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For my nephews William, Terence, and Tymel:
Hope audaciously, work relentlessly.





Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the
 evidence of things not seen.

Hebrews 11:1
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CHAPTER 1

Forty-four

THE MEANING OF BARACK OBAMA

ON JANUARY 20, 2009, a black man stood on the steps of the U.S. Capitol, placed his hand on a Bible held by his wife, and was sworn in as president of the United States. I was there that day, frozen nearly solid but still awed by the magnitude of what I had witnessed—nothing less than the passing of an old era and the initiation of another. I was born in August 1969, sixteen months after Martin Luther King Jr. took his fateful step onto that balcony in Memphis. I am part of that generation reared in the seemingly permanent shadow of King’s life and the violent way it ended. I have often taken solace in that speech he gave on April 3, 1968, the one where he seemed to dip his toe into the waters of his own mortality as if he somehow knew that he would soon be fully immersed. In that speech he uttered his contralto prediction that “we as a people will get to the Promised Land.” Since then, at points when our community prospects seemed most bleak, many of us have fallen back on those words, believing that a man who saw his own fate so clearly was capable of seeing ours also. For many, that inauguration day in 2009 was validation of King’s promise.

For the entirety of this nation’s history the phrase black president had been a contradiction in terms, but in the course of a forty-two-word oath, its terms were reconciled. The moment was not simply about words—that was only one of many reconciliations both grand and minute. Consider this: In 1908 Jack Johnson defeated a white man for the heavyweight championship, and race riots erupted in the streets across the country. One hundred years later Barack Obama defeated a white man for the presidency, and the streets were filled with riotous laughter as millions of people simultaneously broke into the Electric Slide.

In addition to bearing the burdens that come with the presidency, Barack Obama is freighted with the vast weight of his own symbolism. His position is so unique and so far outside our expectations as to make him a metaphor for a metaphor. It is possible, almost unavoidable, to see Obama’s entire life—from birth to inauguration—as a referendum on civil rights causes. This biracial black lawyer who relied on millions of black voters to help him win the presidency serves as an unmistakable reminder of the NAACP’s legal battles to end the “white primary” in the 1930s, its campaign to end segregation in law schools in the 1940s, the Brown v. Board of Education decision in 1954, and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. Without the civil rights movement, the marriage of Barack Obama’s African father and his white American mother would have been illegal in most states of the South.

The headline for the New York Times on November 5, 2008, blared from the page: RACIAL BARRIER FALLS IN DECISIVE VICTORY. Obama’s name appeared in ninety-six-point type. Only three events in the paper’s history—the Apollo landing, Richard Nixon’s resignation, and September 11 attacks—were heralded with equal dimensions. At Ebenezer Baptist, the church once pastored by Martin Luther King Jr., the congregation gathered for a Watch Night service. It was a deliberate recasting of history, an echo of those slaves who gathered on the last day of 1862 awaiting New Year’s—the day the Emancipation Proclamation would take effect. In Nairobi entire communities stayed up throughout the night, anticipating the moment when one of their own descendants would be declared the new president. And in Grant Park in Chicago seven hundred thousand people jammed into the space along Lake Michigan to hear Barack Obama say, “Change has come to America.”

And it has. But the dimensions and contours of that change are not yet apparent. We will not know its full yield, the ways in which it will alter race and citizenship and possibility, for many years to come.

In the meantime we have filled that space with the metaphors. The American creed of “Out of many, one” has been turned on its head, a character defined by the ideal of “Out of one, many.” Barack Obama is the black president and thus the American Mandela, the yield of a once-enslaved people’s aspirations toward freedom. He is a biracial man with family members on four continents—and therefore is the face of the next generation, one that is multiracial and cosmopolitan. His family is a testament to globalism. He is the Democrat who won 53 percent of the popular vote and thus is the punctuation at the end of the Reagan Era. His policies defy the traditional categories of liberal or conservative, thus heralding the end of the tread-worn arguments over the 1960s culture wars. He is shorthand for celebrity, for digital politics, for change and for hope. And somewhere, beneath all that, is a human being who happens to be the forty-fourth president of the United States.

There are other metaphors. A century ago W. E. B. Du Bois published an essay titled “Of the Meaning of Progress” in his collection The Souls of Black Folk, in which he recounted his days as a teacher in small-town Tennessee. More than a summer job, his task, as he saw it, was part of a monumental undertaking to uplift the race. Ten years after leaving the town, he returned, now a respected professor and the first black man with a Ph.D. from Harvard, but he found that the progress had not been uniform. Some of his former students had died unexpectedly, while others remained mired in conditions scarcely better than slavery. Du Bois’s own accomplishments marked a step forward for the black community, but what that meant in the context of the times was hard to interpret precisely. There. Another metaphor, another attempt at bringing light to a circumstance so novel as to be a source of both inspiration and confusion. Obama’s election represents progress, its meaning as complex and cryptic as life in Du Bois’s Tennessee town.

It is difficult, in fact, to read Dreams from My Father without hearing other echoes from Souls of Black Folk. The Harvard-educated black president had an unwitting kinship with the Harvard-educated black scholar. Both men grew up fatherless in environments where blacks were a small minority. Both men’s searches for identity were intricately bound to their ability to decipher the meaning of race. In the early pages of his memoir Obama tells of a haunting a magazine image of a black man who has bleached his skin, in a failed attempt to come closer to whiteness. It becomes a moment of reckoning for him. Du Bois spoke of the point in his childhood when a playmate rejected his friendship and the difference of his skin first dawned on him. These tales are compelling precisely because they are typical. In a society where race is as ambient as air, such moments are usually the hard but regular features of life, not the beginnings of existential journeys.

As a young man, Du Bois left his childhood home in Great Barrington, Massachusetts, for Tennessee and Fisk University. There he first encountered black communities, came to understand black culture, and began to grapple with its implications for his own life. Obama began college in California but then transferred to Columbia University, in part because of its proximity to Harlem. Later Chicago’s South Side came to serve for Obama the functions that Nashville had for Du Bois—a literal starting place within black America. Their unique experiences made both men variables in the racial equation. Du Bois lived ninety-five years, authored volumes of history, and became the godfather of the civil rights movement. Obama’s meaning to race and democracy in this country has yet to be charted, which perhaps more than anything else is the reason we find the story of 2008 compelling. Beneath all the celebration, the commentary, and the joyous merchandising of an American moment, lies this unanswered question: What is the meaning of this progress?

The man who became president waged a twenty-two-month campaign against cynicism. It was a clever bit of wordplay. Had he railed against racism, he would have found himself exiled to the fringes—Al Sharpton territory. Even the most righteous mention of discrimination would likely have alienated white voters. But cynicism was fair game. Your doubts about a black man becoming president weren’t racist—they were cynical. None of the old deflections, none of the head fakes or portable indignations, came into play. No talk-radio hosts advocate cynicism. No black leaders picket against it. If the word racism lost its abrasive power somewhere in the Nixon era, cynicism still has no defenders. Doubt, pessimism—those things are downright un-American. But beneath the word game, Obama was asking one portion of the country to slough off two centuries of its history and asking another to believe that the first was willing and capable of doing so.

All politicians need large enemies against which to define themselves: The usual suspects include “the lobbyists,” “the special interests,” “the media,” and the nameless, greed-infected CEOs. Obama took occasional aim at those targets but also waged war against a national mood, a jaded disposition. For eight disastrous years the American economy had been pushed to ruin and vengeance had become a substitute for foreign policy, so this strategy was understandable. As he sought the confidence of millions of skeptical voters who could not pronounce or spell his name at first, battling cynicism made sense. But what went unstated and nearly unnoticed was that in battling cynicism, he was challenging black voters as much as white ones. He was asking black America to step away from its own perspective of history and believe that a black man could become president. That required both audacity and vast reserves of hope.

Certain cynical luxuries come with being black in this country, like the ability to shrug off the dime-store rites of patriotism. We’ve generally seen America through a perpetually raised eyebrow, a yeah, whatever perspective that comes with the terrain on this side of American history. This is not fatalism, the belief that change is impossible. Rather, it is the knowledge that for every bit of it you achieve, you will pay a premium plus interest.

Older folk reserve the term backsliding for those Christians who understand the righteous path but habitually wander back into the thickets of sin. American history is one of democratic backsliding. In 1865, just after the Thirteenth Amendment formally ended slavery, friends of Frederick Douglass approached him about disbanding the old antislavery societies. Douglass advised them that it would be unwise to do so. Slavery was no more, but “we must see what new shape this old snake will take next.” His warning proved prescient: In place of slavery came the bitter regime of sharecropping and the terrorism of the Ku Klux Klan. Lynching revoked freedom. Decades later, on the verge of the first world war, W. E. B. Du Bois urged blacks to close ranks with the nation and fight in the war, even in a segregated army; he believed their patriotism would yield a freedom dividend at home. Instead, black soldiers upon their return were lynched in uniform.

The ghosts of Memphis haunt us still. The disbelief in progress is tied to the image of Martin Luther King Jr., sprawled on a balcony at the Lorraine Motel. And that of Malcolm X at the Audubon Ballroom. And Medgar Evers’s blood-ruined driveway in Mississippi. And any of the nameless catalogue of casualties, men and women guilty only of taking the Constitution at face value.

The fruits of this history were visible in the initial reaction of many African Americans to Barack Obama’s candidacy. A year before the inauguration I walked the streets of Denmark, South Carolina, knocking on doors and handing out Obama campaign materials. In those days Hillary Clinton held a significant national advantage over Obama among black voters. They held her husband in high regard; she had greater name recognition and massive financial advantages. Time and again I encountered people who believed they were doing Obama a favor by not supporting him. “He has two small children,” they would point out. “He needs to be around to see them grow up.” Or “I want to support him; I just don’t know what might happen …,” and the sentence would trail off, leaving bad echoes of the past to fill in the blanks.

In asking for their vote, Obama was necessarily asking people to part with this inheritance of doubt. In February 2007 the Obamas sat down for an interview with 60 Minutes. Steve Kroft delicately asked Michelle Obama whether she feared for her husband’s life. Her reply was, “As a black man, Barack could be shot going to the gas station.” This was a statement that could have been comforting only to black people. At that crucial moment she decided to be optimistic, albeit in the most cynical way possible. The possibility of violent death is truly a bitter, unspoken reality for black men in this country. Black males are nearly ten times more likely than their white peers to be victims of homicide. Michelle Obama was born and raised in Chicago, and her statement reflected a certain South Side pragmatism: If going to the store means taking your life in your hands, why wouldn’t you run for president? It was simply a matter of relative risks. Four of forty-three presidents had died violently. The stats for a black man who resides on the South Side of Chicago might be roughly comparable. In either case, her response put a different spin on the issue of his safety.1

In January 2008 Caroline Kennedy endorsed Barack Obama for president. Like many people that year, she reported that her children had convinced her to support his candidacy. A common storyline of the election was that younger Americans identified with the cool candidate, regardless of his race, and convinced their parents to vote for him. In black America that story had a particular twist: The younger generation convinced the older one not only that he could win but that he could be safe. This was the hidden implication of Obama’s theme “Change you can believe in”—it meant different things to different people. For one portion of the public, it meant that a nation could change its path, reaffirm its commitment to democracy, and meet titanic challenges. For another, it meant that a man could step outside the rules of history and live to tell about it.

This battered belief in progress—however fragmented and however great the costs—is the most fundamentally American aspect of the black experience. But the ligament of hope was not enough to support the idea of a black president. Prior to his entry into the election, only a handful of African Americans believed that Barack Obama could win—and all of them lived at the same address on the South Side of Chicago. In the face of history, their doubt was more akin to realism than cynicism. Between 1876 and 2008 a grand total of three black people had been elected to the U.S. Senate. Only two had served as governor. The most powerful African Americans—Thurgood Marshall, Colin Powell, Condoleezza Rice, Clarence Thomas—gained their positions through political appointments, a testament to the influence of their white patrons but certainly not evidence of an ability to actually win elections.

For these reasons the road to black support ran through a state with a 94 percent white population. Victory in the Iowa caucuses was a necessity, the closing argument in Obama’s case to black America. I viewed the Iowa returns at a watch party on the northwest side of Atlanta. State senators and city council reps politicked around the floor. Reverend Joseph Lowery, the civil rights icon and former lieutenant to Martin Luther King Jr., sat on the far side of the room; local pols pooled around him, trying, it seemed, to gain endorsement by proximity. When Obama was announced as the winner of the caucuses, the party roared. But what struck me was the look of shock on the face of an older black man near me. His jaw literally hung open, and he stared at the screen for long, speechless moments, his hat askew. He was seeing something, a version of America, maybe, that he had never expected to witness.

Long after the restaurant closed, small clusters of people, mostly black, huddled in the frigid parking lot, talking about the meaning of what they had just seen. Like Joe Louis during the Jim Crow days, it struck me, a single individual had offered a new definition of heroism; talent and circumstance had elevated one person to become a surrogate for millions of others. That night stood out for another reason: It was the first time I saw an Obama T-shirt with a picture of the candidate. Not long before the final tally, a large, middle-aged white man came in wearing a shirt that said: HE’S BLACK, I’M PROUD.

Such scenes, repeated in small gatherings, campaign offices, and random conversations, opened doors. After the caucuses Lowery explained, “Black folk have already had a symbolic candidate with Jesse in 1988, and they did not want to throw away a vote on more symbolism. Barack Obama had to prove that he could actually win white votes before he could count on black ones.” The following week a small army of volunteers left Atlanta for South Carolina. Just before the primary, the Atlanta offices were sending campaign workers into the state twenty-five vans at a time.2

In many ways Obama was swimming against the tide of tradition, but in other ways he had history on his side. Synchronized dates made it appear that he had a kind of spiritual momentum: He was campaigning for the presidency forty years after the assassination of Martin Luther King. As the weeks passed, the two men were increasingly paired in street vendor iconography. Outside one campaign office I saw a man wearing a shirt with the image of both men and the caption THE DREAMER AND THE DREAM. The children of Israel wandered for forty years before entering the Promised Land—this biblical metaphor was added to Obama’s growing résumé of symbolism. Those confluences followed him throughout the year. His nomination took place on August 28, 2008, the forty-fifth anniversary of the March on Washington (and lamentably the fifty-third anniversary of Emmett Till’s lynching). John Lewis, the sole living speaker from the 1963 March on Washington, was now a congressman who, after some prodding, endorsed Obama and spoke at the nomination. And Obama’s 2009 inauguration took place the day after the observance of the Martin Luther King Jr. holiday. Thus in placing his hand on Lincoln’s Bible, he had not simply been inaugurated as the president of the United States; on some level, he also became a barometer of history.

Historians will spend years deciphering the subtle changes in American society that led to Obama’s election. Just after he won, people commonly credited George W. Bush with paving the way for the nation’s first black president. Two wars, a sunken economy, and fallen national prestige were just part of the picture. So were the superior organization, elocution, and fund-raising genius of both the candidate and the team. The truth is that none of us really know how it happened. But the more compelling question is why Obama thought it possible in the first place. In a season in which historic developments seemed to occur almost weekly, the first and possibly greatest accomplishment of Obama and his team was their recognition that the political climate offered a path to victory.

“They said this day would never come.” Obama began his victory speech in Iowa with those words. It was a gentleman’s version of “I told you so,” informing the country that it had changed in ways that it had not even imagined. After the New Hampshire primary he rallied his dejected supporters with the mantra “Yes, we can”—another shot at the cynics. And so the hope assault went for twenty-two months, until the final landing at Grant Park and “Change has come to America.”

In the midst of national celebration, pointing out the old continuities seemed nearly blasphemous. We do violence to distill the moment down solely to race, but race was nonetheless the active ingredient in that democratic bliss. And it remains crucial to understanding this moment that we recognize that black advances have generally come at the behest of some larger imperative. Slavery ended as a consequence not just of the Civil War but of the fact that the Union was losing the Civil War. Lincoln’s gesture of emancipation suited the needs of more whites than blacks—some twenty million Northerners ultimately relied upon those ex-slaves to join the fight against the Confederacy and preserve their cherished Union.

The civil rights movement occurred in the context of the Cold War, at a point when racism had become an international liability. Jim Crow could be ignored when it was simply a domestic concern, but once it became an embarrassment in world affairs, its demise was swift. Here is a basic truth: People are driven by self-interest. But America has an overwhelming need to dress self-interest in the finery of moral conviction.

Great acts of individual conscience were performed in the 1860s and in the 1960s, but absent some bigger incentive, they would have remained just that. Ultimately the gears of morality had to be greased by self-interest. Obama, more than most, understands this dynamic. As a community organizer, he began with the premise that people are driven by self-interest, and he understood that that is key to creating social change.

Obama’s election stands out in part because it did not come in the context of violence. No war, no images of bloodied idealists beaten in the streets, gave rise to it. Some felt that perhaps history was the down payment, that we had accumulated enough blood equity to pay for it in advance. But even the moment of democratic bliss remained part of the old pattern: It was in the national self-interest to move away from the abomination of the Bush–Bin Laden era. The nation had the wisdom, insight, and yes, self-interest to elect a man whose middle name is Hussein, and who had been partly raised in Indonesia, an Islamic country. His vast talents and brown skin would mark a moral transition so vast that his election would appear entirely and objectively as an act of goodwill and good faith.

Toward the end of the general election campaign, the blogger and statistician Nate Silver relayed an anecdote that stood out even amid the tsunami of electoral details that had become a feature of daily life. A campaign worker, a white man canvassing for Barack Obama, knocked on the door of a white family in rural Pennsylvania. A woman answered the door. He asked her if she knew who she was voting for, and she replied without a trace of irony, “We’re voting for the nigger.” He initially suspected that this was her way of stiff-arming campaign workers, who were perceived in a category somewhere between locusts and telemarketers. Then she relayed the question to her husband, who shouted from the back of the house, “Yeah, we’re voting for the nigger.” Considered in isolation, this incident would be one of those idiosyncratic moments that people puzzle over briefly before moving on. But I heard similar stories from journalists, organizers, and random political folk. In another version, a reporter interviewed a white couple just outside Atlanta who confessed: “I know he’s a nigger, but I just don’t trust McCain on the economy.”3

It was ugly progress, an off-brand version of “change you could believe in.” Richard Nixon won the presidency in 1968 by remembering a principle as old as the Republic: Racial resentment can persuade whites to ignore their own economic interests. In 1980 Ronald Reagan recognized that Nixon’s Southern Strategy could work in the rest of the country. Economically marginal Southern whites were more willing to endorse the laissez faire, antiunion politics of the GOP if it meant that they stood a chance to halt the advance march of civil rights. Labor union members did vote for the staunchly antiunion Reagan, because he would keep the welfare queens in check. Only in America do we find a factory worker and the CEO who just fired him supporting the same presidential candidate. During the 2008 primary season the media served warmed-over helpings of this principle: the West Virginia voter who claimed that Barack Obama wanted to enslave whites; the Texas Democrat who swore he would vote for McCain if the black guy got the nomination; the Clinton supporters who vowed to stay home if she weren’t the nominee.

Other presumptions went stale that year too. Reams of data show that tough economic times lead to increased racial animosity. During the Great Depression white men gathered in street-corner mobs demanding that there be “no work for niggers” until every white man had a job. The social goodwill of the civil rights era evaporated amid the economic hardships of the 1970s. For those of us who know this history, its repetition is a given. At least it was until recently. Two months before the election, the bottom fell out of the stock market. John McCain theatrically suspended his campaign and rushed to Washington to address the financial crisis, but his numbers went south anyway. Another old truth was falling away. Despite tough economic times, Barack Obama won 53 percent of the vote and a larger portion of the white vote than any previous Democrat since Lyndon B. Johnson, larger than Bill Clinton, whose two terms were greatly aided by Ross Perot pulling votes from the first president Bush and then from Bob Dole.

At some point in 2008 people concluded that race was simply not a luxury they could afford to keep in the foreground, not with unemployment rising and a Republican nominee who admittedly knew little about economics. In the end, the story of 2008 is not diminished because it was driven by self-interest. Rather, it is enhanced by the fact that people were mature enough to recognize what their self-interests were.

In the opening pages of The Audacity of Hope, Obama declared, “I am new enough on the national political scene that I serve as a blank screen on which people of vastly different political stripes project their own views. As such, I am bound to disappoint some, if not all, of them.”4 But his symbolism was derived from his identity, not from his novelty. The black congressman Harold Ford was new to the public when he delivered the keynote speech to the 2000 Democratic National Convention, but no one ever accused him of standing in the tide of history or embodying our dreams.

Obama’s identity was knotted and tangled with global currents of freedom and colonialism; it also had direct implications domestically. In America the prohibitions against racial mixture are literally older than the nation itself. In 1630 a white man named Hugh Davis was publicly whipped for fouling himself and for “dishonoring God” by his fornication with a Negro woman. In 1662 Virginia authored laws forbidding interracial sex and ensuring that the child of any such union would follow the status of the mother—a quiet wink directed to white men taking liberties with enslaved black women. In 1691 Virginia outlawed marriage between black and white residents altogether. Out of this fixation on purity and categories grew the lore of the tragic mulatto, a sort of cultural keep-out sign warning both races of the disastrous consequences of mingling. The very term mulatto derived from the word mule: the product of dissimilar species.

For centuries lore, then fiction, then film remixed this storyline, all with the common theme that the product of these unions could come to no good end. But during the course of the election campaign, Obama consistently turned this body of myths inside out. The deployment of his white family members in commercials was a not-so-subtle reversal of the one-drop rule that deemed that if you were black at all, you were all black. But even as Obama identified himself as a black man, he could—whether intentionally or not—appeal to white voters as not entirely different from them. At the Denver convention John Kerry would ask the audience to recognize Obama’s uncle, who had fought in World War II, and the camera would pan to an aged white man who would not have been out of place at the local VFW hall. The black delegates in the hall roared as if Obama had just played an inside joke, and on some level he had. One remarked, “If I had a white uncle, I’d take him to every job interview I ever went to.”

Understandably this emphasis generated claims that the candidate should be thought of as biracial, not as black. But those claims missed the point entirely. Obama is technically biracial, but only corkscrew logic holds that the rest of black America isn’t as well. To insist that Obama be designated only half black is to somehow presume that half is greater than four eighths or sixteen thirty-seconds or any of the other geometrics of race hidden in our family trees. By most estimates well over 90 percent of those deemed African American are of mixed white (and frequently Native American) ancestry. Black America is a racial amalgamation that has adopted the most convenient, least confusing terminology for itself: black.

Declaring that Barack Obama was not black necessarily meant arguing that there was no such thing as black America and that America had nearly no black people. It meant the retroactive removal of Frederick Douglass, W. E. B. Du Bois, Bob Marley, Booker T. Washington, Malcolm X, and Adam Clayton Powell from the roster of black achievers, as all had known white ancestry. Obama was as black as any of the 36 million people laboring, living, working, struggling, and flourishing in America under that designation. Barack Obama is, in fact, biracial. But then, so is Michelle.

These are the subthemes; they tend to be lost beneath the numbers. In the final tally of 2008 Obama won 97 percent of the black vote. Blacks between eighteen and twenty-nine had the highest voter turnout of any group, and 69 percent of black women voted—a higher percentage than white women or men of any race. I suspect that these voters were not high on symbolism and based their vote on more sober considerations. His clever deployments of black English and Malcolm X quotes would have come to naught if people had not believed in his agenda and capacity for leadership. The identity simply ensured that those people would find themselves choked up in the voting booth. Barack Obama also won a higher percentage of white voters than did John Kerry, Al Gore, or Bill Clinton in 1992 or 1996. His symbolic value to these voters can’t be ignored, but they were not intoxicated by symbolism either. A needless war and a fractured economy for once trumped the fault lines of race. Yet only one of these storylines echoed across the media.

On November 5, 2008, the New York Times noted that a historic barrier had fallen, but it missed another story worthy of a headline: Obama had asked black America to judge him by the content of his character, not by the color of his skin—and had gotten their votes anyway.





CHAPTER 2

Of Jeremiah Wright

THE MEANING OF CHANGE ON THE 
SOUTH SIDE OF AMERICA

IN ONE WAY or another Barack Obama’s identity was at the center of most of the questions surrounding his politics. That was why his Republican rivals consistently returned to the theme “Who is Barack Obama?” To the extent that politicians write books, they are usually about policy or what’s wrong with Washington. Obama had authored a four-hundred-page tome explaining, quite simply, who he was and how he came to be that person.

We are accustomed to politicians coming with their own shorthand: war hero, solid midwesterner, business leader. George W. Bush styled himself a cowboy and bought a ranch shortly before his presidential campaign to prove it. But someone like Obama had no shorthand, which was both a problem and an opportunity. He acknowledged as much in The Audacity of Hope when he wrote: “I am a prisoner of my own biography: I can’t help but view the American experience through the lens of a black man of mixed heritage, forever mindful of how generations of people who looked like me were subjugated and stigmatized, and the subtle and not so subtle ways that race and class continue to shape our lives.” But if biography was a prison, it was also a source of liberation. During the campaign fringe groups argued that Obama was not an American citizen. Ridiculous as that claim was, it highlights an important reality: Although Obama was born an American citizen, on many levels he views America through the eyes of an immigrant.

As a child, Obama spent four years in Indonesia. In his memoir he details the slow descent of his stepfather from a young idealist into a dull-hearted bureaucrat, a man resigned to the crooked tilt of the world he inhabits. When tax officials visit, the family must hide their refrigerator in a storage room. Students who have studied abroad are distrusted by the government and subject to random imprisonment, or they simply, ominously disappear. Obama’s own father fell from grace in Kenya, his life the bitter parable of a Harvard-educated economics minister who ran afoul of the president and suffered ruin for it. Barack Obama Sr. was a member of the minority Luo ethnicity, and even before his clash with the president, his ancestry placed a ceiling on his potential in Kenyan politics. In Obama’s telling, neither man found anything uncommon in his fate: bitter and difficult but not unusual, the way of the world.

The most common theme in Obama’s campaign speeches, besides hope and change, was the idea of fairness, of a one-to-one relationship between effort and opportunity. This is partly political boilerplate, but Obama was also speaking from the heart. At one point during the debates he mentioned that Americans who want to start a small business or apply for a driver’s license do not expect to pay a bribe.

American citizens take this situation for granted—at least, those who were born and raised entirely in this country do. But it immediately stands out to an immigrant. A portion of American history is rendered in deep sepia, the story of the huddled masses crowded into Ellis Island seeking freedom. The story was always more complex than that, but it was nonetheless the version that the country liked to put before the world. That streets-of-gold myth expired long ago, but for good or nil Obama’s election gave it a renewed credibility.

These things are worth considering. In India the Dalit have been shackled to the bottom of society for fourteen hundred years. In the Muslim world the battles between Sunni and Shia have raged for more than a millennium, and in eastern Europe the Roma have been an exploited class for more than six centuries. In the United States 144 years separate the slave from the president. For Ann Nixon Cooper, the 106-year-old Atlantan who voted for Barack Obama, that transition took place inside a single generation: Her parents were slaves.

Argentina, Great Britain, India, Israel, Liberia, and Pakistan have all elected women as heads of state, but no industrial nation has elected to leadership a member of its minority class. Not only is Obama black in a way that we’ve scarcely seen before, he is American in ways we’ve hardly considered. The simple combination of his pigment and the presidential seal of the United States speaks volumes about the American creed of social mobility to the rest of the world.

In late February 2008 Obama rattled off eleven consecutive primary victories—what some sardonically called the Black History Month Massacre—and people began to take seriously the notion that he might actually become president. Somewhere during those weeks I wondered if millions of whites would have voted for him if he had grown up in a black family on the South Side of Chicago rather than a white one in Hawaii and Indonesia. His paeans to opportunity and fairness were not the lines that resonated most with black voters. As he sang the country’s praises at the 2004 convention, one woman openly rolled her eyes. But that was also part of his immigrant perspective. He spoke of that distinction in Dreams from My Father:

Power … In America it generally remained hidden from view until you dug beneath the surface of things; until you visited an Indian reservation or spoke to a black person whose trust you had earned. But here [in Indonesia] power was undisguised, indiscriminate, naked, always fresh in the memory.5

Regardless of Obama’s eventual standing as a paragon of black history, at the outset African Americans didn’t know quite what to do with him. His experiences allowed him to understand blackness in ways that were different from African Americans who grew up in this country. The obstacles of race in America are one thing; the obstacles of corrupt and arbitrary national power are something else entirely. The Jamaican-born writer Joan Morgan observes that for all the useless early debates over whether Obama was “really” an African American, his experience more closely echoed that of Caribbean immigrants than that of native-born American blacks. On one level this remark is an instance of the kaleidoscope effect, the way vastly different people could look at Obama and see something of themselves reflected back at them. But her point has something to it. “We’re not shackled to a pessimistic view of what America can be,” she told me. “We come from places where the economic conditions are often much worse, where there may not be access to running water. We arrive with this idea that if you work hard you can do well.”6

In 2004 the New York Times reported that as much as two thirds of the black student population at Harvard was either immigrant, children of immigrants, or biracial, leading one administrator to comment that it was a reflection of Horatio Alger, not Brown v. Board. Children of black immigrants outperform native-descended blacks academically and economically—just as many other immigrant groups outperform American whites. The difference is the relative faith in possibility. Obama’s biography placed him in a position to simultaneously see the obstacle of race and the possibilities of America.7

THE BLACK MAN who became president rose to national prominence in 2004 on the grace of a speech in which he declared, “There is not a black America or a white America … there is the United States of America.” That is already the most italic-worthy sentence of this young century. But it is also untrue. We desperately want it to be true, and more than any other politician of our era, Barack Obama is the beneficiary of a vision that we believe in but that does not exist. At least not yet. And certainly not at the time he gave the speech.

Here is what we know of the various Americas on that night in August 2004. Some 21 percent of black men in their twenties were incarcerated, and one third of black children were living in poverty. Hispanics were 3.3 times more likely to be in prison than whites, and their per capita income was 50 percent of their white counterparts. Some 35.9 million Americans—more than 10 percent of the total population—lived below the poverty line, and the quality of public education reflected those disparities. There was not only a black America and a white America, but a rich one and a poor one, a privileged one and a neglected one, an America where much was possible and one anchored in place by despair.

Viewed through the lens of history, those seventeen words created new realities—immediately for Obama, and eventually for the rest of us. When Franklin Roosevelt said there was nothing to fear but fear itself, he was not being truthful or was atleast vastly understating the matter. The American masses, the dispossessed and foreclosed veterans of the Dust Bowl and the breadline, knew this, but they appreciated the underlying sentiment—that for this man hard times could not slay idealism. Similarly, in telling his own untruth, Barack Obama was advertising himself as an American daring enough to discard history, or at least to diminish its authority over the present.

Nations are narrations. They rely upon creation myths to explain their character, much as Genesis prepares us to understand the Old Testament God. The American creation myth is the story of thirteen colonies led by a band of patriots who rose up to defeat an empire. The men who led this revolt sought to divorce history. They had surveyed their surroundings and seen enough of bloodlines and titles, of power inherited by the corrupt and bequeathed to the inept. Their pyramid-shaped world was governed by a fistful of pedigreed nobles and the god-sanctioned tyrants they served. The Founders offered an alternative vision, one in which leaders drew their authority frompeople, not from gods, and where intelligence and skill were the criteria for government, not the murky will of a supreme being. Their revolution, we understand, was not driven by taxes and tea; it was a struggle to pry away the cold fingers of tradition and to retire ideas that were beyond their expiration date.

But step outside the grand myths, and other truths become self-evident. In a cold-eyed parallel version of the story, we see Jefferson denounce the slave trade in the first Declaration of Independence, only to delete that sentence and edit black freedom out of existence. We see enslaved hands build the White House and the U.S. Capitol. Freedom, when it comes, requires four years of war and six hundred thousand deaths, but the emancipation is brittle, as weak as it is temporary. Jump forward a half century, and we see women boarding a ship to sail to France. They are going to visit the graves of their sons who fell in battle and were buried there during World War I. Black soldiers died to Make the World Safe for Democracy, but their mothers travel at the bottom of those ships, because equality is not permitted, not even in grief.

This alternate story tells us there are blood traditions rooted deep in American soil, that none of us is ever truly ahead of our time, and that history does not relinquish its claims easily. The Founders did not destroy the old pyramid; they simply turned it upside down. In place of a world where the masses were ruled by a tiny minority, they built one where only a minority was powerless. They substituted an aristocracy of skin tones for the aristocracy of blood lines.

There is more than one storyline and therefore more than one America. In 1852 Frederick Douglass asked a question that has echoed down through generations, each finding a new answer, a question that Barack Obama’s election forces us to revisit. “What to the American slave is your 4th of July?” Douglass asked. His own reply was a bile-filled indictment:

I answer; a day that reveals to him, more than all other days in the year, the gross injustice and cruelty to which he is the constant victim. To him, your celebration is a sham; your boasted liberty, an unholy license; your national greatness, swelling vanity; your sounds of rejoicing are empty and heartless; your denunciation of tyrants brass fronted impudence; your shout of liberty and equality, hollow mockery; your prayers and hymns, your sermons and thanks-givings, with all your religious parade and solemnity, are to him, mere bombast, fraud, deception, impiety, and hypocrisy—a thin veil to cover up crimes which would disgrace a nation of savages.8

There stands the contradiction. Douglass’s question haunts through history like a Freudian nightmare, destined to recur until the underlying conflict is resolved. Five years after he asked it, the U.S. Supreme Court took it up indirectly. Writing the majority opinion in the case of Dred Scott v. Sandford, Chief Justice Roger Taney deduced that the words Negro and citizen were mutually exclusive. The Negro, in his telling, had no rights that a white man was bound to respect: “It is too clear for dispute, that the enslaved African race were not intended to be included, and formed no part of the people who framed and adopted this Declaration [of Independence].” In 1896 Homer Adolph Plessy sought to overturn Louisiana’s segregation laws, resurrecting the issue, and the high court halved the nation with “separate but equal.”

In 1903 W. E. B. Du Bois, in his visionary Souls of Black Folk, explained to the world:

One ever feels his twoness—an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.

In March 1968 the question recurred in the Kerner Commission’s Report on Civil Disorders. In the wake of four consecutive summers of racial violence, Lyndon B. Johnson’s advisory committee wrote: “Our nation is moving toward two societies, one black, one white, separate and unequal.” A month later Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated, inaugurating yet more days of fire and chaos.

In the intervening years irregular flashpoints have defined us: the low-grade fever of culture wars; the hypertensive debates over affirmative action and welfare; the Rodney King riots; the serial race saga of O. J. Simpson; the brutality visited upon Abner Louima and Amadou Diallo and Oscar Grant. All reminded us that history is not yet in the past.

In stark contrast to this storyline came Barack Obama’s words: “There is not a black America or a white America, … there is the United States of America.” The statement was either a denial or a prophecy, but it was certainly generous. On some level the absolution was an old trick. At the turn of the twentieth century Booker T. Washington became the most powerful black man in America on the strength of a speech in which he made common cause with segregation: “In all things social we can be separate as the fingers, yet one as the hand in all things essential to mutual progress.” At the precise point where the cast of separation was hardening, Washington described it as doing just the opposite. (Emancipation robbed him of the chance to charge “There is not a slave America or a free America … ”) It has been said that Barack Obama wrote his way into the presidency. At the crucial junctures in his campaign, he opted to speak to the country as if we were a nation of rational adults. The speech to the Boston Democratic Convention in 2004 stands at least slightly outside that stream. He was not making his peace with anything as onerous as Jim Crow; rather, he was offering a redacted version of the national condition.

Dial back to that moment, and you begin to notice small themes that imprinted themselves. Over the next four years the arc and structure of his speeches became recognizable—the balance of poetry and policy, using his unique biography as an advantage, offering the panoramic view of a complex problem, arguing that we have been mired in false dichotomies in approaching this one, and then offering a commonsense, pragmatic, nonideological alternative spiced with just enough idealism to spark the imagination of young people. This pattern was still a novelty when he strode onto the stage at the Fleet Center. He had not yet gone iconic: The suit was cut too broad in the shoulders, with a surplus in the lapels; he was still captive to his own formality and remove—traits he would soon shed. Observing the speech at the time, I wrote that “by the standards of black oratory the speech heard around the world was a B-plus” and argued that Jesse Jackson’s incandescent address to the 1988 convention remained the standard by which speeches should be judged. But I also recognized that something beyond the form was at play.

Standing in Boston that night, Obama had the political wisdom to deliver a feature, not a documentary; a vision of what the country might become, not a report on what it was at that moment. The magnanimity of that act might go unappreciated until you think about it this way: Here was a black man standing at the midway point of a disastrous presidency and offering the country a plot twist, a balm for both its bitter history and its present despair. It was philanthropy for Americans’ bankrupt morale, really. “We are one people, all of us pledging allegiance to the United States.” He spoke those words with earnest fervor. Understood from that angle, he could almost reasonably be seen, in the eyes of many, as a candidate for the presidency.

In the long term this way of looking at America through its best tendencies was possibly Barack Obama’s greatest political asset. In the short term, however, his differences with his former pastor Jeremiah Wright lay at the heart of his most bitter and complicated political crisis.

REVEREND JEREMIAH WRIGHT lives in one version of America, the one located on the South Side of Chicago and rooted in hard memory and fractured promises. Obama is also a product of Chicago. As president, he channels the city in the way that Johnson could only have come from Texas or Kennedy from Boston. True, Obama is not from Chicago originally, but that somehow makes the city even more central to his storyline.

Dreams from My Father relays the tale of a biracial world-wanderer searching for a fixed answer to the question of identity. Obama found it among the seven hundred thousand black people living, striving, and struggling on the city’s South Side. Although his outward appearance was indistinguishable from that of any other black person in America, he had never had sustained contact with any black institution. His interactions and early friendships with black peers read like a series of morality tales, each individual adding to the questions beneath the surface. He found a home in a place that had been defined and redefined by the tides of migration for a century. Understanding Obama and his relationship to Jeremiah Wright and the Trinity United Church of Christ, almost certainly requires an understanding of what Chicago symbolized to those Negro legions pouring into it from points south. It requires an understanding of the South Side of the city and by extension the south sides of cities across America that were being shaped by similar forces.

In the early twentieth century the South Side of Chicago began as a depot for migrant aspirations. Hostile legislation and the onset of the first world war dammed the flow of European immigrants into the United States and opened up new opportunities for American Negroes. The nation’s rail lines became arteries leading out of the Jim Crow world and into the new industrial one.

Their migration was no passive act—wind-blown people tumbling along the tides of history—but deliberate motion. Robert Sengstacke Abbott’s Chicago Defender newspaper urged Negroes to abandon the dead-end options at home—tearing up sod in the hope God would grant a few nickels’ worth of cotton, perpetual debt, tending the babies of those who made you live on your knees—and come north to a new promised land. Between 1910 and 1940 nearly two million black people left the rural South, many of whom found their way to the Windy City. And if its promises weren’t kept, a fragment of hope could be found in the fact that people at least felt obliged to make them.

The cities consumed their labor and corralled them into the neglected precincts. Bronzeville. Harlem. The Hill District. The same story was replayed on the streets of Philadelphia and Boston and Gary and Detroit: Negroes came north in locust numbers that meant overcrowded housing, classrooms swollen beyond capacity, and competition for scarce resources. But their numbers also began to change the nature of their world. And they meant power. In Brooklyn, Branch Rickey decided to integrate the Dodgers partly because it was right but largely to give thousands of black Brooklynites an incentive to visit Ebbets Field. In Chicago a black congressman could be elected in 1928 and then be succeeded by another black candidate in 1934. The storyline grew vastly more complex: Rural poverty gave way to the opaque possibilities of slum life in the places where Richard Wright, Gwendolyn Brooks, and Gordon Parks brought their brilliant work to fruition.

This is the world that Jeremiah Wright represented. Long before Obama’s journey to the White House began, Wright was a Philadelphia-born seminary student at the University of Chicago, a product of historically black Howard University. He was also a member of Omega Psi Phi, the black fraternity that prides itself on audacious nonconformity and whose members include Jesse Jackson, Michael Jordan, and Vernon Jordan. At age thirty-one he became pastor of Trinity United Methodist Church, a small institution on the South Side with a couple hundred members. As a pastor he occupied a niche that was part alderman, part counselor, part supervisor, and part economic adviser. In Dreams from My Father Obama recounts his first encounter with Wright, as an outgrowth of his community organizing work on the South Side. The facile connection was that Obama found a father figure in the older man, but there was something broader at work as well. A black man whose life had been untouched by any black institution entered into dialogue with a man who was nearly the embodiment of one.

James Baldwin once observed:

The Black preacher, since the church was the only Civilized institition that we were permitted—separately—to enter, was our first warrior, terrorist, or guerrilla. He said that freedom was real—that we were real. He told us that trouble don’t last always. He told us that our children and elders were sacred, when the Civilized were spitting on them and hacking them to pieces, in the name of God, and in order to keep on making money.9

Though later observers would have no problem associating Wright with the word terrorist, they largely overlooked the fact that he does not exist in a vacuum. The black clergy are part of a prophetic tradition that seeks to leverage the moral authority of God toward the aims of social justice. Largely unconcerned with offending the sensibilities of larger society, they are quick to remind you that Nat Turner was a clergyman. Jeremiah Wright’s role, on one level, was to conjure storms and break down walls like his biblical namesake. The black church began with slaves seeking a place to speak their own unsanctioned truths—controversy was practically part of the pastor’s job description. Naturally this mandate to shout down injustice would primarily focus on racial themes; it was the most obvious and consistent form of injustice in the community’s daily experience.

Prior to the turbulent spring of 2008, Wright was a highly regarded and fairly uncontroversial figure in and beyond the circles of black clergy. His name was primarily connected to the massive church that he had built during his three decades in the pulpit. Others knew of his outspoken condemnation of the apartheid regime in South Africa and his advocacy for community causes. A few would smirkingly mention his habit of occasionally cussing in the pulpit, but nearly all regarded him as someone who would say things that needed to be said. His skill in the pulpit was such that when jazz critic Stanley Crouch wanted someone to preach “Premature Autopsy for a Noble Art Form,” his metaphoric eulogy for the blues, he turned to Wright. By mid-spring all this was so much white noise.

The media exists not so much to clarify misunderstandings as to ensure that debate continues. Wright likely overlooked this curious, built-in conflict of interest, but Obama’s campaign was intensely aware of it. An early harbinger came when New York Times reporter Jodi Kantor wrote an article about Obama’s spiritual journey. Wright, who had been interviewed, disagreed with the content of the article and penned an indignant letter to the reporter. Full of flourishes and erudition, it was nonetheless the letter of a man unaccustomed to handling national media.

Out of a two-hour conversation with you about Barack’s spiritual journey and my protesting to you that I had not shaped him nor formed him, that I had not mentored him or made him the man he was, even though I would love to take that credit, you did not print any of that … out of two hours of conversation I spent approximately five to seven minutes on Barack’s taking advice from one of his trusted campaign people and deeming it unwise to make me the media spotlight on the day of his announcing his candidacy for the Presidency and what do you print? You and your editor proceeded to present to the general public a snippet, a printed “sound byte” and a titillating and tantalizing article about his disinviting me to the Invocation on the day of his announcing his candidacy.10

He concluded by telling Kantor that she would do well at the paper, as the New York Times had no integrity.

In his initial foray Obama pointed out that Wright was “just his pastor.” But that didn’t quite square: In many quarters of the black community, the word just is incapable of modifying the phrase my pastor—the clergy hold too much authority. It would be akin to saying someone is “just my defense attorney” or “only my heart surgeon.” This was certainly the case for a figure as revered and influential as Jeremiah Wright.

Charisma does many things for those blessed to possess it, but it serves primarily as camouflage. Muhammad Ali was a charmed harlequin who made his living punching people in the face, yet somehow people never thought of him as particularly violent or mean. His mode of performance exacerbated that effect; he didn’t so much throw punches as lash his long arms out, a gloved fist snapping at the end of a whip. It did not look like he was hurting his opponent, but the cumulative effect was devastating.

To the close observer, the 2008 campaign revealed something of Ali in Obama’s political style. Obama might have simply been an earnest community organizer who found Jesus, but he was also aware—or soon became aware—of Trinity’s virtues as a political base. Wright was portal as much as pastor, and even if joining the church was not a mercenary act on Obama’s part, gaining Wright’s help was a visible fringe benefit.

How then does this lead us to “Goddamn America, Goddamn America, Goddamn America, Goddamn America …”?

In response to the charge that they were going easy on the Illinois senator, the media began excavating Wright’s old sermons. A bit of digital archaeology unearthed a six-year-old speech that Jeremiah Wright had given in response to 9/11. The most toxic excerpts represented a minuscule fraction of his body of writings, but that didn’t matter much. What did matter was that presidential campaigns have been derailed for far less than association with a man who spat condemnation at the flag. Gary Hart’s ambitions were a casualty of routine beltway bed-hopping. In 1972 Edmund Muskie was guilty only of getting choked up on the campaign trail, but that was enough to send his poll numbers tanking. And Howard Dean’s 2004 hopes turned flammable because of a single off-key shout. By comparison, Obama’s Jeremiah Wright problem was thermonuclear. The speech Obama gave, the most crucial of his career to that point, was campaign triage.

By any standard, the “race speech,” as it came to be known, was a work of brilliance. In an era where politicians routinely farm out political speeches like piecework to teams of writers and then cobble them into a whole, Obama composed a single, cohesive observation of an American circumstance. He seeded this speech with aspects of his own biography—the biracial lineage, the globe-flung family ties. If the national creed was “Out of many, one,” here was a candidate whose kaleidoscopic history stated “Out of one, many.” He had never set out to be “the black candidate”—he was running for president of the USA, not of BET. The point of the speech was to somehow address race—even under duress—without being defined by it. The thoughtfulness and insight, the fluid stream of logic, stood far outside the standard fare of political oratory. It was the first but far from the final time that he used his background as a college professor to his advantage. Conservative critics—Juan Williams chief among them—were left to quibble that his comparison of Wright’s statements to racially obtuse commentary from his grandmother was a case of false equivalence. No matter. The speech contained other actual moments of false equivalence—his allusions to the segregation-inspired racial bitterness in black communities and the belief among whites that they had been denied fair opportunity by affirmative action, for instance. Those didn’t matter much either. The speech was too slickly phrased and deftly argued for its flaws to register for many listeners.

What stood out was a vision that we have been trapped in a blind alley for years; it has provided advantages for unscrupulous politicians, black and white; and a media trafficking in meaningless distractions. They were the words of an adult chiding unruly adolescents. The speech also contained a succinct explanation of Obama’s racial worldview:

In the white community the path to a more perfect union means acknowledging that what ails the African-American community does not just exist in the minds of black people; that the legacy of discrimination—and current incidents of discrimination, while less overt than in the past—are real and must be addressed. Not just with word, but with deeds—by investing in our schools and communities; by enforcing our civil rights laws and ensuring fairness in our criminal justice system. By providing this generation with ladders of opportunity that were unavailable for previous generations. It requires all Americans to realize that your dreams do not have to come at the expense of my dreams; that investing in the health, welfare, and education of black and brown and white children will ultimately help all of America prosper.11

But that sentiment was camouflaged by a broader one: that blacks and whites were equally bound by the burden of race and were mutually, if not equally, damaged by it; and that the only answer was to focus on our common policy concerns. Out of this grew the mistaken notion of postracialism that flourished after the speech, despite Obama’s statement that “I have never been so naive to believe that we could get beyond our racial divisions in a single election cycle or with a single candidacy, particularly a candidacy as imperfect as my own.” Careful listeners heard strains of Jesse Jackson’s Rainbow Coalition from two decades earlier and an even more aged belief in mutual progress that had animated the civil rights movement. In Obama’s words, “We have not come from the same places but we all want to move in the same direction.”

That ideals rooted in the work of the abolitionists could find flower in a presidential campaign was worthy of praise. But there was, as always, more to the story. The South Side had taught Obama that while we may all travel in the same direction, we are not necessarily moving at the same rate. Many trail behind. The theme of unity around the causes that affect us all became dominant in Obama’s handling of race and complicated his relationship with black voters. Culturally speaking, Obama was blacker than an episode of Soul Train, speaking in the familiar tones of the black church, referencing rap music, and allowing himself amusing Ebonic lapses with African-American audiences. But politically he articulated a view that held, in essence, that what was good for America was good for black America. This may well be true, but the question was whether it was as good for black America. If history was any judge, it would likely not be. And on that level, the gap between America and black America had everything to do with the eventual discord between the pastor and the politician.

The issue between Wright and Obama was not two different worldviews—it was two different worlds. Obama knew something about race that neither Wright nor virtually anyone else knew in 2007: that the country was prepared to elect an African American to the highest office in the land. Wright was a product of Jim Crow; he had served in the marines at a time when the majority of black people still could not vote without fearing retribution. Obama stated that Wright’s error was in holding on to a view of the country that was aged and expired. The world had changed. Obama’s unique combination of experiences placed him far ahead of the idealism curve when it came to race in America. He didn’t say it aloud, but the implied argument was clear: He had to be right because otherwise he could not be the leading contender for the Democratic presidential nomination.

The two men became a generational metaphor. The question hidden just beneath the surface of every discussion about Wright and Obama was, which of them is right? The untidy truth was that they both were. Addressing the annual National Black Writers Conference at Medgar Evers College, Cornel West offered half an accolade for the speech. “As a speech given to a racially immature society, it was brilliant. But you can’t dismiss black anger as something of the past—there are a lot of young brothers and sisters out there in Brooklyn who are angry right now.” It was the rare moment when fence-sitting is an act of affirmation. Comprehending the nature and velocity of change in American society during those months was difficult, particularly for African Americans struggling to reconcile the meteoric ascent of this charismatic black senator with the shrapnel of racial conflict that still cut through their own lives.

Wright made his first public comments on April 25 on Bill Moyers Journal and pointed out that he was a pastor and Obama a politician. He intended this facile observation to mean that he was free to speak his mind in a way that Obama was not. But it also explained why he was uniquely incapable of recognizing the magnanimity of Obama’s approach to the race speech. Black preachers are afforded a phenomenal degree of power. Spending years in front of an audience that literally says amen to your opinions often leads to an attendant degree of self-import and narcissism and a low threshold for criticism. Wright had a number of virtues, but modesty was not one of them. His thirty-six-year pastorship of a massive, largely adoring congregation served to magnify Obama’s mild criticism of him to nearly the level of first-degree libel.

In political terms, Obama’s speech was more akin to passing Wright in a bus than throwing him under one. Joycelyn Elders, Lani Guinier, Sistah Souljah—they could’ve told Wright what it means to be thrown under a bus. Instead he decided to launch his ill-conceived media tour, which culminated in his self-immolation at the National Press Club on April 28.

Wright had been wildly mischaracterized and defamed by the media, and it’s a natural instinct to respond to that kind of malice. You see a fire, you want to throw water on it. But Wright’s situation was more akin to a grease fire, meaning it required a response that ran counter to the normal instincts. Instead, Wright opened the faucets—and the flames spread far beyond their original boundaries. The initial cycle of stories had made Wright and Trinity the target of a largely white conservative backlash. His appearance at the National Press Club generated a second chorus of condemnation. But the jeers were now coming from both whites and blacks. He had started out with the enmity of misinformed whites who knew him only through the manipulated soundbites that had been looped ad nauseam but were then dying down. He then garnered the contempt of blacks who accused him of attempting to derail the Obama campaign. Others felt, quite simply, that the imperative to speak truth to power would become an obstacle to Obama’s actually attaining power. Author Bakari Kitwana assessed it as part of a generational conflict, for reasons somewhat different than those elucidated by Obama:

Jeremiah Wright’s apparent undermining of Barack Obama’s campaign gets to the heart of an ongoing battle that has been heating up in the Black community since Obama first announced his candidacy. By entertaining the mainstream media that has been quick to pull down Obama, Wright is displaying a dangerous disregard for Obama’s historic candidacy. But he’s not doing it on purpose. Jeremiah Wright, like others of his generation, is only treating Barack Obama’s candidacy like the youthful pipe dream that he always thought it was.12

Writing in the New York Times, Bob Herbert accused Wright of vengefully sabotaging Obama at the Press Club; Errol Louis of the New York Daily News gave Wright the benefit of the doubt and said that “he couldn’t have done more damage to Obama if he tried.”13 E-mails circulated referring to the event as “black-on-black crime” and speculating that Wright was secretly on Hillary Clinton’s payroll.

It must have been unspeakably difficult for Wright to see his work and reputation be defamed for weeks on end, but he entered the press conference with a flawed agenda: The commercial media do not specialize in reconciliation. Wright dismissed Obama’s words as political rhetoric and defended his “Goddamn America” statements. But the content was nearly irrelevant; what mattered was the way those words would be consumed, filtered, repackaged, and distributed. He was like a man who has lost a hundred dollars to a card hustler and believes he can break even by playing again.

Wright was buoyed by a false confidence in his own communication skills. He was a brilliant preacher, but a podium is not a pulpit. He moved directly from an amen corner into an arena where people are paid to be skeptical. His press conference had the boomerang effect of turning Obama’s Philadelphia speech into a liability. He painted Obama into a corner, after Obama had tried to place Wright in context.

Ironically, less than twenty-four hours later Wright got to see what a real rejection looked like, as Barack and Michelle Obama formally resigned from the church and the candidate dismissed him as “not the man he knew.” In closing the door on Trinity, Obama was necessarily closing the door on a portion of his own history, though he remained widely beloved in the church. But in another sense it signified that he was no longer bound to the institution on the South Side—and a step closer to the institution at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue.
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