak its name, never has to acknowledge 
its role as an organizing principle in social and cultural relations.” 
Because the presidency had been exclusive to white males before 
Obama was elected, discussions about race and the employment 
of racialized rhetoric were framed from the perspective of the 
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dominant group. There is no guarantee that President Obama will 
depart from those perspectives, but because he is the first mem-
ber of a marginalized group to occupy the office, it is particularly 
important to understand how he uses race in his rhetoric. Examin-
ing how Obama uses racial rhetoric to mobilize voters, neutralize 
opponents and critics, and unsettle or reinforce the contemporary 
racial order requires an examination of both his explicit and im-
plicit invocation of race and racial ideations. Such an examination 
explains reactions (moderate and extreme) of supporters and de-
tractors while also illustrating how Americans of many racial and 
ethnic identities understand racial tropes.

Virtually no conversation in America is devoid of race. This is 
true for the rhetoric all presidents employ, but it is particularly 
true for our nation’s first Black president. From the historical im-
portance of his election to ways that his election might translate 
into a different governing style, everything that Barack Obama has 
done is seen through the lens of the very specific racial history he 
is making. Indeed, David Tesler and Michael O. Sears (2010, 92) 
concluded that “any issue Obama takes a public stand on might 
soon become polarized according to racial dispositions.” Thus, to 
paraphrase Tip O’Neill, all politics regarding Obama is racial.

Barack Obama’s presidential candidacy and presidency pres-
ent a unique opportunity to engage in a discussion about race 
and politics because of his own multifaceted racial history and 
the many racial questions that have arisen. The Obama years have 
highlighted the complexity and sometimes the fluidity of our na-
tion’s racial makeup, racial history, racial allegiances, and racial 
grammar. All of this was highlighted by the death of Trayvon Mar-
tin and Obama’s reflections on Martin’s death. Making that com-
plexity more legible is the primary goal of The Race Whisperer. 
This book looks at how Obama explicitly and implicitly invokes 
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racialized narratives and tropes. The book also examines the im-
pact of those invocations on American politics. As a corollary, it 
also examines reactions to his speeches that unveil the impact of 
President Obama’s use of racial rhetoric and imagery on the re-
ceived knowledge of groups. What changes about the presidency 
when the race of the president changes? What are some of the 
lessons we can learn about Obama’s views of race in America? In 
what ways does he benefit from or is hampered by engaging in 
“race talk”? This book relies on a series of case studies that ex-
plore how Obama wields racial rhetoric as a political instrument 
to achieve particular aims such as connecting to specific racial 
populations or distancing himself from others. It will explore im-
portant racialized aspects of both his campaigns and presidency. 
Before outlining more clearly what I mean by race as a political in-
strument, it is important to establish the political context in which 
Obama ran and now governs and the scholarship with which this 
book engages.

My primary interest is in the way Barack Obama uses racial 
schemas to galvanize the support of identity groups, what those 
schemas tell us about his views of race, and how the interactive 
effects of his implementation and the public’s response impacts 
Black politics. Instead of relying on time- worn tropes regarding 
race and racial positioning, he has marshaled multiple narratives 
about his own racial heritage to mobilize support, garner accep-
tance in multiple communities, and diminish the contentious 
impact of his race during his candidacies and administrations. 
In this rhetoric, race does not stop being a collection of socially 
constructed and experientially meaningful categories. Race is still 
these things. In addition, however, the narratives Obama tells, his 
affect as he delivers those narratives, and the references he makes 
to particular racial identities become political instruments he uses 
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to elicit support for his political goals among citizens. In most 
campaign rhetoric, race is viewed and discussed in terms of static 
and intractable categories that politicians use to mobilize or demo-
bilize voters. Barack Obama also tries to influence voting behavior 
through the use of racial rhetoric. However, his use of racial narra-
tives treats conversations, ideations, and other sentiments toward 
race as fluid, malleable, and highly susceptible to context. That is, 
verbal expressions of race are important, but racial understandings 
are also highly situational, temporally dependent, and performa-
tive. Knowing how to connect all these elements in order to use 
racial language in the most beneficial ways is like understanding 
which notes on a musical instrument produces the most harmoni-
ous sound. Obama’s use of race as a political instrument is specific 
enough to touch the central issues that are most important to indi-
vidual voters and broad enough to appeal to a wide cross- section 
of voters. It is interconnected and interactive in a way that requires 
him to understand ever- changing racial perspectives and prefer-
ences and how they might fit together to create a winning electoral 
coalition. It also avoids extremes so that the concepts he discusses 
do not go beyond the accepted boundaries of what appears to be 
fair and unbiased. Like musical instruments, political instruments 
are played by the performer (e.g., politician, candidate, operative, 
etc.) in ways that suggest mastery and interpretation of both the 
instrument and the compositions being played. The “composi-
tions” of interest in this project center on race. President Obama is 
choosing which compositions to highlight and which to deempha-
size. He decides the pace and the tone.

Obama has a much deeper and nuanced understanding of the 
changing and malleable nature of the racial landscape than pre-
vious presidential candidates. This is likely due to a combination 
of factors that include his membership in a marginalized racial 
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group, his mixed- race heritage, the time he spent abroad, the 
schools he attended, and the jobs he has held. This allows him, 
unlike many other politicians, to draw on complex and personal 
racial narratives in order to appeal to diverse sets of voters. He 
uses his understanding of these narratives to tap into personal and 
historical examples that reinforce core positive values of voters and 
directs the resulting good will toward himself as the designated 
representative of those values. His audiences hear his version of 
American history and current events, a version that is not always 
explicitly racial but is certainly inherently racial, and there is a cer-
tain resonance. When Obama is most successful, the narrative he 
offers does this without seeming to be overly rehearsed or syn-
thetic. There is a sense that these instruments emerge organically 
from the makeup and mood of the room or the import of the oc-
casion. His ease of transition from one trope to another gives his 
rhetoric an unbroken quality that renders the movement invisible 
unless he is addressing a direct question about race. Even on those 
occasions where he is directly engaging race, his words can be read 
on multiple levels.

It is also important to understand the nature of choice in in-
strumentalizing race. Just as a performer would choose not to per-
form music meant for dancing at a funeral, so Obama must make 
choices about what tropes are appropriate for a given audience or 
occasion. There are many racial tropes, both negative and positive, 
that could be used when speaking to any group. Attentiveness to 
which ones to prioritize is equally as important as attentiveness 
to which ones to avoid. This is the work of the race whisperer: 
not just to revel in sound but to identify the instrument and the 
composition and to note the consequences of choices. My goal in 
this book is to outline and render political instruments visible as a 
way of understanding the process by which politicians are framing 
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their political messages and how ordinary citizens are shaped by 
those messages.

Deconstructing the Obama Phenomenon

Understanding the context in which a Black candidate emerged as 
a front- runner for a major political party and subsequently won 
the presidency of the United States has been a major project of 
deconstructing what I refer to as the “Obama phenomenon.” This 
terminology serves several rhetorical purposes. First, it points to 
the tendency to overemphasize the role of personal charisma in 
Black political success. Erica Edwards’s (2012) important work 
highlights the limits of charisma and cults of personality for bring-
ing about Black progress. Although Obama’s achievements loom 
large and his name is easily listed in the same breath as those of 
Martin Luther King, W. E. B. Du Bois, and other luminaries, The 
Race Whisperer argues that he uses charisma and his membership 
status to solidify Black voter loyalty instead of offering policy con-
cessions or promises that would represent real progress toward 
Black political and social empowerment. As a result, his success-
ful election and presidency becomes the only “legitimate” issue 
on the Black political agenda, and any discussions or efforts that 
contradict that goal are derided. Second, the phrase harkens back 
to Adolph Reed’s (1986) now- classic treatise on the 1984 election, 
The Jesse Jackson Phenomenon, which argues that Jackson’s run was 
an attempt to achieve personal electoral and political legitimacy 
among newly elected Black politicians. Finally, the “Obama phe-
nomenon” is the name of an edited volume about the 2008 election 
in which scholars dissect every aspect of the historic campaign 
(Henry, Allen, and Chrisman 2011).
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The ascension of Barack Obama to the presidency has been 
interpreted and reinterpreted many times over in the years since 
he was elected. Scholars, pundits, and citizens alike have been 
preoccupied with attempts to understand how he was able to 
successfully win the Democratic nomination and the White 
House and what that meant for the changing face of America. 
Was this an outward rejection of conservative arguments that 
suggested the browning of America would be its downfall and 
the only real solution would be to figure out ways to insist that 
immigrants assimilate to America culture (Huntington 2005)? 
Had the nation turned a real and significant racial corner in 
which cross- racial voting would be the order of the day and 
Blacks in higher office would be accepted as competent leaders? 
Were Blacks finally at the center of American politics and able to 
wield their status as the most cohesive Democratic voting bloc in 
ways that translated into influence over policy outcomes? These 
are just a few of the questions that have been endlessly debated. 
Without President Obama’s ability to navigate difficult racial wa-
ters, there would have been no space and opportunity for any of 
these discussions. Instead of being seen as a race whisperer, he 
would be seen as yet another candidate of color running a largely 
symbolic campaign.

Most of the discussions centered on two main questions. First, 
there was an enormous interest in whether the election of the first 
Black president meant the end of racism’s stranglehold on Ameri-
can social and political life. If whites could support a Black can-
didate for the nation’s highest office, then surely the vestiges of 
past notions about Black inferiority must have dissipated.2 As a 
result, entire constellations of beliefs and suppositions about race 
and elections would have to be recalibrated. Second, the candi-
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date himself represented a source of national curiosity. Support for 
Obama in 2008 wasn’t just the election of any Black candidate; it 
was about the election of this candidate in particular, a candidate 
who had a rather unorthodox racial story, pristine credentials, and 
one of the most photogenic political families since the Kennedys. 
There had been Black presidential candidates before— Chisholm 
in ’72, Jackson in ’84 and ’88, and Sharpton in ’04, for example— 
but the Democratic nomination remained elusive for Blacks until 
Obama (Sinclair- Chapman and Price 2008). His success rested in 
part on his ability to position himself as both an African American 
insider and as somehow more than that. Many described it as an 
ability to transcend race.

Barack Obama as a political character and the persona shaped 
by his campaign elicited tremendous cross- racial appeal. He helped 
himself quite a bit with the publication of two successful biogra-
phies, Dreams from My Father (2004b) and The Audacity of Hope 
(2008a).3 Both books were bestsellers and helped introduce the 
public to his background and political development. What is now 
a very familiar story was mostly unknown in 2007. He was born to 
a white American mother and a Kenyan father, both of whom were 
students in Hawaii. Eventually his father moved back to Kenya and 
Obama was raised by his single mother with the help of her par-
ents. He also lived abroad during his childhood with his mother 
and Indonesian stepfather. He attended some of the best schools 
in the country, including Columbia and Harvard. His first job after 
college was as a community organizer in Chicago, and after leaving 
for law school he returned to that city. There he married Michelle 
Robinson and fathered two daughters. His political aspirations 
took him quickly from the Illinois statehouse to the U.S. Senate to 
the White House. He acquired diverse experiences during this life 
history that would resonate with many voter constituencies.
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Barack Obama began framing his story on the national stage 
during the 2004 Democratic National Convention. In his speech 
there, Obama, a relative political unknown, devoted a significant 
amount of time to his personal narrative. He presented this nar-
rative not as a way to introduce himself personally; rather, he pre-
sented himself as a personification of the American dream: his life 
experience embodied the values enshrined by the founders of the 
nation. Most important, he framed his narrative as universal (and 
thus raceless). He told his audience at the convention and the na-
tional audience across the airwaves that his experience was “a part 
of the larger American story . . . and in no other country on earth, 
is [this] story even possible” (Obama 2004a).

Some scholars pointed to Obama’s unorthodox lineage in inter-
esting and varied ways. They argued that his lack of connection to 
descendants of slaves in the American South meant that the major-
ity of African Americans would have trouble identifying with him 
(Walters 2007; Williams 2004). Alternatively, some argued that 
whites might see him as exceptional or somehow different from 
other Blacks and, consequently, more attractive to white voters. 
Obama walked a difficult tightrope that involved demonstrating 
the right amount of authenticity and connection to the Black com-
munity without being seen as a racial threat by whites (Squires 
and Jackson 2010). Skillfully changing one’s style and rhetoric for 
particular audiences without being seen as a panderer is the singu-
lar talent of the race whisperer. In fact, the invisibility of that shift 
is the key to its success. This ability demonstrates a racial literacy 
that requires an understanding of how multiple and at times com-
peting racial groups discuss and receive political messages. More-
over, it demonstrates a capacity to use that knowledge in the heat 
of political campaigns, where the context in which candidates find 
themselves at any given moment is constantly changing.
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Obama was also able to capitalize on “W fatigue.” George W. 
Bush’s popularity had waned considerably due to dissatisfaction 
with the progress of the War on Terror and the rapidly sinking 
economy. Fred Greenstein (2009) argues that the two factors that 
were most impactful in Obama’s victory were dissatisfaction with 
Bush and the economic downturn that happened on Bush’s watch. 
While these surely played a part, this argument provides very little 
attention to or insight into why or how non- Black Americans were 
able to overcome centuries of history and voting behavior to elect 
the first Black president. He was clearly able to tap into greater 
support among “racial liberals” than either previous Black candi-
dates or his white contemporaries (Tesler and Sears 2010).

Obama’s campaign was innovative on many fronts. It devel-
oped a sophisticated machine that used new media and social 
networking tools to disseminate information, recruit volunteers, 
and mobilize voters. Using this new technology, Obama amassed 
record campaign funds from sources that were more varied than 
in any other campaign in history. His 2008 campaign raised well 
over $700 million dollars, nearly 90 percent of which came from 
individual contributions (OpenSecrets.org, n.d.). Throughout the 
election season, the Obama campaign boasted about the amount 
of money it raised from small and first- time donors and sug-
gested that this phenomenon signaled a groundswell of grassroots 
support for his candidacy. The campaign’s fund- raising patterns 
signaled that Obama was tapping into members of new and often- 
overlooked constituencies who shared his vision for the future. He 
quoted Gandhi and King but he also quoted Jay- Z and Beyoncé. 
He was endorsed by both established political families and by ac-
tors and actresses. The demand for seats at his speech at the 2008 
Democratic National Convention was so great that the site was 
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moved from the Denver Convention Center to Mile High Stadium, 
where the NFL’s Denver Broncos played.

By the general election in November 2008, Obama had achieved 
rock- star status that was only magnified by the fact that a battal-
ion of celebrities was actively campaigning for him. In addition, 
young voters were attracted to his story and turned out heavily 
to volunteer for his campaign and vote for him in the election. In 
2008, turnout among young voters increased significantly; Barack 
Obama received nearly 70 percent of votes of those under thirty. 
According to the Pew Research Center, young voters attended 
more campaign events and donated more money in 2008 than they 
had in previous years. A major factor may have been that many 
more youth said they had been contacted by the Obama campaign; 
nearly a quarter of all youth said they had been contacted either 
in person or by phone by someone from the Obama campaign 
(Keeter, Horowitz, and Tyson 2008). Obama won the presidency 
with 53 percent of the popular vote and a solid majority among 
women, first- time voters, African Americans, Latinos, and Asians.

African Americans played a key role in the 2008 election. They 
were a pivotal Democratic voting bloc in southern states, where 
whites had largely abandoned the Democratic Party. As states 
continued to push their primaries to earlier dates in the election 
season, South Carolina became an important test of Obama’s stay-
ing power after his unexpected defeat in New Hampshire. Afri-
can Americans constituted a majority of Democratic voters in 
South Carolina, and a third of these voters were African American 
women (Seelye 2008b). Though prior to that primary Blacks had 
split their support between Obama and Hillary Clinton, Obama 
won South Carolina with a 55 percent majority.4 Blacks’ decision 
to support Obama gave him a large share of the vote in the Dem-
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ocratic primary and allowed him to remain competitive against 
Hillary Clinton. It is no secret that Blacks consistently support 
the Democratic Party in general elections. However, unlike other 
presidential candidates, Obama received a near- unanimous en-
dorsement from African Americans by garnering 96 percent of the 
Black vote.5 Moreover, for the first time ever, African American 
women had the highest turnout rate of all groups (Lopez and Tay-
lor 2009). African Americans viewed this election as an important 
historical moment and were excited about the prospect of voting 
for the first Black president.

Much of the analysis of Obama’s 2008 victory rests on a static 
view of race. That is, it treats race as a set of defined categories in 
which individuals hold membership and assumes that this mem-
bership impacts their worldview. Analysts focused on questions 
related to the racial identity of voters and candidates and how 
these identities have come to reflect certain predictable political 
outcomes. Thus, the story of the 2008 election essentially became a 
process of deconstructing and explaining aberrant behavior. Ana-
lysts asked how the actors behaved differently and why. There was 
special interest, for instance, in how Obama differed from other 
Black candidates, other Democratic candidates, and his Republi-
can opponents (Bai 2008; Remnick 2008). Even his authenticity 
as an African American was questioned, given his biracial heri-
tage, and some seemed to argue that he was so different from other 
candidates that comparisons were almost irrelevant (Seelye 2008a; 
Remnick 2008). There were also discussions about white support 
for a Black candidate over a white female candidate (Seelye 2008a; 
Nagourney 2006). Others were attentive to how other marginal-
ized groups made choices about whether or not to support Obama 
(e.g., Latinos, members of the LGBT community, and, to some ex-
tent, Asian Americans [Hornick 2008; Cullen 2008; Baim 2010]).
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Baodong Liu (2010, 8) argues that the fundamental key to 
Obama’s victory was his ability to mobilize a “minimum winning 
coalition” composed of a high proportion of minority voters and a 
low proportion of white voters. He argues that winning the presi-
dency requires candidates to gain the support of a large majority 
of either minorities or whites and some minimum of the other. 
Building a base of support premised on this simple calculation ac-
tually required a sound strategy and an enormous amount of effort 
to build. Obama and his election team proved to be powerfully 
skilled at this. They successfully crafted a masterful personal nar-
rative that was simultaneously universal and specific. His personal 
story was so unorthodox that he was able to connect to parts of 
many voters’ life experiences but wholly to almost no one. Obama 
was also able to capitalize on Bush’s unpopularity and on an elec-
tion machine that was tied into and understood the power of social 
media in contemporary elections. He was able to amass support 
across a wide cross- section of Americans and successfully corral 
them under one campaign umbrella, in large part due to his ability 
to deploy personal racial narratives.

Scholars have attempted to outline the electoral innovations that 
contributed to Obama’s success. Valeria Sinclair- Chapman and I 
(2008) have pointed to several unique racial features of the 2008 
election. An important departure from previous elections was the 
Obama campaign’s use of white surrogates such as campaign op-
eratives, party officials, and Democratic officeholders to combat 
attempts to negatively insert race into the presidential campaign. 
Obama’s Senate colleagues such as Claire McCaskill (D- MO) 
and Amy Klobuchar (D- MN) appeared on nightly news shows 
to discredit those who attempted to use implicit racial messages 
to undermine Obama’s campaign. Whites speaking against racist 
campaign tactics signaled the Democratic Party’s turn toward a 
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proactive stance toward racial issues; previously the party had in-
tentionally avoided conversations about race. In addition, Senator 
Ted Kennedy (D- MA) openly discussed how he was persuaded to 
endorse Obama because he believed that the Democratic primaries 
were becoming too divisive as a result of the Clintons’ insertions 
of implicit racial messages (Zeleny and Hulse 2008). Dan Balz and 
Haynes Johnson (2009) have noted that “for Kennedy, the injec-
tion of race into the campaign was hurting both candidates and 
alienating the party’s African American base.” Beyond the support 
of elite whites, Obama made significant headway with other white 
voters. He received a higher share of white votes in 2008 than Bill 
Clinton, Al Gore, or John Kerry had done in previous presidential 
elections (Cobb 2010).

There were many obstacles related to both Blacks’ and non- 
Blacks’ expectations of Black politicians. The blustery style of early 
Black mayors who positioned themselves as adversaries to white 
city government was unworkable for those Black politicians who 
wanted to attain higher political office. Thus, President Obama had 
to carefully craft an image that both resonated with Blacks because 
of their critical importance to the Democratic electoral coalition 
and attracted non- Black voters. He had to present a form of Black-
ness that would secure a cross- section of support. He could not be 
too angry or aggressive, and he could not take controversial (or 
any definitive) racial stances or hint at any potential bias toward 
his own racial group. In addition, he needed to connect with voters 
beyond obvious phenotypical differences. He also needed Black 
voters not to push him too hard on racial questions that might 
repel non- Black voters.

Pundits continually noted that (presumably unlike other Black 
candidates) Obama was not angry. Thus, he was potentially more 
appealing to white voters. Frank Rudy Cooper (2008, 636) went 
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so far as to label him the nation’s first “unisex president” because 
“Obama’s calmness has roots in the general need of Black men 
to be non- threatening to achieve mainstream success.” Thus, his 
failure to adhere to societal norms of masculinity mostly regard-
ing anger and aggression made his candidacy different from other 
male candidates. Many of the characteristics that Obama was most 
praised for implicitly signaled the differences between him and 
other Blacks. He was Black but not like other Blacks and not like 
other categories of famous Black men, such as athletes, rappers, 
and actors. All of these factors taken together seemingly provided 
a new racial context for white voters, but these were potentially less 
salient factors for African American voters.

If Obama was to win, it was necessary that Blacks not require 
too much of him. Conversations in which constituencies hash 
out demands with prospective politicians often force the politi-
cians to articulate positions and policy goals. Those articulations 
are revealing, both to the group whose support is being courted 
and to other groups. Fred Harris’s (2012) The Price of the Ticket 
suggests that African Americans were willing to overlook many 
things about Obama, both during and after the 2008 election. He 
calls it a “wink- and- nod” agreement that “entails black voters giv-
ing race- neutral black politicians a pass on discussion about racial 
inequality in exchange for the candidates’ successful elevation to 
high- profile political offices” (139). African Americans under-
stood the difficult road Obama had to travel and gave him implicit 
permission to avoid racial issues that might derail his chance of 
election. In a poignant quote, an African American woman told 
The Washington Post that “‘we can be black all day’ after the elec-
tion. . . . ‘We’ve got to get there first’” (Holmes 2008). While Afri-
can Americans were well aware of the sacrifice they were making, 
it is unclear if most understood that this campaign bargain would 
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follow the president into the White House. The goal seemed to be 
getting Obama elected by any means necessary; there was never 
a negotiation of post- election expectations. The Race Whisperer 
analyzes the implicit nods that Harris points to and extends the 
analysis to include racial cues that target other racial groups. Me-
lissa Harris- Perry (2011, 272) put forth a similar idea with a more 
race- neutral tone by arguing that the president was practicing a 
“‘green screen’ political strategy” in which “Barack Obama hoped 
to place himself in front of a blank space onto which Americans 
could project their own identities, political goals, and national 
hopes.” Like other groups, Blacks projected their beliefs onto him, 
but unlike some groups with whom the Candidate Obama met and 
made promises to, these projections were made without explicit 
promises. Obama remained free of specific obligations to his com-
munity of origin.

The success of the campaign pivoted on Obama’s ability to play 
up universal messages that promote cross- racial appeal. He relied 
on race- neutral themes or themes related to aspects of African 
American history that have become a part of America’s universal 
understanding of itself. I argue later in The Race Whisperer that so- 
called postracial rhetoric is decidedly not race neutral and instead 
reinforces the existing racial order. Avoiding postracial arguments, 
Enid Logan (2011, 8), who analyzes newspaper coverage of the 2008 
election, suggests that race and its role in American politics differed 
that year from the past. She argues that the outcome was attribut-
able to the fact that Obama offered an “appealing, carefully moder-
ated version of Blackness that a majority of the electorate readily 
consumed.” Her arguments suggest that this did not diminish the 
impact of race in the election, but it did restrict the terms of racial 
conversations to conciliatory concepts instead of those that might 
elicit hostility or conflict. She also notes a greater emphasis on the 
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import of a Black president and less attentiveness to the possibility 
of a woman president leading up to the election. In light of Logan’s 
findings, it is less surprising that Donald Kinder and Allison Dale- 
Riddle (2012) found that while racial group solidarity influenced 
voters’ choices significantly, the same was not true for gender iden-
tity. However, Obama’s campaign staff noted that they rarely dis-
cussed his race in the campaign (Parks and Rachlinsky 2009, 230). 
If this is true, it may have been the only space where that was the 
case because everyone else discussed it continuously. As William 
Jelani Cobb (2010, 160) astutely notes, however, “the Achilles heel 
of the ‘postracial’ politician, to the extent that such a thing exists, 
is that there are consistent clockwork moments of racial outrage 
that level- headed appeals for calm can’t address.” Cobb’s argument 
is particularly prescient given the distinctly racial tenor of many of 
the events in the latter half of Obama’s second term.

Racist Appeals, Racial Appeals, and Obama Appeals

In The Race Whisperer, I argue that Barack Obama is uniquely 
situated to tap into multiple racial appeals. For him, access to 
particular racial appeals is not determined by membership in spe-
cific and mutually exclusive groups. He is able to make authentic 
and politically useful connections to multiple groups, including 
whiteness, without actually being white. Indeed, he is able to wield 
racial appeals as instruments of mobilization to bring together 
diverse and divergent groups (particularly when it comes to his-
tories and policy positions). A significant portion of this ability 
stems from his capacity to tailor his biography to establish power-
ful connections with many groups. His multiracial background, 
his experiences living abroad, his Ivy League education, and his 
organizing skills all provide source material for bold and genuine 
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claims to membership across and among identities and categories. 
In this way, he is able to tap into narratives of Blackness, whiteness, 
migration, and other things with a good amount of credibility. 
This book examines how he is able to do this. His ability to tap 
into important and wide- ranging cultural scripts all candidates 
use presents a new challenge to our understanding of race in cam-
paigns, in elections, and in Black politics. Through an analysis of 
his own words, news reportage, and case studies, The Race Whis-
perer highlights the myriad ways he instrumentalizes racial appeals 
and the resulting implications for our understanding of Barack 
Obama’s racial legacy and the future of Black politics.

Before moving to concrete examples of Obama’s use of race and 
racial appeals, it is important to provide some background about 
the role of racial imagery in mobilizing or demobilizing a segment 
of the electorate. African Americans have embodied whites’ ra-
cial fears about crime, welfare, and other national problems. These 
fears have crystalized during elections around specific Black peo-
ple who typified these problems; examples include Willie Horton, 
Sistah Souljah, and Jeremiah Wright.

On both sides of the aisle, we see the use of racial appeals to 
garner white support. In the post– civil rights era, the two major 
parties have become racially polarized. Blacks and other mi-
norities have become the cornerstone of the Democratic voting 
coalition, while Republicans have had enormous electoral suc-
cess mostly through the support of white voters. Party appeals 
and campaign strategies are further complicated by the fact that 
race- neutral language, at least in public, is de rigueur and most 
Americans see explicitly racial appeals that highlight or advocate 
racial balkanization as out of place. Understanding that parties are 
dividing along “racial cleavages,” Tali Mendelberg’s (2001, 7) The 
Race Card investigates the use of racial messaging in contempo-
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rary campaigns. She argues that politicians have come to rely on 
implicit messages because they allow politicians to “convey racial 
messages implicitly when two contradictory conditions hold: (1) 
they wish to avoid violation the norms of racially equality, and 
(2) they face incentives to mobilize racially resentful white vot-
ers.” That is, they want to mobilize white voters using problematic 
racial tropes but do not want to be seen as doing so. Hence, the 
deployment of implicit racial messages has become a mainstay of 
American campaigning.

Mendelberg’s work is instructive because it demonstrates how 
racial messages can be used to sway voters regardless of their level 
of awareness of the message. This makes implicit racial messages 
successful but also dangerously able to erode the gains of the civil 
rights era. Potential voters subconsciously process racial messages 
without the benefit of more conscious filters that mediate social 
norms and principles. Interestingly, she finds that much of the 
power of these attacks can be diminished when the racist message 
and its intent is exposed. Once the way racial messages are used is 
pointed out, they become less powerful. Thus, making the message 
plain decreases its impact on most white voters.6

During the 1988 presidential election, the Republican Party 
sought to show American voters that the Democratic nominee, 
Michael Dukakis, was a Massachusetts liberal who was soft on 
crime. They used a commercial that showed a menacing mugshot 
of an African American man, William “Willie” Horton, a felon who 
had committed murder and rape while out of jail on a furlough 
program. The commercial showed prisoners walking out of prison 
through a revolving door to suggest that they were coming and 
going as they pleased. Many accused the Bush campaign of run-
ning a racist commercial that played on whites’ fears about crime 
and especially about Black men and sexual depravity (Dowd 1988).
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In 1992, presidential candidate Bill Clinton emerged as the Dem-
ocratic front- runner, but after successive Republican presidents, he 
and other members of the conservative wing of the Democratic 
Party outlined a path to a successful Democratic presidency. Sis-
tah Souljah was a member of the rap group Public Enemy who 
made a comment about “killing white people” after the Los Ange-
les riots (Mills 1992). Not long after, she was invited to a meeting 
convened by Jesse Jackson’s Operation PUSH/Rainbow Coalition. 
When a reporter asked Clinton what he thought about that, he 
used the moment to reprimand Jesse Jackson for including her. 
This became known as “the Sista Souljah moment” because it was 
an opportunity for Clinton to demonstrate that he was not afraid 
to challenge the Black community and its leaders (Smith 1996).

Video footage of a sermon shortly after September 11th showed 
Jeremiah Wright declaring that America had gotten what it de-
served because of its problematic foreign policy decisions. The 
footage was part of a longer discussion that had been spliced to-
gether by a blogger. But the damage of the sound- bite was undeni-
able— as was Wright’s close connection to the Obamas. Reverend 
Wright had performed the wedding ceremony of Barack and Mi-
chelle Obama and had baptized his two daughters. By Obama’s 
own admission, the title of his second book, The Audacity of Hope 
(2008a), was inspired by one of Wright’s sermons. Obama at first 
said he was not present when Wright made the statements about 
September 11th. However, as additional controversial statements 
Wright had made were uncovered, it became more difficult for 
him to claim that he was unaware of Wright’s positions. Eventually 
Obama and his family resigned their membership from his church, 
but that was not enough to quell debate over this issue.

These names have all become familiar in political circles be-
cause of the way their caricatured images have been used to invoke 
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racialized thinking among the American electorate. In all three 
cases, the individual is neither the object nor the target of the dis-
cussion; instead, they are used as rhetorical weapons to strike fear 
into the hearts of white voters who might be persuaded to vote 
for a Democratic candidate. They are not necessarily known for 
what they have done or who they really are. On the contrary, we 
know the names mostly for what they have come to symbolize in 
American politics and because of the role of racial images, espe-
cially the images of African Americans, in politics. Indeed, out-
side of the recent case of Jeremiah Wright, most people probably 
could not provide the details of how these names came to have so 
much public resonance, yet many can recall emotions associated 
with hearing these names invoked in public. There is something 
about them that we now understand to be larger than their per-
sonal stories. When major political candidates are forced to deal 
with controversial issues related to some aspect of their personal 
identity or when they make difficult choices about who they will 
continue to associate with, reporters and pundits frequently ask 
whether or not this is the candidate’s Sistah Souljah moment. Her 
name has been transformed into an adjective that suggests at the 
very least difficulties or problems in a campaign. The people listed 
above share the common distinction of having had their images 
used in electioneering in an attempt to exploit or amplify white 
fears using certain “kinds” of Blacks as a proxy for why we should 
fear all Blacks, even Black and Black- aligned political candidates.

Since the mass introduction of African Americans into the 
electorate in the mid- 1960s, candidates for the Democratic and 
Republican parties have experimented with various ways to use 
racial thinking to achieve desired results in elections (Frymer 
1999; Carmines and Stimson 1989). Republicans have appealed 
to military hawks, religious conservatives, and disaffected whites 
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(particularly men) who fled the Democratic Party during the civil 
rights and post– civil rights eras. This was accomplished with a 
hard push to the political right within the party, but these efforts 
were augmented by a vote- gathering strategy that involved deploy-
ing negative racial imagery of African Americans. Regardless of 
content, these strategies have relied heavily on the unsubstanti-
ated fears of whites regarding Black crime, Black hostility toward 
whites, affirmative action programs, and federal public assistance 
programs. The underlying message of all these topics is that the 
government coddles the undeserving poor and racial minorities 
(Philpot 2007; Fauntroy 2006). One can trace these initial efforts 
back to incidents such as Ronald Reagan’s decision to give a speech 
about states’ rights, the justification for southern segregation, in 
Philadelphia, Mississippi, the town where Civil Rights movement 
martyrs Schwerner, Chaney, and Goodman were slaughtered by 
agents of white resistance using states’ rights as their justification. 
Or Reagan’s repeated invocation of the mythical welfare queen 
who was getting rich on government benefits (Hancock 2004). 
Other examples of such efforts include the famous “white hands” 
commercial run by white Republican Jesse Helms in a senatorial 
election against Black Democrat Harvey Gantt (Reeves 1997). In 
this now (in)famous commercial, a camera closes in tightly on the 
arm and hand of a white man in a flannel shirt holding a piece 
of paper that is clearly a rejection letter. Simultaneously, a nar-
rator offers a monologue about the man not being able to get a 
job because of racial quotas. Then the camera cuts to a picture of 
Gantt and Massachusetts senator Ted Kennedy and says that they 
both support quotas. The use of William “Willie” Horton’s image 
to demonstrate Michael Dukakis’s softness on crime is another 
example. Anonymous flyers appeared in South Carolina in 2004 
suggesting that John McCain was the father of an illegitimate Black 
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child, when in fact he had adopted a dark- skinned Bangladeshi 
child many years before (Steinhauer 2007). These are just a few 
of the most egregious examples of racial pandering on the part of 
Republican candidates and their strategists.

These examples are not aberrations; they indicate a larger pat-
tern that is part and parcel of the resurgence of the Republican 
Party. Indeed, new information continues to emerge about the 
sentiments of Republican Party strategists and their views on the 
use of racially prejudicial thinking. Lee Atwater, probably the 
most important electoral strategist in modern campaigning and 
the mastermind behind the Horton ad, spoke very clearly about 
the problem with socially desirable or politically correct mandates 
against overt racism. In an audio recording released in 2012 for the 
first time, Atwater can be heard discussing race and racism as it 
relates to political campaigning. Atwater says,

You start out in 1954 by saying, “Nigger, nigger, nigger.” By 1968 you 
can’t say “nigger”— that hurts you, backfires. So you say stuff like, 
uh, forced busing, states’ rights, and all that stuff, and you’re get-
ting abstract. Now you’re talking about cutting taxes, and all these 
things you’re talking about are totally economic things and a by-
product of them is, blacks getting hurt worse than whites. (Herbert 
2005; also quoted in Perlstein 2012)

Taken from a 1981 interview, this quote was originally published 
as an unattributed quote. It has only recently been published as an 
attributed comment. The quote demonstrates the purposeful way 
that members of the political right sought to maintain an electoral 
stronghold among whites in the post– civil rights era.

While members of the Democratic Party have not engaged in 
racially hostile campaigning in the same manner as the Repub-
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lican Party, they are by no means exempt from this discussion. 
At the same time that the Republicans have engaged in actively 
hostile strategies against Democrats because of their associations 
with Blacks, Democrats have done as much as possible to avoid 
being seen as the party of Blacks and other minorities. Carmines 
and Stimson (1989) outline clearly how the Democratic Party came 
to be associated with African Americans, mostly because of their 
bold positions on civil rights in the 1960s. As a reward for Demo-
crats’ support for civil rights goals, when Blacks gained increased 
access to the ballot they consistently voted for Democratic can-
didates. African American party loyalty has resulted in a strong 
cadre of Black elected officials in the federal and state legislatures 
and at the local level, but until 2008 this had not translated into 
representation at the presidential level.

Neither Democrats nor Republicans have made rewarding 
Black voter loyalty a priority. In contrast, both parties have focused 
on the preferences of white voters.7 White voters, it was believed, 
were reluctant to vote for Democratic Party candidates for two in-
terrelated reasons that implicate Blacks and other minorities. First, 
Democrats were seen as the party of big government and financial 
irresponsibility, largely because of their support for major social 
programs stemming from the War on Poverty and other redistrib-
utive programs such as affirmative action. Though they are not the 
largest recipients of welfare benefits (whites, in fact, are) or affir-
mative action opportunities (white women are), the face of both of 
these efforts remains Black (Gilens 1999; Bobo 1998). Welfare and 
affirmative action programs are overwhelmingly associated with 
Blacks and are consistently viewed as being exploited by the un-
deserving poor. Second, because of Democrats’ strong position on 
civil rights and long- standing Black voter loyalty, the Democratic 
Party is viewed as the party of minorities in general and Blacks 
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specifically (Smith 1996; Carmines and Stimson 1989). Whites, to 
extend the argument Smith and Carmines and Stimson made, see 
their interests as being in conflict with those of minorities; con-
sequently, white voters cannot or will not support the same party 
or candidate as minority voters. According to Ian Haney López 
(2014), this division has been nurtured through the use of implicit 
racial cues that distract middle- class whites from their true inter-
ests and advance the goals of the wealthiest few, using what he calls 
“dog whistle politics.”

Bill Clinton’s 1992 campaign best illustrates the nature of this 
relationship. He was very popular with Black voters. He was gen-
erally seen as someone who was comfortable around large groups 
of African Americans; in fact, he made a special appearance on 
the popular late- night program The Arsenio Hall Show to play jazz 
saxophone. He was completely at ease in Black church pulpits, at 
soul food restaurants, and at other predominantly Black venues. 
Indeed, the media loved to comment on his popularity among 
African Americans. As a key member of the centrist Democratic 
Leadership Council, Clinton also felt the need to demonstrate that 
unlike previous Democrats, he was not soft on crime or specifically 
beholden to any part of the Democratic voting coalition.8 Thus, he 
engaged in two activities that illustrate the complexity of relations 
between Blacks and Democrats. First, he very publicly left the 
campaign trail in 1992 to oversee the execution of Ricky Ray Rec-
tor, a mentally disabled African American man convicted of mur-
dering a police officer (Bright 1995; Applebome 1992).9 The act was 
meant to demonstrate that he was tough on crime and to position 
him in opposition to previous Democratic candidates. The second 
example is the original Sistah Souljah moment discussed earlier.

Though Mendelberg calls such messages implicit racial mes-
sages because they mobilize voters through veiled references to 
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race, the messages she examines can also be called racist messages. 
In more recent elections, the number of political issues that can be 
used to stir up public fears have grown not declined. As a conse-
quence, candidates can now exploit old fears related to patriotism 
and citizenship and new ones related to terrorism. Charlton Mc-
Ilwain and Stephen M. Caliendo (2011, 16) expand the meaning of 
racial appeals to include more than just appeals with racist content. 
They astutely point out that “all racist appeals are racial, but not 
all racial appeals are racist.” By broadening the definition of racial 
appeals and distinguishing between racial appeals and racist ap-
peals, they expand the universe of racial appeals and the types of 
candidates who are able to access these appeals as a campaign tool. 
Hence, racial appeals can be racist or merely discuss racial issues, 
and they can be implicit or explicit.

Mendelberg examines Republican efforts exclusively because 
she focuses on the use of implicitly racist messages. McIlwain and 
Caliendo’s (2011, 16) intervention broadens the scope of what con-
stitutes a racial appeal to include any instance of candidates who 
invoke racial thinking during the course of a campaign. Racial ap-
peals can be used by all races, and their content is not necessarily 
anti- minority. African American and Latino candidates can use 
racial appeals just as easily as white candidates, and racial appeals 
can be based on divisive sentiments as easily as racially inclusive 
messages. McIlwain and Caliendo’s most innovative contribution 
to the literature on racial appeals stems from their work on how 
and why candidates of color use racial appeals (35– 39). They find 
that minority candidates use these appeals to perform a racial inoc-
ulation function through narratives that counteract prevailing ste-
reotypes, suggest racial authenticity, and operate as a racial defense 
against racist appeals. All of these functions are derived from the 
need of minority candidates to combat entrenched racial prejudice 
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among white voters and demonstrate a racial connection to mi-
nority voters, particularly members of their own group. It reflects 
a need to balance an appropriate combination of racial authenticity 
and distance from the stereotypes associated with a group.

Previous research regarding how candidates access, devise, and 
deploy racial appeals remains fairly static. The terrain on which 
these candidates must vie for office is one in which white voters 
must overcome their conscious and subconscious negative per-
ceptions of people of color generally and candidates of color spe-
cifically. White candidates use one set of appeals for white voters 
and another, when necessary, for racial minorities. Alternatively, 
Blacks, Latinos, and other minority candidates have one set of ra-
cial appeals for white voters and others for minority voters. For 
Mendelberg, white candidates use racist racial appeals to exploit 
white voters’ fears about Blacks and as a complement to appeals to 
patriotism and the American creed that serve as a proxy for white-
ness. For McIlwain and Caliendo, white candidates do all of these 
same things and candidates of color try to counter white voters’ 
anti- minority sentiments and demonstrate in- group connections. 
In both estimations there is no room for overlap in the kinds of 
appeals whites and non- whites can make and the motivations for 
using particular appeals. Barack Obama challenges this assertion 
through the style and content of his engagement with race.

A Note about Intent

In political discussions there is always a temptation to attach 
cynical and even sinister motives to the behavior and words of 
political actors and politicians. For at least four decades, levels of 
American political trust have been plummeting, largely because of 
continuous political scandals brought on by the ethical lapses of 

Price_i_205.indd   29 5/11/16   3:49 PM



30 | Introduction

politicians. Cynicism has become the zeitgeist of American politi-
cal culture. For African Americans, political trust has never been 
particularly high (Nunnally 2012). They have had very few reasons 
to trust politicians and very few presidencies have deserved their 
trust. For both Blacks and non- Blacks, Obama campaigned as an 
alternative to cynicism by focusing on his embodiment of hope 
about many American ills. He in turn was rewarded for that with 
votes from various groups, especially from Blacks and other racial 
minorities and youth of all races. It is difficult to say (and I am 
not prepared to do so) that his focus on hope and the future was a 
cynical attempt to dupe these groups in order to achieve his elec-
toral goals.

America is a racially polarized nation that requires a cross- 
racial voting coalition if a candidate is to win high office. This is a 
difficult line to walk for any politician. For an African American 
politician, whose presence alone can invoke racial thinking, it is 
almost impossible. So it is true, as Obama has said himself many 
times, that he doesn’t have to mention that he is Black because ev-
eryone in the room sees and understands that it matters. Whether 
he talks about race or not, it is the elephant in the room. However, 
how he talks about race can vary a great deal. He understands bet-
ter than most the cleavages in American social and political life. 
Consequently, when he emphasizes a particular perspective, it is 
hard not to believe that it was intentional. This is also true be-
cause he is credited with writing many of his own speeches and has 
taken sole credit for both his 2008 speech on race, “A More Perfect 
Union,” and his comments on Trayvon Martin. It becomes difficult 
to say that he isn’t speaking with particular audiences in mind and 
with a specific expectation about how the content will be received 
by those audiences.
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After having watched him closely and having read most things 
published about him in the last six or seven years, I believe that 
he is quite intentional in most of his public actions. I also agree 
with David Mayhew (2004), who insists that the primary goal of 
politicians is to be elected. In American presidential elections, the 
guaranteed formula for that in the post– civil rights era has been 
to attract as many white voters as possible, and candidates accom-
plish this mostly through distancing themselves from Blacks and 
other minorities. Democratic candidates do their best to achieve 
this without alienating minorities. For Republicans, minority sen-
timents don’t really matter. For Black candidates, this is trickier; 
they cannot distance themselves from their own Blackness. They 
can, however, engage in rhetoric that demonstrates social distance 
from their own group or refrain from engaging in race talk at all. 
Obama has done a combination of both. He could not have been 
elected otherwise.

The goal here is not to punish (or reward) Barack Obama for 
being a politician. Rather, the goal is to explore the impact of race 
and race talk coming from the White House when a Black per-
son is standing at the microphone and saying the words. I argue 
throughout The Race Whisperer that real, and sometime troubling, 
consequences result from his words for the racial group to which 
he claims membership. I do not cast Barack Obama as either a 
monster or a hero. Like the ability of the character Robert Red-
ford played in the 1998 film The Horse Whisperer to understand 
the tone, words, and treatment a horse needs to be calmed and 
then provide that horse with what it needs to get the desired re-
sult, Barack Obama is a model “race whisperer.” He sees how race 
works in America and with a great amount of flexibility (as dem-
onstrated in this book) tailors his racial grammar to a specific 
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community and achieves a desired goal. Like Redford’s character, 
Obama is not bombastic; he doesn’t gain the obedience of support-
ers through loud aggression. Instead, he uses calmness, rationality, 
and patience to convince potential supporters to follow him.

Chapter Overview

The first chapter, “Barack Obama and Black Blame: Authenticity, 
Audience, and Audaciousness,” examines a recurring trope of per-
sonal responsibility Barack Obama used during the 2008 campaign 
that he specifically reserved for Black audiences. This trope is best 
characterized as moral lectures that both chastised and instructed 
African Americans on issues ranging from being better parents to 
being more engaged citizens. Throughout the campaign and since 
that time, he has used this imagery when he is giving speeches to 
Black audiences. However, because of his status as president, these 
speeches have been broadcast beyond Black audiences. As much as 
he appears to be talking to Blacks, given the makeup of those in the 
audiences for these speeches, a significant non- Black audience is 
also listening and taking the measure of his words. In this chapter, 
I analyze Obama’s use of the trope of personal responsibility in 
an attempt to glean its utility for his campaign, the impact of who 
the audience was and where he gave such speeches (through an 
examination of his use of quasi- safe spaces), and the larger impact 
of this trope.

Chapter 2, “Barack Obama, Patton’s Army, and Patriotic White-
ness,” explores Obama’s reliance on his personal narrative to ac-
cess patriotic tropes that are usually exclusively reserved for white 
candidates. Obama’s reference to his grandfather’s service in World 
War II as a soldier in Patton’s army is not without racial histories 
and complications. The military has a long history of racial segre-
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gation and marginalization that prevented African American sol-
diers from full participation in all aspects of war, including many 
that we now memorialize as the most patriotic. Thus, the Black 
veteran’s quest for recognition of service has been a much more 
difficult journey than that of the white veteran. By looking at these 
differing experiences and locating Obama’s invocation of this his-
torical moment, we see a clear example of the way he can access 
whiteness in ways that most Black candidates could not.

Chapter 3, “Barack Obama’s More Perfect Union,” turns to 
the role of whiteness in understanding the racial implications 
of Obama’s candidacy and presidency. This chapter focuses on 
Obama’s “A More Perfect Union” speech, which is his only formal 
articulation of his perceptions of American race relations. I argue 
that in this speech, Obama positions himself as a new Black politi-
cian in the same way that third- wave feminists see themselves as 
different and in many waves more evolved type of feminists. Using 
critiques of third- wave feminist theorizing and its underlying 
reification of whiteness, I analyze similar tendencies in Obama’s 
speech. Ultimately I argue that Obama’s speech fails to do the work 
of changing intractable views because it largely does not recognize 
or resolve important cleavages. In fact, there are instances where 
his words work to shore up and solidify those cleavages.

In chapter 4, “An Officer and Two Gentlemen: The Great Beer 
Summit of 2009,” I look at the well- worn ground of the relations 
between African Americans and law enforcement through the 
lens of the now- famous “Beer Summit” with Henry Louis Gates Jr. 
that Barack Obama convened in the White House Rose Garden in 
2009. This chapter attempts to answer the question: What happens 
when Barack Obama defends African Americans from the nation’s 
largest bully pulpit? The Gates controversy is interesting because it 
fits so neatly with the issues of property rights and sovereignty over 
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one’s home that conservatives and libertarians are so wont to de-
fend. Despite the obvious ideological overlap, the incident ignited 
a difficult dialogue about the presidency, citizens, and policing 
that was marked by race despite most commentators’ reluctance to 
frame it that way. Commonly referred to as a “teachable moment” 
or an opportunity for the first Black president to bridge the gap of 
racial understanding among Americans, the lessons learned tell us 
more about the continuing and consistent nature of that gap rather 
than the architecture of whatever bridge is capable of crossing it.

I conclude this book by discussing the nature of belonging for 
African Americans in society and politics. What are the tradeoffs 
that African Americans have to make to be seen as citizens who 
belong in the land of their birth? To a great extent, Obama’s racial 
gymnastics were all done to help Americans believe he had the 
skills and character needed to inhabit the nation’s highest office. 
I also offer a discussion of the innovations and limitations of the 
Obama model, both for future candidates and as a path to Black 
empowerment. I argue that Black voters’ unconditional support 
for Obama limited their ability to make group demands (during 
and after the campaign) of the federal government and its most 
important spokesperson and policy leader.
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