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Preface

“There’s not a liberal America and a conservative America; there’s the United States of America. There’s not a black America and a white America and Latino America and Asian America; there’s the United States of America.”

With these words, delivered as part of his first speech to a national audience, then–Illinois state senator Barack Obama elicited uproarious applause from those assembled in Boston for the 2004 Democratic National Convention. As political theater goes, it was nearly perfect, not only for dyed-in-the-wool party faithful, but for a nation largely unfamiliar with the young U.S. Senate candidate. In the span of approximately a half-hour, Obama straddled the line between liberal platitudes and moderate-to-conservative bombast, calling for studious adherence to civil liberties in the midst of the so-called “war on terror,” but also insisting that the United States had enemies that must be found, pursued “and defeated.” On the domestic front, this ideological ecumenism continued, with Obama calling for substantial public investments in health care and education, apropos for most any liberal politician, and then turning rightward, emphasizing the importance of self-reliance and personal responsibility in the face of hardship. To that end, he called for parents to turn off the television and, in what seemed like a broadside directed specifically at the African American community, admonished black folks to reject the oft lamented (but according to scholarly research, over-claimed) mentality that to be “black with a book” is to be guilty of “acting white.” In short, there was something in the speech for most everyone.

Although Obama said little during his keynote that evening about race or racism, he stood before the nation (and the world) as a living embodiment of America’s longstanding racial drama. As he discussed his ancestry—his Kenyan father and Kansas-born mother—he seemed to suggest that his very presence on the stage was symbolic of something larger than himself, and surely larger than Senator John Kerry, whom he had come to praise that night as the Party’s candidate for president. Indeed, Obama made a point of claiming that “in no other country on Earth” was his story “even possible.” Presumably, there was something uniquely good, and uniquely multicultural, about the United States. Despite our long night of the soul when it comes to race, and the legacy of white supremacy from which the country was only beginning to emerge at the time of Obama’s birth, the young and charismatic orator assured us, we were well on our way to the Promised Land. His own life story was proof of it.

To the commentators who make up what we might call the cognitariat of American politics, Obama was a blessing on two fronts: first, a political figure with a polish and youthful vitality unseen since John F. Kennedy; and second, a man of color who despite his racial identity seemed at home in the center of the political spectrum, largely unconnected to civil rights and antiracist movements, and unthreatening to whites who had long ago turned off to identifiably black political struggles and leaders. He quickly became the darling of the chattering class: a bunch that was mostly white, well educated (and thus taken with his Harvard Law pedigree), and politically center-left, much like this new upstart from Chicago.

Though most predicted a bright future for Obama, few could have expected the trajectory his life would take within four short years. It is, after all, one thing to have your book rise to the top of the best-seller list, or even to win a Grammy Award (as Obama did, for the audio version of his autobiography), but it is quite another to become president of the United States. Yet he managed to do just that—beating Senator John McCain even before completing his own first term in the U.S. Senate—to become the nation’s first black president.

Obama won the White House with a combination of deft political strategy and the enthusiasm of millions of young people, energized by his persona and by his relative generational proximity to them. Obama was the candidate of college students, recent graduates and those between 30 and 45. Senator McCain was “your grandfather’s” candidate: the former POW, a fighter from an older era (both chronologically and in terms of disposition). In an age defined by media imagery, Obama’s win should have come as no surprise. Yet right up until the end, there was doubt about his ability to prevail. Yes, he was the far better spoken candidate. Yes, he had the more detailed policy positions. Yes, he had lots of money—more than his opponent—and some of the best political minds behind him. Yes, he was running against a party that had given the nation George W. Bush, whose policies, by 2008, were fiercely unpopular. And yes, he had all those young people. But still, there was the question of race.

Put simply, how could a nation founded as a white settler colony built with the forced labor of enslaved Africans—and where whites were still the majority of voters—elect a man of color less than two generations after the fall of formal apartheid? For some, the answer was simple: It couldn’t. Whites might say they were going to support Obama, but in the end, they would pull the lever for McCain. That was the conventional wisdom for many, polls notwithstanding. But despite the naysayers, the senator trudged on, picking up unexpected levels of support even in traditionally conservative states, leaving the pundits to scratch their heads and ask if there had been some political realignment about which they had been theretofore unaware. Could it be that white Americans had finally overcome their biases, such that they might now elect a black president? And not just any black president, but one with the middle name Hussein?

The results of the election are now history. President Obama, though he received fewer than half of all white votes cast, did manage to obtain more white votes than any Democrat in the previous forty-plus years. But what that outcome says and doesn’t say about white racial bias is less clear. Indeed, in my last book, Between Barack and a Hard Place: Racism and White Denial in the Age of Obama, I document the extent of ongoing racial discrimination in the United States, and the significant degree to which white Americans, by their own admission, continue to adhere to a number of fundamentally racist views about African Americans and other people of color. Therein, I suggest that Obama’s election, far from serving as evidence that racism had been defeated, might signal a mere shape-shifting of racism, from Racism 1.0 to Racism 2.0, an insidious upgrade that allows millions of whites to cling to racist stereotypes about people of color generally, while nonetheless carving out exceptions for those who, like Obama, make us comfortable by seeming so “different” from what we view as a much less desirable norm.

In Colorblind, I examine more closely the consequences of the Obama victory, in terms of its likely long-term effects on the nation’s racial discourse. Where Between Barack and a Hard Place sought to explore what the election said, and didn’t say, about racism in America, Colorblind examines the impact of the Obama victory on our ability as a nation to tackle—or even openly discuss—matters of race and racism.

Principally, I seek to explore what is perhaps the most disturbing dilemma of the current political moment as regards matters of race. On the one hand, it was candidate Obama’s use of the rhetoric of racial transcendence that made his victory possible, by assuaging white fears that he would focus on racial injustice, or seek to remedy the same, were he elected president. But on the other hand, it is that same avoidance of race issues that has now made it more difficult than ever to address ongoing racial bias, and has hamstrung the president’s ability to push back against some of the opposition to his agenda, even when that opposition is framed in blatantly racist ways. Furthermore, because the rhetoric of racial transcendence requires a similarly race-neutral policy agenda to match it, Obama has eschewed any direct focus on narrowing racial gaps in income, wealth, education, housing or health care, in favor of a “universal” approach that purports to help all in need. While such efforts may disproportionately benefit persons of color—if simply because they are disproportionately among those at the bottom of the socioeconomic hierarchy—they are presented to the masses as the product of colorblind public policy.

This combination of race-neutral rhetoric and colorblind public policy comprise what I call post-racial liberalism. Post-racial liberalism is a form of left-of-center politics, which has had its adherents dating back at least forty years, and which emerged after the civil rights revolution had largely accomplished its immediate goals with the passage of legal protections against discrimination in employment and public accommodations (1964), voting (1965) and housing (1968). In the wake of those legislative victories, and following several years of violent uprisings in urban centers thanks to frustration at the slow pace of change—especially with regard to economic opportunity—some of the nation’s scholars and public intellectuals began to turn against race-specific remedies for lingering racial inequities. Beginning in the late 1970s with sociologist William Julius Wilson’s The Declining Significance of Race and extending through to the Obama campaign for the presidency, post-racial liberalism has advocated a de-emphasis of racial discrimination and race-based remedies for inequality, in favor of class-based or “universal” programs of uplift: from job creation policies to better education funding to health care reform.

In Colorblind, I explore the rise of post-racial liberalism, culminating in the election of Barack Obama as president in 2008. Obama’s victory, dependent as it was on a rhetoric of racial transcendence and a public policy agenda of colorblind universalism, can be seen as the ultimate triumph for the post-racial approach. In chapter one, we’ll examine the way in which Obama represents and extends the tradition of post-racial liberalism, in terms of his rhetoric and public policy stance. Then in chapter two, we’ll explore the potential consequences of post-racial liberalism for the cause of racial justice and the reasons why post-racial liberalism is problematic, few of which have been explored publicly since Obama’s election.

First, post-racial liberalism is inadequate for remedying persistent racial inequities. Because those inequities are themselves too often the result of racial discrimination and race-specific injuries perpetrated by whites against people of color—and not, as post-racial liberalism insists, the result of race-neutral economic or cultural factors—applying “universal” solutions to said inequities will likely fail to fully ameliorate them. Even the pragmatic case made for colorblind universalism—namely, that it is the only approach that can garner white support for progressive social policy—is of dubious validity. Because of a steady drumbeat of racially coded conservative propaganda concerning government programs for those in need, even universal public policy approaches (with regard to education, health care or job creation) will likely be seen as disproportionately benefiting people of color. This in turn will trigger white racial resentment, which is regularly manipulated by reactionary commentators and politicians seeking to derail the Obama presidency. Hence, to ignore race and push a race-blind rhetoric and policy approach will only allow the right to manipulate racial angers unmolested and unchecked. In other words, the notion that liberals’ post-racial approach will allow for the building of political support for progressive policies rests on a naïve understanding of how the public perceives social policy, even when it is presented in terms that are colorblind. To the extent that much of the white public envisions such efforts as universal health care, job creation or increased educational funding as efforts intended to help people of color, post-racial liberalism will fail, even on its own terms.

Secondly, implicit racial biases (which often exist side-by-side with an outwardly non-racist demeanor and persona) frequently influence the way we view and treat others. Being aware of these biases and alert to their possible triggering gives us all a fighting chance at keeping them in check. But colorblindness, by discouraging discussions of racial matters and presuming that the best practice is to ignore the realities of racism, makes it more difficult to challenge those biases, and thus increases the likelihood of discrimination. To the extent a public discourse of colorblindness “trickles down” to our private lives, workplaces, schools and elsewhere, thereby discouraging us from taking race and its consequences into account, we will likely fail to adequately address real and persistent racial bias and fail to ensure true equity of opportunity.

In fact, as I will argue, colorblindness not only fails to remedy discrimination and racial inequity, it can actually make both problems worse. To begin, if the rhetoric of racial transcendence gives the impression—as it does, almost by definition—that the racial injustices of the past are no longer instrumental in determining life chances and outcomes, it will become increasingly likely that persons seeing significant racial stratification in society will rationalize those disparities as owing to some cultural or biological flaw on the part of those at the bottom of the hierarchy. In other words, racial bias would become almost rational once observers of inequity were deprived of the critical social context needed to understand the conditions they observe. Whereas a color-conscious approach allows for a more nuanced understanding of racial inequities and how they’ve been generated, colorblindness encourages placing blame for the conditions of inequity on those who have been the targets of systemic injustice. Ironically, this means that colorblindness, often encouraged as the ultimate non-racist mentality, might have the consequence of giving new life to racist thinking.

Additionally, colorblindness can perpetuate and even deepen systemic racism. Encouraging individuals and institutions to downplay the role of race and racism in the lives of the public will only impede the ability to respond to the needs of that public. For instance, if employers operate on the basis of colorblindness, they will be less likely to consider the way that job applicants of color have been impacted by the opportunity structure; so too admissions officers at colleges and universities. Thus they may perceive applicants of color as less qualified than their white counterparts, based solely on a handful of outward manifestations of merit, which are themselves heavily influenced by that opportunity structure. Whereas color-conscious approaches allow and even encourage institutions to take into consideration the full range of factors that might shape a job or college applicant’s on-paper credentials (and thus engage in deliberate efforts to provide opportunity to those who may have less impressive formal resumes but be equally or more qualified), colorblindness makes it unlikely that such considerations would be brought to bear.

In the final analysis, the problem with colorblindness and post-racial liberalism is that they ignore the different ways in which we experience the society around us. If certain people face obstacles not faced by others—such as race-based discrimination—then universal programs of general uplift cannot possibly serve as the palliative for their condition. Likewise, imagine how absurd it would be to say that universal programs of opportunity were the best solution for persons who were disabled. Since persons with disabilities face obstacles that are directly related to their disability—including presumptions of lesser competence and actual physical constraints in workplaces and elsewhere—to think that economic growth alone, or a jobs bill, or universal health care would suffice to remedy their social disempowerment would be preposterous. So much so that no one would ever offer universal solutions for improving life for the disabled, or an “ability-blind” approach, since to be blind to (dis)ability is to make it impossible to address the very thing that is giving rise to the individual’s mistreatment and lesser opportunity in the first place.

By endorsing colorblind universalism as a solution to persistent inequities, President Obama implies, intentionally or not, that there are no institutional obstacles faced by people of color that could not be weakened or abolished by colorblind policies and programs alone. He also implies that whites and people of color face the same set of obstacles and do so on a relatively even playing field. But these notions are so utterly saturated with falsehood that a man as intelligent as he simply cannot believe them, which then leaves only political calculation as the basis for his position. Sadly, if President Obama is willing to ignore the pain of race-based discrimination and injustice, so as to make whites comfortable—and this, after he has already been elected and the campaign is long over—then the likelihood he will ever speak the truth about these matters, let alone address them, shrinks to nearly zero. In which case there is no option left but for us to correct the record, and pointedly, before his approach does real damage to the cause of civil rights and racial equity.

In the final chapter, I propose a new paradigm for both public policy considerations and private personal and institutional practice: an approach I call illuminated individualism. While conservatives have long pushed for a complete disregarding of group identity in favor of a focus on rugged individualism and personal achievement, and liberals like Obama have promoted a collective national identity under a “one America” motif, herein I suggest a third option. Illuminated individualism seeks to respect the uniqueness of all persons and communities—and thus not to assume that racial identity or country of origin, as in the case of non-citizens seeking to become residents, automatically tells us what we need to know about a person and their background—while yet acknowledging the general truth that to be white, a person of color, indigenous, or an immigrant continues to have meaning in the United States.

In other words, we are neither merely individuals, nor merely Americans. Race continues to matter. Only by being aware of that meaning and resolving to view individuals and communities as they really are—which requires acknowledging their languages, cultures, traditions, and racialized experiences—can we actually hope to build the kind of democracy that treats all persons fairly and equally. And just as important, only by illuminating our own individual and community uniqueness—including our personal biases—can we hope to check the tendency to disadvantage and exclude, which sadly is still far too common. Illuminated individualism then suggests a number of policy options and practices, at both the public and private level, which I also explore in this concluding chapter.

Although there is certainly much political activity on the right that concerns me, merely critiquing the often overtly racist machinations of reactionaries is insufficient for a political moment such as this. Just as important, those committed to a truly equitable nation must explore the ways in which our responses to right-wing rhetoric and race-baiting have often been ill informed. Indeed, efforts by those on the right to roll back many of the gains that have been hard-fought over the years when it comes to racial equity are only enhanced by post-racial liberalism and the politics of colorblindness. In effect, post-racial liberalism gives aid and comfort to the right-wing enemy, and must be fought directly as the enabling force that it has come to be. If those of us committed to racial justice (and this would include people who consider themselves liberals, progressives, leftists, radicals, and even many so-called moderates) would challenge colorblindness and make the case for color-consciousness and racism-consciousness, we might yet build and strengthen the social movements needed to repel attacks from those who deliberately seek to weaken the freedom struggle.

Although there are many arenas in which racism perpetrated by whites continues to manifest, I have chosen here to focus on four specific areas: employment, housing, education and health care. Previously I have written about racism in the justice system, and I consider this to be a vitally important area for exploration. But in this book I have chosen not to examine racism in the criminal justice system, principally because unlike with the other subjects, there is no significant post-racial liberal approach to resolve the disparities in terms of sentencing, profiling or punishment. Most all folks to the left of the political spectrum, when they address racism in the justice system, endorse, at least in theory, race-conscious bans on racial profiling, and attention to race-specific disparities in sentencing, particularly regarding drug incarcerations. In other words, there is no real colorblind universal approach to addressing racial disparity in the justice system, as there is with the other areas of consideration. Since this volume seeks to critique a particular school of thought, I have chosen to focus my efforts on those arenas of life where the president and others have put forward a clear articulation of post-racial liberalism and colorblind universalism: jobs, housing, schooling and health. For those interested in the evidence regarding justice system bias, the data in Between Barack and a Hard Place is, unfortunately, still pertinent and worth examining.

Because of my use of the term “colorblind” in the title, and the repeated reference to the problems of colorblindness throughout this book, I would be remiss if I didn’t at least reference the work of sociologist Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, whose concept of “colorblind racism” has been so helpful in shaping the last several years of critical race theory and analysis. In Bonilla-Silva’s work, the term colorblind racism refers to the dominant white racial ideology of the modern era, in which whites, under the guise of being colorblind, refuse to acknowledge the reality of racism and reject any consideration of how their own racial identity provides them with privileges vis-à-vis people of color. By taking a stance amounting to that of a 3-year-old who sticks his fingers in his ears and shouts “la, la, la, la” over and over again to avoid hearing whatever his parents might be saying, many whites evade race as a topic, thereby allowing them to cast as racist anyone who broaches the subject. Colorblind racism supports white perspectives that people of color are to blame for their own problems in life—after all, if we’re being colorblind we don’t examine the historical structures of white domination that so often determine social position—and thereby deepens white racial hostility to the very people of color about whom whites are technically resolving not to think of in racialized and bigoted ways. This book examines the notion of colorblind racism in a slightly different way than Bonilla-Silva, exploring its operation within the national political discourse and the way in which it stems from a longer tradition of post-racial liberalism dating back decades.

Although Colorblind takes aim at a form of modern liberalism, the critique of colorblindness contained herein is meant for anyone, regardless of self-professed political ideology, who believes that paying less attention to race and racial identity is the proper response to racial inequity. This includes many liberals, to be sure, but also some who are further to the left and who, because of their focus on economic class, occasionally give short shrift to race and racism as well. So too, persons who would never consider themselves on the left at all, per se, but who fervently believe, often with the best of intentions, that colorblindness is a positive paradigm for thought and action. It is my hope that even if, at the end of the day, readers disagree about the political efficacy of colorblind public policy, they will yet re-commit themselves in their private and professional lives to a more color-conscious direction, so as to foster greater equity of opportunity throughout the institutional spaces where we all operate.

I would like to thank my editor, Greg Ruggiero, for his encouragement and patience with me as I prepared this manuscript, despite a grueling lecture schedule for the past several months. Also, my thanks to Elaine, Stacey, and everyone at City Lights Books for their support of my work. And of course, special thanks to my wife, Kristy, and our two daughters, Ashton and Rachel, whose constant love and encouragement are what truly sustain me and make possible any and all of my accomplishments.

Nashville, Tennessee
March 2010


ONE

The Rise and Triumph of Post-Racial Liberalism

In 1970, Daniel Patrick Moynihan—scholar, advisor to Presidents Johnson and Nixon, and later a United States senator—called for the initiation of a period of “benign neglect” regarding racial matters in America. After more than a decade of intense focus on racism, both in the media and political realm—extending from the Montgomery bus boycott to the passage of the Voting Rights Act to fair housing legislation in 1968—some Democrats, including Moynihan, had come to believe that it was time for a respite from the subject. As whites became increasingly agitated about urban riots during the middle and latter part of the sixties, these voices began to argue that in order for the nation to move forward on an agenda of opportunity for all, it would be necessary to de-emphasize the issue of racism and discrimination, and focus instead on other concerns.

For Moynihan, this meant examining what he viewed as an internal cultural crisis in black America, exemplified by an increase in single-parent homes, criminal violence in cities and an inadequate attachment to dominant social norms and mores. Although Moynihan, like most liberals, allowed that these distressing cultural developments in the black family and community had structural roots—they were not, in other words, indicative of something inherently flawed in black culture itself—the tone of his criticism, which had been embodied in a 1965 document that has come to be known as “The Moynihan Report on the Black Family,” suggested that the problems of the black community could no longer be solved by way of social policies aimed at addressing racism.1 In Moynihan’s report, one could find data indicating growing rates of out-of-wedlock childbirth and familial breakdown, as well as presumed welfare dependency among African Americans. To Moynihan, family breakdown could explain most of the problems seen in low-income communities of color, rather than a history of unjust treatment, let alone discrimination in the present.

In line with this thinking—itself part of an emerging “culture of poverty” analysis—Moynihan also suggested that whatever attempts were made to directly address inequity at the systemic level would need to be race-neutral. At a public forum sponsored by the American Academy of Arts and Sciences in 1965, Moynihan articulated the political imperative of colorblind universalism.2 There, he proclaimed that although he viewed the problems faced by low-income blacks to be different from the problems faced by other poor people, for political reasons it would likely be necessary to reject targeted efforts aimed at addressing those unique problems, in favor of programs that sought to uplift all in need. He noted, for instance, that anti-poverty efforts then under way as part of the Great Society initiative had been colorblind, and thus had received more political support than otherwise would have been the case.

As Moynihan put it: “Congressmen vote for everyone more readily than they vote for any one,” a sentiment he would then follow with a criticism of compensatory or preferential treatment for blacks (as with what would come to be known as affirmative action efforts). In other words, for political reasons, Moynihan supported an early form of post-racial liberalism.

Though the Great Society programs had indeed been race-neutral—and in this Moynihan, who had been involved in their drafting, was correct—they certainly have not come to be remembered or perceived as such more than forty years on: an important point, the implications of which we’ll explore a bit later. Indeed, even by the 1970s, much of the so-called war on poverty was already being remembered, and lambasted, as a gigantic handout scheme for urban blacks. As conservative politicians increasingly sought to scapegoat welfare efforts for everything from taxes to crime to family dissolution, they relied on an ever-intensifying racial narrative with regard to those programs. The imagery they conjured as they attacked liberal social policy was explicitly racialized.3 In this they were aided by mass media that, beginning in the early 1970s, shifted the racial composition of their representations of poor people from mostly white to mostly black and brown.4 As the imagery changed, so did white attitudes toward anti-poverty efforts, however “universal” they may have been in practice. By the 1980s, conservatives had done a masterful job of linking several race-sensitive issues in the white imagination, among them welfare spending, busing for the purpose of school desegregation, and affirmative action efforts.

COLORBLIND UNIVERSALISM AND PUBLIC POLICY

In the wake of a brewing white backlash to what some perceived as the “excesses” of the 1960s, some scholars, even liberal ones, began to revisit the Moynihan Report, if not its specific focus on black family decay, at least its support for neglecting racism as an issue, in favor of a different focus. Although these liberal voices rarely joined the conservative chorus that was calling for the literal rolling back of certain civil rights era gains, they did propose a move away from race-focused analysis and public policy: again, benign neglect, in Moynihan’s terms, rather than its more malignant conservative counterpart.

And so it was that in 1978 sociologist William Julius Wilson, initially of the University of Chicago and later Harvard, penned his influential and award-winning book The Declining Significance of Race. Therein, he encouraged policy makers to look away from racial discrimination in order to understand conditions of life for black Americans. Rather, Wilson insisted, we can find the reasons for those conditions in largely race-neutral, structural economic changes such as the collapse of manufacturing jobs or inadequate funding for education.5 He would follow this up in 1987 with The Truly Disadvantaged, which made largely the same arguments as his earlier effort.

Interestingly, as sociologist Stephen Steinberg notes, Wilson originally considered titling this second book “The Hidden Agenda,” by which he was referring to the necessity of hiding programs aimed at helping blacks behind a veil of colorblind universalism. Wilson apparently felt the need for such subterfuge due to a belief that there would be little political support, especially from whites, for efforts to uplift people of color. That Wilson recognized white antipathy towards race-specific efforts was, in a sense, the ultimate irony, in that it suggested that far from being of “declining” significance, race was still a major determiner of political ideology and perspective. For whites, any attempts at addressing persistent racial inequality would be resisted, if it were understood that such a goal was intended. Steinberg commented on the contradiction in Wilson’s position:

Indeed, it is because of racism that Wilson feels compelled to “hide” his agenda in the first place. The underlying premise is that America is so racist—so utterly indifferent to the plight of black America, so implacably opposed to any indemnification for three centuries of racial oppression—that it becomes necessary to camouflage policies intended for blacks behind policies that offer benefits to the white majority.6

In The Truly Disadvantaged, Wilson advanced two principal positions. First, he claimed that the plight of the black poor is mostly about a spatial mismatch between where such persons live and where new jobs are being created. Because of the decline of manufacturing in urban centers and the shift to service-sector jobs that are often located in suburbs, blacks are simply locked out of opportunities. Racism is no longer the problem, according to Wilson; rather, blacks are now the victims of geography and race-neutral macroeconomic transformations. In keeping with this diagnosis, Wilson puts forward his second principal claim: that the solution to the economic plight of African Americans and their communities would be a massive New Deal–type effort intended to provide opportunity to all who are economically marginalized. He avers therein that such an effort will be of greatest relative benefit to the urban poor of color, but by virtue of helping all who need assistance, be politically more palatable than race-targeted measures.7

Although Wilson offered no evidence to bolster his claim that manufacturing layoffs had been sufficient to explain the plight of inner city blacks, nor to demonstrate that black folks’ inability to land service-sector jobs was about spatial isolation (as opposed to, say, the racism of service-sector employers), his conclusions were celebrated and accepted as conventional wisdom by many. Among Wilson’s supporters was one Bill Clinton, who as president credited Wilson with informing his own understanding of race and class issues.8

So too, scholars like Wilson joined many on the right in conjuring the image of cultural pathology in so-called ghetto communities and suggesting that many of the problems faced therein stemmed more from self-destructive adaptations to centuries of injustice, rather than to the injustices themselves. Whereas the right-wing version of this “culture of poverty” thesis tended to be militantly judgmental, even racist—in that it came close to suggesting there was something essential about black culture that tended towards pathology—the liberal version offered by Wilson tried to be more forgiving. Yes, Wilson would note, enslavement and segregation were the root causes of those pathologies we could now see in urban communities—from broken families to educational failure to crime—but unless those pathologies were seen as free-standing contributors to black folks’ current plight, there would be little chance of improving the conditions of life for people suffering under their weight.

And thus, by the late 1980s, post-racial liberalism was in full swing, having now been joined and even led by a black scholar in Wilson, giving it a patina of respectability that it may never have enjoyed had only whites like Moynihan crafted it. Though Wilson was its first and brightest star, others would join him over the years, some white and others black. Though they differed on the specifics, the common thread of their work has been that for reasons of political practicality, progressive social policy needs to focus less on race, racism and injustice directed at blacks and other persons of color, and more on “universal” programs of uplift regarding jobs, education, healthcare and other arenas of daily life. Far from abandoning the fight against inequality itself, these thinkers—from Jim Sleeper to Richard Kahlenberg to Stanford law professor Richard Thompson Ford, most recently9—propose two things: first, that the best way to get at persistent inequities is to focus on causes for them that are more about economics than race per se, and second, that in order to build any kind of political momentum for progressive policy, a switch from race-focused to class-focused or universal efforts will likely be needed.

Although Wilson claims to have rethought his earlier dismissal of the role of racism in explaining conditions faced by African Americans—largely because of field research he and his students conducted in Chicago, during which employers made blatantly racist comments to explain their refusal to hire black men—his most recent book, More Than Just Race, still focuses principally on the need for universal and colorblind remedies for problems that beset the urban poor of color. Even in the section of More Than Just Race that purports to address race-specific barriers faced by blacks, evidence of racism and discrimination (which has been amply provided by scholars in Wilson’s own field for years, and will be examined later in this volume) is almost entirely ignored.

Not only is Wilson loath to document discrimination in his newest work; he is also extraordinarily quick to excuse it, even when he is the target. So, for instance, he finesses the reaction of white residents to his own black presence in his condominium complex. Though their apparent nervousness when encountering Wilson in casual dress might be chalked up to racism, he notes it may simply be an understandable reaction to seeing a black man in street clothes, given media portrayals of black men, crime and rates of disproportionate black criminality.10 That Wilson can define this kind of thinking as something other than racism—as if somehow racism isn’t what a person is guilty of when they extrapolate to each black person in casual clothes the deviance of a statistical minority—is stunning, and suggests that whatever he may have learned about racism during that research in Chicago, there is still a considerable amount—including, say, the very definition of the term—that eludes him.

For all his vaunted rediscovery of racism, Wilson still pays far less attention to that subject than the long-shopworn platitudes about black cultural pathology and “lifestyle” choices, which have been a staple of his work for three decades. In fact, he continues to brag about his presumed bravery in addressing cultural pathology, calling his own willingness to do so “daring,” even though it has been central to conservative and even much liberal thought on race and poverty since the mid-1960s.11 Though Wilson ultimately comes down on the side of focusing attention on structural change rather than cultural change within the black community—and so, as always, remains a liberal exponent of culture-of-poverty thinking rather than a reactionary expositor of the same—the analysis he offers, and the public policies he endorses, continue to sound much like the ones he advocated in The Truly Disadvantaged. He is still proposing colorblind universalism and is an active agent of the politics of post-racial liberalism.

So, for instance, in his recitation of the problem facing blacks structurally, he continues to stress the shift in employment from urban manufacturing to suburban-based service-sector jobs: the exact argument he was making thirty years ago. And as with those previous efforts, he mentions the way that blacks in the cities are largely locked out of those jobs because of “spatial mismatch.”12 But as he has done for the past three decades, Wilson largely fails to connect the dots between racism and the creation of that mismatch in the first place. The fact is, there would be no spatial mismatch had race not for so long determined where blacks were allowed to live. It is a history of racial discrimination and preferential housing opportunities by and for whites that is to blame for whatever geographic “mismatch” Wilson manages to now identify. Hundreds of thousands of homes and apartments lived in by folks of color (amounting to about one-fifth of all black and brown housing) were destroyed from the 1950s to the late 1960s, thanks to so-called “urban renewal,” and this occurred at the same time whites were being subsidized by FHA loans and highway construction to move to the suburbs (and were successfully able to block blacks from moving there).13 While Wilson mentions some of this in a later chapter of More Than Just Race, he doesn’t directly connect that history—as well as ongoing discrimination—to the issue of job mismatch. Nor does he seem to think that efforts to attack and undo housing discrimination might be among the ways to address the spatial mismatch dilemma.

It is not that Wilson’s arguments about macroeconomic forces and their effects on the urban poor of color are wrong, of course. But they are horribly incomplete. It is this problem of telling only a partial truth—that economic inequality is a serious problem with disproportionate impacts on people of color—that demarcates the boundaries of post-racial liberalism: a philosophy that seems to hold, inexplicably, that one can either support public policy aimed directly at reducing racial disparity or public policy intended to benefit everyone, but not both.

BARACK OBAMA AND THE RHETORIC OF RACIAL TRANSCENDENCE

It was post-racial liberalism that Barack Obama would carry forth into the political arena, beginning in 2004 at the Democratic National Convention, and that animated the applause line during his keynote speech about the country not being “a black America and white America and Latino America and Asian America,” but rather, “the United States of America.” And it was an approach largely mirrored in his books, from his memoir, Dreams from My Father, in which Obama wrestled with the uneasy legacy of his racial identity, bestowed upon him by an African father he would barely know, to his policy-themed offering, The Audacity of Hope. Especially in the latter, Obama evinced a clear desire to downplay racism as a subject and to balance out any discussions of it with statements intended to remind the reader that things were getting better, that black folks were often their own worst enemies, and that we were really all in the same boat.

On page 10 of Audacity, for instance, Obama allows that, obviously, he views the world through the lens of a black man, and that race continues to play a role in the life of the nation. Yet one page later, as if trying to insulate himself against a charge of being too race-sensitive, he makes clear the dangers of basing one’s politics solely on racial identity. Although the notion that blacks see all issues through the prism of race is largely a white-constructed myth, Obama here seems to see the need to signal to white readers that he is not, at heart, as focused on race as earlier black community organizers, political leaders and activists. Thus he insists that “much of what ails the inner city involves a breakdown in culture,” as if to suggest that whatever role race and racism may still play, much of the wound is self-inflicted.14

That Obama here morphs two issues into one—racism and poverty—when they are not the same, is hardly surprising. It has been a common trope of post-racial liberalism from the beginning: pay homage to the stark history of racism, then switch gears and ruminate on how the problems of poor people in so-called ghettos are now distant from the mistreatment that so often met their ancestors. That racial discrimination by whites might still be a problem for black and brown folks who are not at all poor escapes consideration altogether. It is as if poor = black and black = poor, in a bitter and ironclad equation, which permits no evaluation of the effects of this faulty claim, both on poor folks of all colors and persons of color in all socioeconomic strata.

Later in Audacity, Obama refuses to judge the founders of the nation too harshly, in spite of the hypocrisy that allowed them to preach democracy while enshrining slavery as an institution and even, in many cases, practicing it themselves. And so he explains that he cannot “choose sides” in the historical dispute between those who judge the founders lacking for their inconsistency, and those who choose to venerate them for having fashioned a Constitution that would one day be used to extend rights to persons of color. As with so many things, Obama tries to see both sides, and in the process blurs our ability to confront the magnitude of the founding crimes of the nation’s white elites. After praising those he nonetheless calls “cranks,” “zealots” and “the unreasonable”— referring to “unbending idealists” like abolitionist leader Frederick Douglass, and “wild-eyed” prophets like John Brown—he ultimately cannot join them in their idealism, their bravery, or their unyielding commitment to justice. In the end, as he puts it, he is “left with Lincoln” as a hero and role model. And why? Precisely because of his ability to balance his idealism with “practicality.”15

Indeed, Lincoln was a pragmatist; so much so that he ultimately realized that sending black folks back to Africa—an idea he endorsed personally both before and after his election—was an unworkable plan, and thus not to be contemplated further. In fact, Lincoln even hedged on the issue of ending slavery. In the midst of the Civil War he wrote, “If I could save the Union, without freeing the slaves, I would do it. If I could do it by freeing some and leaving others alone, I would do that. What I do about slavery and the coloured race, I do because I believe it would help to save the Union.” That Obama could eschew uncompromising anti-slavery fighters like Frederick Douglass, Harriet Tubman and John Brown for the likes of Abraham Lincoln says something. It suggests he is far more comfortable with that uneasy pragmatism, even in the face of considerable racism, the likes of which Lincoln surely endorsed. Although Obama wistfully says he would “like to believe that for Lincoln it was never a matter of abandoning conviction for the sake of expediency,” one wonders to what extent he feels truly confident about that awkwardly stated hope.

Obama’s willingness to praise the leadership of white presidents, despite their racial politics, does not end with Lincoln. Further in Audacity, he showers praise upon liberal social policy beginning with the New Deal initiatives of the Franklin Roosevelt administration.16 Obama often speaks of the importance of the “social safety net” put in place during the New Deal, and during his 2004 keynote to the Democratic National Convention he made reference to how important those policies (and other economic opportunity efforts) had been to his own family, specifically, to his white grandparents.17 This is important, given the way in which those efforts—though claimed as universal in scope and often credited with creating the American middle class—were actually intensely racialized.

From Social Security to the Federal Housing Administration’s home loan program to later efforts like the GI Bill, white senators from the South saw to it that blacks would be largely excluded from these initiatives by way of the rules and regulations drawn up to govern their implementation: an exclusion that, in the case of Social Security, wouldn’t be corrected for twenty years.18 Indeed, President Roosevelt even refused to support an anti-lynching law for fear that Southern senators whose votes he needed to pass New Deal legislation might oppose him.19 In other words, when Obama praises the New Deal, he is praising an effort that for all of its benefits—and they were many—essentially left people of color out in the cold. That he would fail to note this inherent flaw of such programs speaks to the way in which he deploys the rhetoric of racial transcendence and colorblindness: by downplaying the role of racism and discrimination, even when that role has been blatant. When Obama insists that “FDR recognized that we would all be more likely to take risks in our lives … if we knew that we would have some measure of protection should we fail,” he essentially writes out of history the fact that FDR and his contemporaries did not, indeed, seek to provide those measures of protection for everyone.20 When Obama uses the pronoun “we” in that comment, he is, by definition, identifying himself with whites in America, and not with persons of color.

In the section of Audacity dealing specifically with race, though Obama certainly notes the legacy of racism as a contributor to the current inequities between whites and people of color, he quickly turns to generic, universal programs of uplift as the remedy for those inequities about which he is concerned. Nowadays, Obama claims:

… what ails working-class and middle-class blacks and Latinos is not fundamentally different from what ails their white counterparts: downsizing, outsourcing, automation, wage stagnation, the dismantling of employer-based health care and pension plans, and schools that fail to teach young people the skills they need to compete in a global economy.21

Starting from this diagnosis—which is dishonest, in that what ails people of color is not the same as what ails working-class and middle-class whites, since the latter don’t face bigotry and discrimination on the basis of color or a legacy of oppression and unequal opportunity dating back generations—Obama turns to remedies that are colorblind in application.

This pattern—of a rising tide lifting minority boats—has certainly held true in the past. The progress made by the previous generations of Latinos and African Americans occurred primarily because the same ladders of opportunity that built the white middle class were for the first time made available to minorities as well.

In this, Obama tells a partial truth. Yes, it was the extension of previously denied opportunities to black and brown folks that allowed minority “boats” to rise, so to speak. But the social movements that forced open those doors of opportunity were hardly race-neutral. Nor did they engage a rhetoric of racial transcendence in advocating for the opening of that opportunity. They were explicitly antiracist movements, which spoke regularly of racism perpetrated by whites in the job and housing markets, schools and elsewhere. And the remedies that helped force open opportunities were not universal—indeed, why would they have been, since whites already had access to them?—but rather, they included measures like affirmative action for hiring, contracting and college admissions. In the realm of both public and private sector employment, race-based affirmative action was critical to opening up professional and managerial ranks to African Americans beginning in the early 1970s.22

Ignoring this inconveniently race-conscious aspect of the history about which he was speaking, Obama then suggests that universal efforts like “investments needed to ensure that all children perform at grade level and graduate from high school” and “a plan for universal health care coverage” would do more to eliminate racial disparities and help people of color than race-targeted efforts. Though he offers no reason for why this might be true—no evidence or even analytical support for the claim—he then turns to what in all likelihood is the real motivation for the argument: simple politics. Echoing William Julius Wilson’s concerns (and those of Moynihan before him), Obama proclaims, “An emphasis on universal, as opposed to race-specific, programs isn’t just good policy; it’s also good politics,” because of the ability of such efforts, presumably, to gain support across multiple constituencies.23

Later, we will explore the reasons why Obama’s confidence in universal programs of uplift is largely misplaced. For now, let it suffice to say that the president, for many years, has clearly advocated this approach. Both as a policy advocate, political candidate and now president of the United States, his has been a politics that seeks to downplay the problem of racism and remedy ongoing injustices through race-neutral means.

Not only in his writing, but on the campaign trail as well, Obama evinced a preference for colorblind universalism in public policy and regularly deployed rhetoric suggesting that race and racism were of declining significance to the nation. At an AFL-CIO forum in Las Vegas, for instance, asked how to address persistent health disparities between whites and blacks, candidate Obama pivoted away from the issue, choosing instead to reiterate his support for universal coverage and to discuss the need for blacks to get more exercise and eat healthier foods.24 Though not blaming the victims in this case—he did, after all, note the way in which poor communities of color often lack access to such foods and rarely have good, safe parks or recreation facilities for local residents to utilize—his comments betrayed a desire to avoid addressing the difficult issues of racial bias in the provision of health care. Likewise, he displayed no interest in commenting on the unique health effects of ongoing racial discrimination, which has been heavily documented by researchers over the past decade. And once again he conflated the subjects of racial disparity and economic disparity, as if to suggest that it is poverty and ghetto life that explain health gaps between whites and blacks. In fact, as we’ll see shortly, health outcomes in black America are worse, independent of economic status. Indeed, African Americans with good health care coverage, high incomes and college degrees—not typically to be found in the nation’s poorest communities—have health issues that are often worse than those for poor whites.

Perhaps there is no clearer evidence of Obama’s commitment to colorblind post-racial liberalism than his handling of the Rev. Jeremiah Wright controversy during the presidential campaign. On the one hand, politics alone no doubt dictated that he distance himself from Wright. Once a few of his former pastor’s sermons were leaked to the press (and, it should be noted, typically taken horribly out of context in the process), Obama’s closeness to Wright threatened to sink his campaign altogether. Wright’s invective against United States foreign policy and the history of racism against peoples of color, combined with what many viewed as the harshness of his tone, was shocking to many white Americans—a group that has rarely been exposed to the raw and prophetic tradition of the black church. Tat Wright’s references to the nation’s history were on point (in fact, with regard to U.S. militarism, one could even say he had shown restraint, mentioning only a few examples of American imperialism, while ignoring even stronger case studies) mattered not. For Obama to be linked to a man who had such a dissident view of the inherent goodness of the United States—and acceptance of that goodness, of the exceptionalism of America, is virtually a prerequisite for anyone seeking elected office—was like stepping on a political land mine.

That Obama sought to distance himself from Wright is no surprise, nor, given the political realities with which he was contending, should his desire to do so be seen as especially problematic. It was not that he did it, but how, that seemed to suggest something deeper than a mere concern for political viability. Indeed, in cutting himself off from Wright, Obama went well beyond what was necessary in order to put himself squarely in the camp of race moderates and post-racial liberals.

His March 18, 2008, speech in Philadelphia, now often referred to as Obama’s race speech, or even simply “The Speech,”25 is considered by some, even only eighteen months later, to be among the greatest political orations in the nation’s history. That it was delivered by a man under pressure to clarify his views in the wake of the Wright scandal made it doubly so, in that it became a test of Obama’s leadership and ability to rise to the occasion under stress. Therein, Obama delivered a finely crafted message to the American people, intended to make clear his views on race and its role in shaping the nation. Though he went further than any other presidential candidate in history in candidly speaking about the institutional racism that had long been a formal (and quite legal) reality in the United States, he did so in a way that exemplifies classic post-racial liberalism. During the speech Obama exposed some of the nation’s warts, but he eased the embarrassment associated with the process by showering praise upon the United States for its progress and seeking to balance out criticisms of racism with platitudes about black irresponsibility.

First, Obama began by praising the nation’s founders as “statesmen and patriots who had traveled across an ocean to escape tyranny and persecution,” ignoring for a moment the more literal truth that those who came, while certainly escaping tyranny in the process, did not necessarily come for that reason, so much as for land. And of course, their issue wasn’t with tyranny in the abstract, which they were all too willing to impose on the indigenous peoples they encountered as well as enslaved Africans (and even the poor and irreligious of their own kind, in the case of the early colonists). It was a necessary platitude perhaps, in that Obama was seeking to become president, and thus could hardly be expected to condemn the Founding Fathers of the nation he was seeking to lead. Yet it also mixed well with the rest of the presentation: a near perfect sampling of post-racial liberal themes and imagery.26

When Obama next noted the Founders’ decision to allow slavery to continue for the time being as a way to procure the passage of the Constitution—a compromise that many find reprehensible and worthy of moral rebuke, however politically useful it may have been at the time—he quickly parried with praise. After all, as he noted, the “answer to the slavery question was already embedded within the Constitution” because of its promise of liberty and justice for all. In other words, the Founders, though flawed, and although they didn’t realize they had planted the seeds of slavery’s destruction in their final document, must be praised for having done so. That it would actually not be the U.S. Constitution per se, at least in its original form, but rather a well-organized abolitionist movement, several hundred slave rebellions, the John Brown raid at Harper’s Ferry, a war that left 600,000 dead, and then hard-fought amendments to that Constitution nearly a century later that would ultimately settle the slavery question—at least in writing—seems to escape Obama here. Though Obama went on in the speech to praise those who fought, both in the war and in the civil rights movements, for pushing the nation closer to its vaunted principles, he first made sure to frame his comments with the genius of the white men who set the system up, before praising the real heroes (of color and their white allies) who ultimately brought the formal tyranny of nearly 200 years (and more than 300 going back to the colonial period) to an end.

From there, Obama’s colorblind post-racial liberalism kicked into high gear, punctuated by lofty rhetoric about how “we may have different stories, but we hold common hopes,” or “we may not look the same and we may not have come from the same place, but we all want to move in the same direction.” He then noted how he had won support in “some of the whitest” areas of the country, as evidence that the American people were so hungry “for this message of unity” that they were now willing to get past race and move the country forward by supporting him, a man of color, for president. If whites in South Carolina, where Obama noted “the Confederate flag still flies” (but where, to be sure, he never offered so much as a single significant word of condemnation for that fact) had managed to vote for him in the state primary, then surely the nation must have turned a corner on race, he suggested. That the only whites voting for Obama in the state had been committed Democrats—a distinct minority of the white population—and that the vast majority of whites would vote decisively against him in November (an outcome that was utterly predicted and predictable at the time he made this statement) apparently mattered not to Obama and his vision of a post-racial electorate.

Although Obama noted that race had occasionally been an issue in the campaign, he deftly sought to deflect the blame for that fact onto the media, which had “scoured every exit poll” for signs of racism (as if they were looking for a needle in a haystack, or something else equally unlikely to be found), and on occasion deemed him either “too black” or “not black enough.” With this trope, Obama sought to place himself in the center of a debate he had wanted no part of, as if to say that anyone who was catching flack from “both sides” must be doing something right. It was Obama’s attempt, or so it seemed, to suggest he had been the victim of other peoples’ agendas; that he had tried to rise above race politics, only to be forced into discussing the subject by the pernicious machinations of others. Indeed, there was little doubt that he would never have given the race speech at all had it not been for the brewing controversy about a certain pastor from Chicago.

At the point in the speech where Obama turned to the subject of Wright, the Senator criticized him for expressing views that could “widen the racial divide,” and which “denigrate the greatness and the goodness of our nation.” Though he insisted Wright’s words “rightly offend black and white alike,” this claim had little resemblance to the truth. Though polls suggested African Americans might have regretted Wright’s words, in large measure because of their potential effect on Obama’s electoral chances, there is very little to indicate that blacks as a group were offended by them, or even disagreed.

One poll, conducted by FOX News in April 2008, found that whereas the Wright affair had made nearly half of all whites less likely to vote for Barack Obama, only 18 percent of blacks felt the same way. In fact, more blacks said that Obama’s closeness to Wright increased the likelihood that they would vote for him than said it would decrease their willingness to do so.27

Another poll, this time by CBS News and the New York Times, discovered that whereas 92 percent of blacks said Wright’s statements had no effect on their views of Obama (and only 4 percent said the comments had made them take a dimmer view of the candidate), a full 41 percent of whites indicated that their views of Obama were now more negative because of Wright and, presumably, the senator’s connection to him.28 In effect, Obama’s attempt to downplay the racial divide over Wright, by implying that all were “rightly” and similarly offended by him, mirrored his larger attempts to downplay racial divisions more broadly. To admit of the differing perceptions of whites and blacks in this instance, as with any other issue, would be to cast doubt upon the “one America” rhetoric that had by that point become his hallmark.

To reassure whites of his differences with Wright, the candidate insisted that the pastor held a “profoundly distorted view of this country,” in that he sees white racism as “endemic,” and because he “elevates what is wrong with America above all that we know is right with America.” Wright, Obama averred, was being “divisive at a time when we need unity; racially charged at a time when we need to come together to solve a set of monumental problems … problems that are neither black or white or Latino or Asian, but rather problems that confront us all.” Those problems, according to Obama—and which he insisted were jointly shared—included two wars, terrorism, economic decline, “a chronic health care crisis” and climate change. But not, apparently, insidious discrimination against three of the four groups mentioned by Obama in his litany of unity. To allow that racism were still an issue to be addressed—among the points Jeremiah Wright had been trying to make, after all—would be to allow for a reading of the latter’s comments as perhaps quite a bit less incendiary and radical than they had appeared to so many, whose votes Obama now relied upon.

Once having largely dispensed with Rev. Wright, Obama made his one and only real nod to an antiracist narrative, one that recognizes the profound consequences of racism in the life of the nation. Therein he noted, “So many of the disparities that exist in the African American community today can be directly traced to inequalities passed on from an earlier generation that suffered under the brutal legacy of Jim Crow.” He even went so far as to mention a part of history about which most are largely unaware, especially most whites, when he mentioned the way that blacks were blocked from housing, including government-backed housing loans via the FHA—an especially important point to make, given the way that this single solitary program had largely created the white middle class in the mid-twentieth century.29 That Obama was willing to lay blame for the wealth and income disparities between whites and blacks at the feet of institutional bias such as this was meaningful, and among the most honest statements on race ever put forth by a candidate for the U.S. presidency. He followed this up with still more honesty, explaining in quite prosaic detail the way in which so many black folks, especially of Rev. Wright’s generation, grew up under crushing conditions of oppression, and that naturally, such experiences would shape their worldviews. Whites, he seemed to be saying, would just have to understand whence the Rev. Wrights of the world were coming.

But then, just as quickly as Obama had tried to contextualize the Reverend’s remarks as well as his tone, he again switched gears, noting that anger, the likes of which one can occasionally hear in the black church, is often not productive in that it “distracts attention from solving real problems” and “keeps us from squarely facing our own complicity in our condition.” In other words, righteous indignation at systematic injustice distracts black people from the role they themselves are presumed to be playing in their own disempowerment. In effect, Obama seemed to be suggesting that there were co-equal partners in the black condition: past injustice and its legacy on the one hand, but on the other, modern-day black irresponsibility and bad decision making.

Then, as if to further balance out his commentary about the understandable nature of black anger, Obama noted that, “a similar anger exists within segments of the white community.” The statement, which seemed to suggest that there was an equivalence between black and white anger, in terms of historic justification, “fudge[d] the difference,” as Adam Mansbach puts it, between “institutional racism and white bitterness.”30 In doing so, Obama managed to obscure the nature of structural injustice and to place black and white anger on the level playing field of mere “feelings,” perhaps legitimate, perhaps not, but always merely personal, and never indicative of a deeply ingrained system of oppression deployed against some and in favor of others.

As for that white anger to which Obama was giving voice, it stemmed from unfair accusations of white privilege against those who feel that whatever they have in life, “they’ve built it from scratch.” That he had just finished reciting the institutionalized advantages whites had received, including but not limited to the FHA loan preferences—all of which suggest that however hard whites have worked, they also have had an opportunity structure in place to meet that effort halfway—seemed to matter not a bit. Obama continued in this vein, noting white folks’ job insecurities, concerns about cross-town busing for the purpose of integration (which had been all but eliminated by the time of his remarks, and which almost always burdened black children rather than white ones, making this a particularly bizarre reference), and affirmative action.

On this latter subject, Obama was especially craven in pandering to white backlash views, noting the legitimacy of white anger “when they hear that an African American is getting an advantage in landing a good job or a spot in a good college because of an injustice that they themselves never committed.” That whites may hear that argument made, or even make it themselves, of course, says little about the accuracy of the position. Indeed, Obama well knows that affirmative action has done nothing to displace whites from good jobs or college slots: Whites are still more likely than members of any other racial group to get into their first-choice college,31 and the vast majority of “good jobs” are held by whites, affirmative action notwithstanding. Nor is it premised on the notion of reparation for past injustice. Rather, and Obama (the former law professor and Harvard Law Review editor) surely knows it, affirmative action is predicated on the demonstrably true notion that in the absence of deliberate efforts to recruit, admit, hire, train and promote qualified people of color for college slots and professional opportunities, such persons will continue to be overlooked because of racial bias in the present. So too, it is premised on the idea that persons of color will continue to be denied full opportunity in the absence of race-conscious efforts at inclusion, thanks to systemic barriers like old boys’ networks for jobs and unequal resources in K-12 schooling. In the case of the latter, resource disparities produce students of color who appear less qualified on paper (in terms of past test scores) but who may have every bit as much potential as white students who, given better opportunity, scored higher.32

That Obama would obscure the difference between the institutional inequity to which something like affirmative action was directed, and white feelings about those programs, suggests the way that post-racial liberalism often reduces structural forces to interpersonal ones and, in so doing, manages to dumb down our national understanding of how systems operate. As Mansbach puts it, in discussing Obama’s race speech:

To place the experiences of white and black Americans on an equal footing, Obama had to abandon the empirical and speak the language of the emotional. Hence the focus on how people “feel”—privileged or not, racist or not—rather than on the objective realities of what they have and do and say.33

Occasionally it seemed as though Obama actually went further than to merely suggest equivalence between the experiences of whites and blacks. Indeed, near the end of his speech, he implied that the responsibility of blacks for solving the racial divide might even be greater than the burden for whites. In discussing what would be necessary on the part of both blacks and whites in order to move the nation “toward a more perfect union,” Obama’s recommendations appeared strangely non-parallel.

For blacks, he insisted upon the importance of “embracing the burdens” of the past without “becoming victims” of them. Yes, it is necessary to demand justice, he said, but only insofar as the African American community links those demands to the legitimate demands of all Americans for better jobs and health care. That blacks have rarely denied these links seems to escape Obama. Indeed it was the Reverend Jesse Jackson, often perceived as merely a “race hustler” by whites, who went to the white farm belt in his 1984 and 1988 presidential campaigns to explicitly connect the dots between the economic crisis in white communities and black ones.

However, Obama went even further than merely calling for unity on economic justice matters. He then dipped into the well of culture-of-poverty thinking, suggesting that blacks must “take full responsibility for our lives” (implying that blacks, presently, were unwilling to do so), by “spending more time with our children” and “demanding more from our fathers.” Given Obama’s own abandonment by his father, one can easily understand his personal emphasis on this latter point. Yet it must also be understood that as a memetic device, inserted in a speech on race and racism, it can easily be read by whites as equating the importance of absent fathers and racism in explaining the state of blacks in America today.



From whites, Obama demanded no similar taking of personal responsibility. At no point did he suggest, parallel to his demands for blacks to shape up, that whites must own their own history of biases and prejudices, or the way in which they may have inherited them from their parents or passed them down to their children. To Obama, bad parenting appears to be a trait monopolized by African Americans, and has little to do with the persistent racial biases, which we’ll explore more directly in the next chapter, and which seem to be transmitted intergenerationally among whites. Nowhere does he indicate a need for whites to recognize the role that preferential treatment had played in their own lives, even as he had previously acknowledged that preferential treatment, in his discussion of things like the FHA loan program and other discriminatory impediments to equal opportunity. While Obama was comfortable telling black folks to recognize both the institutional and personal contributors to their condition, for whites, the institutional advantages offered over the years were unmentionable, and certainly irremediable. And whereas he insisted that black demands for justice were legitimate, but only to the extent they were linked to the demands of white working people for decent jobs and health care, he offers no symmetrical admonition to the white community, nothing to the effect that white demands for better opportunities must, in order to be legitimate, be linked to black and brown demands for an end to racial discrimination in all arenas of life. No indeed: All he asked of whites was that they “acknowledge” the lived reality of black people, and recognize that discrimination, past and present, is not merely “in the minds of black people,” but a real problem to be addressed. Though such a plea may serve as a starting point for dialogue, it asks of whites no real behavioral changes, let alone support for particular policies to address the problem he had just noted was real. Rather, a simple attitude adjustment would presumably suffice.

There was little doubt, of course, that in taking this cautious approach, Obama was carefully reading the pulse of the white public. Indeed, even with his fairly timid articulation of anything that might remotely challenge white thinking, he was criticized mightily from whites on the political right. For instance, and as an indication of how badly many whites in the United States seek to avoid any discussion of white racism, the part of Obama’s speech that received the greatest criticism from conservative commentators was the part where he mentioned his white grandmother, and the way that she had occasionally uttered racial or ethnic stereotypes in his presence, or confessed her fear of black men. Though Obama had been trying to point out that we are all complicated—that we are a mixture of better and worse natures, often in conflict, as with the same Reverend Wright he had grown to love, and as with his grandmother, who had sacrificed so much for him—many whites could only take his comment as a slur. And so, former Congressman and current talk show host Joe Scarborough responded to Obama’s recitation of his grandmother’s biases by blasting the senator for “throwing his grandmother under the bus.” Republican advisor Karl Rove likewise employed the “under the bus” imagery in a speech to the Harvard Republicans around the same time, during which he expressly condemned Obama for equating his grandmother’s fear of black men with the comments of Reverend Wright.34 In other words, white people’s fears and prejudices towards black men are acceptable, or at least not as offensive to many whites, as Wright’s mere recitation of factual American history.



In such an atmosphere there is little wonder that candidate Obama would seek to deploy the language of post-racial liberalism—a combination of a rhetoric of racial transcendence and a public policy agenda of colorblind universalism—in order to attract political support for his candidacy. And indeed this tactic may have assisted him in his ability, early on, to garner white votes. Early in his primary run, Obama’s white supporters were quite open in their praise for his race-averse approach. So, in a frontpage article in the November 10, 2007, edition of the Wall Street Journal, white Obama-backers explained that they supported the senator because he makes whites “feel good” about themselves, or because he “doesn’t come with the baggage of the civil rights movement.”35 In essence, what at least some of Obama’s white supporters seemed to be saying was that his explicit avoidance of race as an issue and his seeming distance from race-based activism was among the principal reasons they were able to support him so intently. While this may suggest the benefits of post-racial liberalism for getting persons of color elected to office, it hardly speaks to the question of whether such an approach is best for addressing persistent inequities, a subject to which we’ll turn in the following chapter.36

Lest one believe Obama’s race-neutral, colorblind approach was merely a matter of political calculation, however, it should be noted that even after he took office, he continued to evince a similar approach to matters of race as the one he had put forth before the November 2008 election. So at the press conference marking the one-hundredth day of his administration, he was asked how he would seek to address the impacts of the economic downturn on black men. It is worth recounting the entire exchange, in order to fully appreciate how averse the president is to addressing racial inequity directly. To wit, the following interaction between Andre Showell, of Black Entertainment Television (BET), and President Obama on April 29, 2009:

SHOWELL: As the entire nation tries to climb out of this deep recession, in communities of color the circumstances are far worse. The black unemployment rate, as you know, is in the double digits, and in New York City, for example, the black unemployment rate for men is near 50 percent. My question tonight is, given this unique and desperate circumstance, what specific policies can you point to that will target these communities?

PRESIDENT OBAMA: Well, keep in mind that every step we’re taking is designed to help all people. But folks who are most vulnerable are most likely to be helped because they need the most help. So when we passed the Recovery Act, for example, and we put in place provisions that would extend unemployment insurance or allow you to keep your health insurance even if you’ve lost your job, that probably disproportionately impacted those communities that had lost their jobs… . So my general approach is that if the economy is strong, that will lift all boats—as long as it is also supported by, for example, strategies around college affordability, and job training, tax cuts for working families as opposed to the wealthiest, that level the playing field and ensure bottom-up economic growth. And I’m confident that that will help the African American community live out the American Dream, at the same time that it’s helping communities all across the country.37

Even when served up a rather safe question, to which he might have responded by indicating a willingness to specifically address the depression-level economics of black America (even while reiterating his support for universal policies as well), Obama punted, apparently content to address such racial inequity through universal policy options alone.

President Obama further reiterated his colorblind approach in the waning days of 2009, after being pressed by the Congressional Black Caucus to focus some attention on the unique economic challenges facing the African American community. In response to the CBC’s critique, Obama replied that he “cannot pass laws that say ‘I’m just helping black folks.’ I’m the president of the entire United States,” and that instead, his goal is to pass laws “that help all people, particularly those who are most vulnerable and most in need… . That in turn is going to help lift up the African American community.”38

Of course, it is worth noting that the Congressional Black Caucus had not called for Obama to push for programs aimed only at helping black people. Rather, its members had requested that he speak to the specific concerns of African Americans, who were being especially battered by the economic downturn, and to include some specific policy proposals to address those unique burdens, within the context of a larger universal effort. Yet Obama, as has long been his practice, presents universalism as if it cannot exist side by side with race-specific efforts at uplift. To the President and others who embrace colorblind post-racial liberalism, universal efforts must be an alternative to race-specificity, replacing the latter with the bland ecumenism of the former, irrespective of the specific obstacles still faced by persons of color on the basis of race alone.

Tellingly, however, the dodge hasn’t worked, at least not for those right-wing commentators insistent on making Obama over as a race radical, despite all evidence to the contrary. Prominent conservatives have claimed that even universal programs, because they would disproportionately help blacks (because blacks are more likely to be uninsured, unemployed, poor, etc.), are really nothing more than a form of stealth reparations for slavery.39 Talk show host Glenn Beck, for instance, has jumped on Obama’s mention during the campaign (and since) that blacks would disproportionately benefit from universal health care coverage—if simply because they were disproportionately sick and uninsured—by insisting that such comments prove the president’s real motivation for health care reform isn’t health at all, but rather obtaining reparations.40 Obama is using health care reform to “settle old racial scores,” according to Beck. Putting aside the fundamental illogic of believing health care to be reparations—after all, what kind of reparations requires its beneficiaries to get sick first in order to get paid?—the political implications of Beck’s screed should be noted here, as we move into the next chapter.

Clearly, if even colorblind, race-neutral and universal rhetoric and policy pronouncements are likely to be recast by the right as racially-specific and race-motivated, it becomes an open question as to whether the politics of post-racial liberalism can succeed, even on its own terms. If post-racial liberalism presumes that its primary strength is political viability, and yet those who practice it continue to be pilloried as agents of racial score-settling and reverse discrimination anyway, one has to wonder just how viable the approach truly is in practice. And given the potential downsides of the post-racial narrative and colorblind universalism (when pushed to the exclusion of any race-specific policy directives), it may be that all post-racial liberalism accomplishes is to take antiracism off the table, while leaving racism—in both its institutional and interpersonal forms—dangerously in place.

Some, of course, suggest that President Obama is simply biding his time, that eventually, perhaps in a second term, he will tackle racism and discrimination and a host of other issues, when doing so would have less political risk associated with the move. But this kind of thinking is fraught with dangers. To begin, he is not guaranteed a second term. In fact, his timidity could put such a damper on the voter turnout of his base—especially in off-year and mid-term elections—that he loses the working majority in Congress that he would need in order to accomplish anything remotely progressive, assuming for the moment that he were even inclined to head in such a direction. This is precisely what happened in 1994, for instance, after Bill Clinton’s timidity around health care left his voter base deflated, and the right emboldened.

Additionally, if the president, having staked out his ground in the camp of post-racial liberalism and colorblind universal-ism, were to eventually decide to raise the issue of racism and discrimination, he would violate the new “norm of silence” about race that he had helped create. The backlash this would engender, from political opponents and even many allies, could potentially result in major losses in the rest of his public policy agenda, making it unlikely that he would risk it. To act as though race were no longer really an issue, only to then announce, say, six years into one’s presidency that you had been, in effect, just kidding, would be seen as a cynical political move and would not likely endear Obama to lawmakers, even in the Democratic Party. It is also the kind of blatantly manipulative shift in position that Obama has studiously tried not to evince over the years. It would be almost entirely out of character.

If President Obama has, for several years now, articulated his faith in colorblind universalism and has employed a rhetoric of racial transcendence, the most likely conclusion to be drawn from such a thing is that he really believes in them, and that he means what he says. To assume otherwise is to place considerable faith in the intentionality of one man to somehow shift gears and “do the right thing,” even though there is no evidence of him having done this at any point, ever, in his career previously. It is a fundamentally dangerous and illiberal notion in which to place much faith.
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