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Race Matters in Obamerical

The Sweet (but Deadly) Enchantment
of Color Blindness in Black Face

Madness is rare in individuals—but in groups, parties, nations, and
ages it is the rule.

—Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Goed and Evil

Four years ago, when I wrote the first draft of this chapter, many Amer-
icans (mostly white but also some confused people of color) believed
that the election of Barack Obama as the forty-fourth president of the na-
tion was truly a foundational event. My critical views on Obama, on his
centrism, and particularly on his color blindness were not appreciated by
most. I was accused of all sorts of things; I still am, albeit with less em-
phasis given that we have four years of data on Obama. But I maintained
my stand that we needed to explain why, in a country where race mat-
ters at all levels, a black man was elected president. It was not enough to
postulate that Obama could not be elected, as many race commentators
did, or to suggest his election meant we were close to the end of racism
(I remind readers that only 43 percent of whites voted for Obama in 2008
and 39 percent in 2012, and not all who did were “beyond race”). Hence,
now that Obama was reelected so narrowly, we must revisit how he was
clected president in the first place, what he did as president, and what
is the meaning of eight years of Obamerica. This chapter is my effort to
remain engaged in the politics of race in the so-called post-racial moment
we live in.

255




256 Chapter 10

“WE ARE ALL MAD HERE":
ON MADNESS IN THE AMERICAN WONDERLAND

In this chapter, I explain the “miracle” that happened in 2008 and its
continuation in 2012: the election (and now, reelection) of a black man
as president of the United States. My explanation runs counter to those
who believe his victories represent the “end of racism” and the beginning
of the era of “no more excuses”” for people of color. I contend Obama'’s
ascendancy to the presidency is part and parcel of the “new racism” in
the United States since the early 1970s. We have seen the rise of a few,
carefully chosen minorities who are willing to propound a happy version
of the American story, and the elevation of these minority politicians as
“evidence” that America has overcome. This fairy tale is the most popular
way to explain American racial politics, despite the depressing statistics
telling a different story about what it means to be a minority in America
in 2011.

This chapter is also a call to progressives and liberals who believed
in Obama’s message of hope and change to get serious. In 2013, we
now have four years of Obama’s presidential record to scrutinize, as we
have done with all prior presidents. As I was involved in debates about
Obama leading up to the 2008 election, I revisit my predictions to evalu-
ate whether the president has delivered on his promises, or whether, as
I predicted, he has been far more moderate (centrist) than progressives
were willing to admit in 2008.

But before I begin, several clarifications are needed to avoid unneces-
sary confusion. First, my criticism of Obama is neither of all he stands for
nor of all of his actions in office. Second, although I will criticize Presi-
dent Obama’s image, politics, and policies, I want to be absolutely clear
on one important point: in comparison to the president he replaced in
2008 and the Republican candidates he has faced, Obama seems like pure
gold. Third, since Obama emerged as a viable candidate, the bulk of the
American intelligentsia ceased its critical mission. Being critical is part of
the job of intellectuals in any society, and when they are not critical, they
abdicate their responsibility.

“DOWN THE RABBIT HOLE”:
THE REAL QUESTION POSED BY OBAMA’S VICTORY

George Orwell stated a long time ago that “to see what is in front of one’s
nose needs constant struggle.”* In the 2008 election cycle, Americans did
not see what was in front of their noses; they saw what they wanted and
longed to see. Whereas blacks and other people of color saw in Obama the

I
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impossible dream come true, whites saw the confirmation of their belief
that America is indeed a color-blind nation. But facts are, as John Adams
said, “stubborn things,”* and astute social analysts know that since the
late 1970s, racial progress in the United States has stagnated and, in many
areas, regressed. The evidence of such a state of affairs is, as the title of
a report of the early 1990s put it, “clear and convincing.”® All socioeco-
nomic indicators reveal severe racial gaps in income, wealth, housing,
and educational and occupational standing. Since I have addressed these
inequalities in previous work,® I will review here some economic dispari-
ties as documented for 2008—the year Obama was elected president. All
the statistics I cite, unless otherwise specified, come from the report “State
of the Dream 2009: The Silent Depression,”’ a very useful compendium
of information from sources such as the Census Bureau and the Bureau
of Labor Statistics.

e The black unemployment rate in 2008 was 11.9 percent. Among
young black males aged sixteen to nineteen, unemployment was 32.8
percent (v). (Unemployment for whites in 2008 was 5.8 percent.) The
median household incomes of blacks and Latinos were $38,269 and
$40,000, respectively, while the median household income of whites
was $61,280 (v).

* Blacks and Latinos had poverty rates of 24 percent and 21 percent,
respectively, compared to a 10 percent poverty rate for whites (v).

* People of color were more likely to be poor (24.5 percent), remain
poor (54 percent), and move back into poverty from any income class
status than their white counterparts (vi).

* Nearly 30 percent of blacks had zero or negative worth, versus 15
percent of whites (vi).

Citing data from the “State of Black America 2009” report by the Urban
League, Earl Graves Jr., from Black Enterprise, said the following on the
wealth disparity:

* Nationally, the typical African American family in 2008 possessed
less than 10 percent of the net worth of the average white family.
Almost 30 percent of black families had zero or negative net worth.
And far fewer blacks than whites benefit from inherited wealth or
assets.

© Only 18 percent of people of color had retirement accounts, com-
pared to 43.4 percent of their white counterparts.

* On gverage, people of color had 8 cents for every dollar of white
wealth.®
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When we look at the most recent available statistics, blacks and Lati-
nos have not made up for the gap in employment, income, and wealth.
In fact, they have actually fallen further behind whites under Obama. In
the month before the 2012 election, according to data from the Bureau of
Labor Statistics, the overall unemployment rate was at 7.9 percent. While
whites’ unemployment was at 6.6 percent, Latinos experienced higher
unemployment (11 percent), and blacks were more than twice as likely
as whites to be unemployed (14.3 percent).” And 40.9 percent of uninsti-
tutionalized (i.e., not incarcerated) black men and women between ages
sixteen and nineteen were unemployed.’

This growing racial disparity is also starkly visible in statistics on pov-
erty. Although the media and Wall Street reported an early recovery from
the recession, in 2010 the Census reported the poverty rate had increased
to 15.1 percent, a fifty-two-year high."" While 12.8 percent of whites were
poor (an increase of 2.8 percent), 27.6 percent of blacks and 25.3 percent
of Latinos were poor in 2011, a respective increase of 3.6 percent and
4.2 percent in only three years.”? In other words, the already-substantial
racial poverty gap increased after the recession. Black average income
decreased to $32,229 in 2011, a loss of $6,000 or 18 percent of income from
2008. While whites’ incomes also decreased by a significant amount, they
still earned $20,000 more than blacks, on average.”

These statistics are frightening indicators of the worsening economic
well-being of blacks, but they do not tell the true extent of the story—as
we have seen, the racial wealth disparity can be even more important
than income differences.* Perhaps most sobering is the doubling of the
wealth gap between blacks and whites in only four years, between 2005
and 2009. Where the gap used to be ten-to-one, whites now possess on av-
erage twenty times the wealth of blacks and eighteen times that of Latinos."
Much of this huge jump in wealth disparity comes from the racialized ef-
fects of the housing market crash. The Center for Responsible Lending re-
ported that by the end of the crash, almost a quarter of black homeowners
would lose their homes due to foreclosure, although whites experienced
more foreclosures.'s Several major banks (Wells Fargo, Bank of America,
and SunTrust) have already agreed to settlements for their targeting of
black and Latino customers and communities for subprime mortgages
and higher rates,”” but it is not clear that these practices will be stopped.

The racial inequality that persists today is not the product of “imper-
sonal market forces”'® or due to the presumed cultural, moral, ethical,
intellectual, or family “deficiencies” of people of color, as conservative
commentators have argued. Racial inequality today is due to the “con-
tinuing significance” of racial discrimination.”” The scholarly community
has documented the persistence of discrimination in the labor and hous-
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ing markets and has uncovered the coexistence of old-fashioned as well
as subtle “smiling discrimination.”?

But racial discrimination is not just about jobs and housing: discrimina-
tion affects almost every aspect of the lives of people of color. It affects
them in hospitals,? restaurants,® trying to buy cars or hail a cab,® driv-
ing,?* flying,” or doing almost anything in America. Indeed, “living while
black [or brown]”# is quite hard and affects the health (physical and
mental) of people of color tremendously, as they seem to always be in
“fight or flight” mode.”

Despite the continuing significance of racism in minorities’ lives,
whites’ racial policy attitudes in 2008 had not changed significantly since
the 1980s.2 Instead, most? contemporary researchers believe that since
the 1970s, whites have developed new ways of justifying the racial status
quo distinct from the “in your face” prejudice of the past. Analysts have
labeled whites’ post-civil rights racial attitudes as “modern racism,”
“subtle racism,” “aversive racism,” “social dominance,” “competitive
racism,” or the term I prefer, “color-blind racism.” But regardless of the
name given to whites’ new way of framing race matters, their switch from
Jim Crow racism to color-blind racism did not change the basics, as the
new version is as good as the old one, if not better, in safeguarding the
racial order.

Misrecognizing the nature of the current racial regime, too many liberal
and progressive commentators dug a deep hole for themselves in the
2008 election, as they either went with the flow and assumed Obama was
truly about social and racial change, or they took the stand that white
racism would prevent Obama from getting elected.” But there is a more
fitting, historically accurate, and sociologically viable explanation. The
“miracle”—the fact that race matters in America tremendously, yet we
elected a black man as our president—is but an apparent one. Obama,
his campaign, and his “success” are the outcome of forty years of racial
transition from the Jim Crow racial order to the racial regime [ have re-
ferred to as the “new racism.” In the new America that presumably began
on November 4, 2008, and was extended in 2012, racism has remained
firmly in place and, even worse, is becoming a more daunting obstacle.
The apparent blessing of having a black man in the White House is likely
to become a curse for black and brown folks.

In the remainder of this chapter I do three things. First, I describe
the context that made it possible for someone like Obama to be elected
president. Second, I discuss what Obama did in order to be elected
president. Finally, I review Obama’s policies in the first half of his presi-
dency, to show how we have been delivered the same old politics in a
new package.

"o oo
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FROM JIM CROW TO THE NEW RACISM REGIME

The Obama phenomenon is the product of the fundamental racial trans-
formation that transpired in America in the 1960s and 1970s. Unlike Jim
Crow, the new racial order that emerged—the “new racism”—reproduces
racial domination mostly through subtle and covert practices that are
often institutionalized, defended with coded language (“those urban peo-
ple”), and bonded by the racial ideology of color-blind racism. Compared
to Jim Crow, this new system seems genteel, but it is extremely effective
In preserving systemic advantages for whites. The new regime is, in the
immortal lyrics of Roberta Flack’s song, of the “killing me softly” variety.

In chapter 2, [ have described in detail how the new racial practices for
maintaining white privilege operate ideologically, socially, and economi-
cally. Given the focus of this chapter, I will just briefly present my analy-
sis of political developments. These days, several major factors limit the
advancement of people of color in the political arena. There are multiple
structural barriers to the election of black and minority politicians includ-
ing racial gerrymandering, multimember legislative districts, and the
like. Despite some progress in the 1970s, people of color are still severely
underrepresented among elected (whites still show a preference to vote
for white candidates) and appointed officials. And because most minor-
ity politicians must either “compromise” to get elected or are dependent
upon local white elites, their capacity to enact policies that benefit the
minority masses is quite limited.

More significantly, in my early analysis on these matters I mentioned
the emergence of a new type of minority politician. By the early 1990s it
was clear that both major political parties (but the Democratic Party in
particular) had learned from the perils of trying to incorporate veteran
civil rights leaders such as Jesse Jackson. Regardless of the limitations of
Jackson as a leader and of his “rainbow coalition” strategy of the 1980s, he
and his coalition proved to be too much of a challenge to the “powers that
be.”*! Hence, both parties and their corporate masters developed a new
process for selecting and vetting minority politicians. After the Demo-
cratic Party co-opted civil rights leaders such as John Lewis, Andrew
Young, and the like, they began manufacturing a new kind of minority
politician (the Republican Party followed suit later). Today’s electorally
oriented minority politician is not the product of social movements, usu-
ally joins the party of choice while in college, moves up quickly through
the party ranks, and, most importantly, is not a race rebel.”? The new mi-
nority politicians, unlike their predecessors, are not radicals talking about
“the revolution” and “uprooting systemic racism.” If Republican, they
are antiminority conservatives such as Michael Steele (the former chair-
man of the Republican National Committee), Allen West (former U.S.
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representative from Florida), Marco Rubio (senator from Florida), Susana
Martinez (governor of New Mexico), Bobby Jindal (governor of Louisi-
ana), and Nikki Haley (governor of South Carolina). If a Democrat, they
are post-racial leaders with center to center-right politics such as Harold
Ford (former congressman from Tennessee and former head of the now-
defunct conservative Democratic Leadership Council and an MSNBC
commentator), Cory Booker (Newark’s mayor since 2006), Deval Patrick
(governor of Massachusetts since 2006), Adrian Fenty (D.C.’s mayor from
2006 to 2010) and, of course, Barack Obama. Plutocrats love these kinds
of minority politicians because, whether Republican or Democrat, neither
represents a threat to the “power structure of America,”® instead repre-
senting Booker T. Washington-style accomodationism.

Obama’s case is illustrative. Although during his carefully orchestrated
presidential campaign he and his team touted his credentials as a “com-
munity organizer,” Obama’s real story at the moment of his political
conception is quite different. During the campaign Obama said “commu-
nity organizing is ‘something I carry with me when I think about politics
today—obviously at a different level and in a different place, but the same
principle still applies.””* His wife, Michelle Obama, added, “Barack is not
a politician first and foremost” and that “he’s a community activist ex-
ploring the viability of politics to make change.”® But the historical record
is quite different. First, Obama accomplished quite little in his two years
as a paid®* community organizer: all reports, including Obama’s own ac-
count in The Audacity of Hope, reveal he was very disappointed with the
pace of change. Second, by 1987 he had all but abandoned Saul Alinsky’s
ideal of the community organizer and was dreaming of getting elected
to office. Hence, in the same article, which is sympathetic to Obama, the
author states that “Obama . . . has become exactly the kind of politician
his mentors might have warned against.”*

The record also shows that by the time Obama ran for office in 1996,
he had already acquired many of the typical characteristics of post—civil
rights minority politicians. After he won the Illinois state race in 1996,
Adolph Reed, a black political science professor and contributor to vari-
ous progressive magazines, said the following about Obama:

In Chicago, for instance, we've gotten a foretaste of the new breed of foun-
dation-hatched black communitarian voices; one of them, a smooth Harvard
lawyer with impeccable do-good credentials and vacuous-to-repressive
neo-liberal politics, has won a state senate seat on a base mainly in the
liberal foundation and development worlds. His fundamentally bootstrap
line was softened by a patina of the rhetoric of authentic community, talk
about meeting in kitchens, small-scale solutions to social problems, and the
predictable elevation of process over program-——the point where identity
politics converges with old-fashioned middle-class reform in favoring form
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over substance. 1 suspect that his ilk is the wave of the future in U.S. black
politics, as in Haiti and wherever else the International Monetary Fund has
sway. So far the black activist response hasn’t been up to the challenge. We
have to do better.*

Obama negotiated Chicago Democratic politics quickly and success-
fully, and by 2002, he had become the darling of the city’s black elite,
and soon, the white elite. Christopher Drew and Mike MclIntire, in a 2007
article in the New York Times, state that Obama “improbably” raised fif-
teen million dollars for his senate campaign.* But their characterization
of this quick turnaround (from having problems settling his campaign
debt from his loss to Congressman Bobby Rush in 2000 to the success
of his campaign in 2004) as “improbable” is inaccurate, because by 2003
Obama had already received the blessing from the Democratic Party
elders and financiers, beginning with a fundraiser held at the home of
Vernon Jordan, according to Paul Street. Street states that “Obama passed
this preliminary trial with flying colors.”® The people in the meeting liked
his academic background, suave and cool style, and political outlook.
Attendees such as Gregory Craig (big-time attorney and former special
counsel to Bill Clinton), Mike Williams (legislative director of the Bond
Market Association), and other big wheelers appreciated that Obama was
not a “racial polarizer” (that is, that he was not Jesse Jackson-like) and
that he was not “anti-business.” This explains the seemingly “improb-
able” victory of Obama in the 2004 senate race and the 700 million dollars
he was able to raise in the 2008 presidential campaign. According to an
investigative report by Ken Silverstein* and a book by David Mendell,*
Obama rose quickly beyond the confines of Illinois because the American
elite resolutely loved his “reasonable tone.”

Therefore, post—civil rights minority politicians like Obama are not
truly about deep change, but about compromise. If they were about fun-
damental changes to the American social order, they would not be the
darlings of the two mainstream parties. Although some post—civil rights
minority politicians may, from time to time, “talk the talk,” their talk is
rather abstract almost to the point of being meaningless, and they seldom
if ever “walk the walk.” For instance, Obama talked during the campaign
about corporate lobbyists, but said nothing about corporate power; com-
plained about “big money” in politics yet raised more money than any
politician in American history; subscribed to the Republican lie about a
crisis in Social Security and is likely to follow through with policies to
“save” a program that is solvent;* and talked about alternative energy
sources and clean energy yet was in bed with folks in the “clean coal” and
“safe nuclear energy” camp.*

Based on all the information at hand, there is no question that politi-
cians like Obama are “accomodationist”® par excellence and teach the
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“wretched of the earth” the wrong political lesson: that electoral, rather
than social-movement, politics® is the vehicle for achieving social justice.
In the next section we show that Obama’s political road to the (still) White
House perfectly fits the practices and tone of post—civil rights minority
politicians.

““WHO ARE YOU? SAID THE CATERPILLAR":
ON THE MEANING OF OBAMA'S POLITICS

When questions arose during the campaign about Obama’s progres-
siveness due to his support of the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance
Act (FISA)¥ and other reactionary positions he held, Obama said in an
interview with the New York Times that “I am someone who is no doubt
progressive.”* However, true to the style of post—civil rights minority
politicians, he insisted he did not like to be “labeled” as right or left and
preferred to be regarded as a “nonideological” and “pragmatic” politi-
cian. As the campaign advanced, Obama’s nonideological stand betrayed
a conservative bent, and some commentators questioned his commitment
to “progressiveness.” For instance, in harsh yet prophetic words, Huffing-
ton Post blogger Taylor Marsh labeled Obama’s brand of progressiveness
as “progressive cannibalism.” He was referring to Obama’s willingness
“to do whatever he can to get elected, cannibalizing his own and our ide-
als as he goes; bringing as many people along as he can, including con-
servatives who will have no allegiance to what progressives have worked
for over decades to achieve.”* And indeed, as Glen Ford has argued, far
from representing the “lesser of two evils,” Obama in 2012 is actually “the
more effective evil,”* because the left is not prepared to fight his policies.

In this section I restate doubts I raised about Obama during the 2008
campaign and argue that his politics and tone were not, as so many
liberals and progressives believed, tactical maneuvers to get elected, but
represented who Obama truly was and how he has governed. Because the
concerns I expressed about the Obama phenomenon during the 2008 and
2012 campaigns were borne out by subsequent events in his first term, I
reproduce them here almost verbatim. I maintain the present tense used
in the original, but the statements are formatted as extracts to distinguish
them from the brief (and contemporary) discussion that appears after
each one.

The first concern | have is that Obama does not represent a true social
movement, but an undercurrent of various actors and contradictory
forces that did not necessarily agree on fundamental issues. Lacking a
social movement with a common agenda, | believe his presidency will

.
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become problematic as we have no way of predicting his actions and
will not have people “in the streets” to curb them if needed.

When I wrote this, some commentators thought Obama had a “grass-
roots” approach to politics.” However, all his political praxis during the
campaign was in line with mainstream party politics (in fact, all he did
was through the Democratic Party) and did not emanate from or create
a social movement. The massive rallies and the 700 million-plus dollars
he raised in the campaign did not emanate from the organized (or unor-
ganized, as many social movements follow a more spontaneous path®?)
movements created by the efforts of activists with a common agenda.
The mantra of his campaign, “Change we can believe in,” was so ab-
stract that almost anything and anyone could have fit in. The most sig-
nificant matter, however, was that Obama supporters lacked a common
agenda and belief system. What I argued during the campaign—that
white support was not indicative of post-racialism—has now been cor-
roborated in post-election studies. Noted survey researchers Professor
Tom Pettigrew from UC-Santa Cruz and Professor Vincent Hutchings
from the University of Michigan found that Obama’s white voters were
just slightly less prejudiced than McCain’s white voters. And because
Obama’s white voters were younger than McCain’s, as they age and face
real-life issues (e.g., getting a job, getting married, selecting a neighbor-
hood and schools for their kids, etc.), they are likely to regress to their
racial mean—that is, will develop views similar to those of older whites
today.*

Second, none of the policies Obama has offered on the crucial issues
of our time (health care, NAFTA, the economy, immigration, racism,
the Wars, etc.) are truly radical and likely to accomplish the empty yet
savvy slogan he adopted as the core of his campaign: change.

Few of Obama'’s ardent supporters had a clue about his policy propos-
als and even about his positions on crucial issues. As Ashley Doane has
pointed out, this phenomenon among otherwise well-informed people
resembles Goffman’s phenomenon of “studied nonobservance,” where
everyone pretends not to notice a violation of norms for the sake of get-
ting along. For instance, while on vacation in the summer of 2008, I had a
discussion with several minority professors about Obama in which they
told me I was “too harsh” on Obama. As the discussion proceeded, I said,
“I cannot not believe you are all for Obama so blindly given his support
for the death penalty.” One of them laughed and told me that Obama was
not for the death penalty. I urged the colleague to check the matter on the
Internet, and, a minute later, the person said, “Well, but Obama has a nu-
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anced position,” to which I replied, “When one is dead there is no nuance.”
Later, [ will discuss some of these policies and how they do not represent
change, but more of the same.

Third, Obama has reached the level of success he has in large mea-
sure because he has made a strategic move toward racelessness and
adopted a post-racial persona and political stance. He has distanced
himself from most leaders of the civil rights movement, from his own
reverend, from his church, and from anything or anyone who made
him look “too black” or “too political.” Heck, Obama and his cam-
paign even retooled Michelle Obama®* to make her seem less black,
less strong, and more white-lady-like for the white electorate!

Throughout Obama’s first term, Obama has always tried to avoid
seeming too black. (For instance, press aides apparently refused to put the
Obamas on BET for the first six months of Obama'’s presidency.”) Such
careful dancing around reminding the electorate of his blackness has also
limited Obama’s responses to racist events, sometimes farcically (as in
the infamous “beer summit” with Skip Gates and the white police officer
who arrested him in his home). But this also has important ramifications
for Obama'’s policy, as I will show below. Indeed, political scientist Daniel
Gillion has found that in the first half of Obama’s term, the president has
said less about race than any president since 1961.%

President Obama’s “race lite” stand was vital during the campaign and
remains so. He has avoided any serious discussion on race and, when
forced to talk about it, has remained frustratingly vague. For instance, in
a 2008 interview with ABC’s George Stephanopoulos, he took seemingly
all sides on affirmative action. He talked about the importance of how
affirmative action is carried out, mentioned that race still matters, said
his daughters probably will not need affirmative action, and hinted at a
class-based program.” In a comment on Obama’s performance in the in-
terview, Peter S. Canellos observed in the Boston Globe that Obama rarely
deals with the substance of the policies, but focuses on the values, a tactic
that seems to go well with his supporters.®

Obama’s post-racial stand during the campaign was not a new thing.
Those who have read his books Dreams of My Father and The Audacity of
Hope are familiar with his long-standing attempt to be if not beyond race
at least above the racial fray. Hence, it was not the least surprising when
President Obama answered the only question he was asked about race in
his first press conference by suggesting race was a factor in life but that he
was dealing with America’s “real” problems.” It was also not surprising
when in his second press conference he answered a question by Andre
Showell, a black journalist, about what specific policies he had enacted to
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benefit minority communities, with ideas reminiscent of how conserva-
tives frame race matters.

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 col-
lege 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 com-
munity live out the American dream at the same time that it’s helping com-
munities all across the country.®

As part of his post-racialism, Obama avoided the term “racism” in his
campaign until he was forced to talk about race. And in that “race speech”
that so many commentators heralded and compared to speeches by MLK
(a truly heretical view), he said Reverend Wright's statements “expressed
a profoundly distorted view of this country—a view that sees white rac-
ism as endemic” and classified them as “divisive.” This should be sur-
prising to race scholars across the nation who regard racism as indeed
“endemic” and know that race has been a “divisive” matter in America
since the seventeenth century!

For readers who are familiar with my work, it should not be surpris-
ing to learn that I agree with Reverend Wright about his claim that rac-
ism is endemic to America. Thus, I do not believe his statements were
“divisive.” Our nation has been deeply divided by race (and class and
gender as well) since colonial times! Obama’s speech was clearly a political
speech intended to appease the concerns of his white supporters riled by
the media-driven frenzy in March of 2008 based on a snippet of a sermon
given by Reverend Wright.®

Obama’s speech had three serious problems. First, Obama assumed
racism is a moral problem (he called it a “sin”) that can be overcome
through goodwill. In contrast, I have argued that racism forms a struc-
ture and, accordingly, the struggle against racism must be fundamentally
geared toward the removal of the practices, mechanisms, and institutions
that maintain systemic white privilege. Second, Obama conceived “rac-
ism” (in his view, prejudice) as a two-way street. In the speech he stated
that both blacks and whites have legitimate claims against one another,
that is, that blacks have a real beef against whites because of the continu-
ing existence of discrimination and whites against blacks because of the
“excesses” of programs such as affirmative action. Obama was wrong on
this point because blacks do not have the institutional power to imple-
ment a pro-black agenda, whereas whites have had this kind of power
from the moment this country was born.®® He was also wrong because
whites’ claims of “reverse discrimination” do not hold much water em-
pirically.** And when he hints at the “excesses” of the 1960s, which he did
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in this speech, he is truly talking nonsense! The data show that affirmative
action has been at best a Band-Aid approach to deal with the hemorrhage
of racial inequality. Third, Obama’s post-racial call for everyone to “just
get along”® so that we can deal with America’s real problems shows the
Achilles heel of his stand: he truly does not believe racism is a serious
structural problem in America. Otherwise he would not insist—and he
has continued this line of argument—that we must get on with America’s
real problems such as the economy, health care, the wars, and the like.
Yet the speech accomplished its mission: it placated his white supporters
who, from then on, hardly showed more concerns about Obama’s racial
views.® The speech, accordingly, can be classified as a “neoslave narra-
tive,” as sociologist Tamara K. Nopper has aptly suggested:*" an account-
ing of America’s progress through the iniquities of slavery to the bright
days of emancipation.

Fourth, as Glen Ford, executive editor of the Black Agenda Report;
Adolph Reed; Angela Davis; Paul Street; and a few other analysts sug-
gested, Obamania was (and still somewhat is) a “craze.”®® His support-
ers refused (and many still refuse) to even listen to facts or acknowledge
some very problematic positions Obama has, such as his support for
the death penalty. Although there is a larger space today than in 2008
to criticize Obama from the left, that space is still very limited, particu-
larly in the black community. | was severely stung by the nationalist
bee in presentations before minority audiences in 2008 and again in
2012,

Obama'’s liberal and progressive supporters wanted to believe, in ahis-
torical fashion, that Obama was a stealth progressive who once elected
would turn left.®® But, paraphrasing Martin Luther King Jr., “leaders
should not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their
politics” and the content of Obama’s politics was (and is) center to center-
right. Black and progressive America, unfortunately, seems destined to
learn this lesson after this “neo-mulatto”” rents the White House for a
short while and does not do any meaningful renovation.

Anyone who lived in the United States during the 2008 presidential
campaign knows that the entire country was captivated by Obama, who,
despite my criticisms, is a truly outstanding orator, astute politician,
and remarkably charismatic man. The problem, however, remains. If
Obama’s charisma and charming smile prevent us from asking the hard
questions, probing his record, and acknowledging his actual positions on
issues, then we risk endorsing style over substance and flowery rhetoric
over truly progressive positions. As Conor Friedersdorf recently put it,
“Obama soothes with rhetoric and kills people in secret.””!
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Lastly, perhaps the most important factor behind Obama'’s success,
and my biggest concern, is that he and his campaign mean and evoke
different things and feelings for his white and nonwhite supporters. For
his white supporters, he is the first “black” leader they feel comfort-
able supporting because he does not talk about racism; because he
reminds them every time he has a chance he is half-white; because
he is so “articulate” or, in Senator (now Vice-President) Biden’s words,
echoed later by Karl Rove, Obama was “the first mainstream African-
American who is articulate and bright and clean and a nice-looking
guy”’? because Obama keeps talking about national unity; and because
he, unlike black leaders hated by whites such as Jesse Jackson and Al
Sharpton, does not make them feel guilty about the state of racial affairs
in the country.”

Since very early on in Obama’s campaign, his white supporters were
not on the same page as his minority supporters. He quickly became for
whites an Oprah- or Tiger Woods-like figure, that is, a black person who
has “transcended” his blackness and become a symbol.”* For instance,
Katie Lang, a white woman profiled in a Washington Post article, stated
that ““Obama speaks to everyone. He doesn’t just speak to one race, one
group,” and added, ‘He is what is good about this nation.””” And many
whites, like Joyce Heran in the article I cite above, said without much
hesitation that if Obama were like Jesse Jackson or Al Sharpton, they
“probably wouldn’t like him as much.””

In sharp contrast, for many nonwhites, and blacks particularly, Obama
became a symbol of their possibilities. He was indeed, as Obama said of
himself, their Joshua”—the leader they hoped would take them to the
Promised Land of milk and honey. They read between the lines and thought
Obama had a strong stance on race matters. For the old generation desper-
ate to see change before they die,” and for many post-Reagan generation
blacks and minorities who have seen very little racial progress during their
lifetimes, Obama became the new messiah of the civil rights movement.

In a country with a racial history such as ours and where successful
black leaders end up killed (Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X),
vilified (Malcolm X, Minister Farrakhan, and Reverend Al Sharpton), or
ridiculed (almost all black politicians), one understands why the pos-
sibility of a having a black president became a symbol of the aspirations
of the entire black community. In interviews with dozens of blacks from
across the nation after the lowa victory, the New York Times reported they
“voiced pride and amazement over his victory [in the caucus] and the
message it sent.””

The love fest between blacks and Obama that began in January 2009
after an initial period of doubt has not ended. A Pew poll conducted in
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late 2009 showed that blacks’ perceptions of racial progress had dramati-
cally improved in the past few years, a jump attributable to Obama'’s elec-
tion.® Two years further into Obama’s presidency, 85 percent of blacks
said they were optimistic about their future, and 65 percent were hap]?y
with their financial situation.®’ Given the stark economic disparities I laid
out earlier in this chapter, these are unexpected findings, to say t}}e least.
Although blacks’ nationalist moment has a raison d'étre, people ultimately
do not eat pride, cannot find a job by feeling good about thernselve‘:s, or
fight discrimination by telling white folks, “We have a black president
so you better behave” (would this have helped Harvard professor Henry
Louis Gates?).®? The recently deceased Professor Ronald Walters, a black
political scientist at Maryland, wisely said immediately after Qbama was
elected president that “one should not let the honeymoon that President Obama
is enjoying among blacks and their leaders extend too far into the future.”™

Since I first wrote this chapter, there are some hints that this honey-
moon is souring in some quarters. While only a few black comme_ntato'rs
and public figures who had supported Obama had turned to critique in
the first few years of his presidency, by the last months of the 2012 elec-
tion there was a thread of more nuanced debate about what Obama offers
black voters. A former Obama supporter, Tavis Smiley, recently told the
Times that “ African-Americans will have lost ground in the Obama era.”
And Fredrick Harris wrote about blacks” declining fortunes under Obama
in the New York Times just before the 2012 election. He found it to be a
“tragedy” that “black elites—from intellectuals and civil rights leader:"? to
politicians and clergy members—have acquiesced to this decline, seeing
it as the necessary price for the pride and satisfaction of having a black
family in the White House.”®

“‘WELL! WHAT ARE YOU? SAID THE PIGEON. ‘I CAN SEE
YOU’RE TRYING TO INVENT SOMETHING!”: MY PREDICTIONS
DURING THE CAMPAIGN AND MY SCORECARD

Social scientists must always verify how their analyses hold up over
time. In this section, I restate predictions I made during the presidelntlal
campaign and assess my “batting average.” I made two large predictions.
First, I predicted the voices of those who contend that race fractures
America profoundly would be silenced. Obama’s blackness, I suggested,
would become an obstacle for people of color, as whites would throw it
back at them—as well as his words and actions (and even Michelle’s)*
—as evidence that race was no longer a big deal in America.” Seconc_l, I
argued Obama’s election would bring the nation closer to my pref:lictlc'm
about racial stratification in the United States becoming Latin America-like
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(see chapter 9 of this book). Obama’s presidency, I claimed, would a
Celt?rate the pace toward symbolic unity without the nation e;nactin t}f_
§0c1a1 policies needed for all of us to be truly “all Americans.” Andglike
in Latin American countries, Obama’s nationalist stance (”Tﬁere’s not ;
plack America and white America and Latino America and Asian Am :
ica; there’s the United States of America”*) might shut the door for t?xr_
recognition of race as a central factor of life. Obamerica may bring us dosefr3
thag ever to a “multiracial white supremacy”® regime similar to those in
Latin {Xmerica and the Caribbean where “racially mixed” folks are elected
to positions of power without that altering the racial order of thi
how goods and services are distributed. e
These are two broad predictions, and we will need to see how histor
plays out in assessing them. However, early studies have shown som)e/
support for my prediction that Obama’s election would lead to the per-
ception that racism is over, with potentially harmful consequencespfo
people of color. For instance, Valentino and Brader® found that a 005
number f)f whites perceived less racial discrimination immediatel gafter
the election; importantly, these people also now had worse opinijc:/)ns of
blacks and greater opposition to affirmative action and immieration
Ar?d Tesler” found that even the supposedly neutral issue of hea%th car :
gained racial relevance when associated with Obama. Both studies indi‘?
cate Whites are experiencing racial resentment around Obama and his
policies. Furthermore, there is some evidence that whites’ resentment is
translating into increased individual racism. A set of Associated Pre*;
surveys published in 2012 showed that whites demonstrated more raz-
ism than in 2008 when Obama was elected, whether measured through
explicit views or implicit biases.*” ¢
A'H this should come as no surprise to those of us who have been fol-
lowing the events following Obama’s election. Indeed, since 2009 we
have seen the resurgence of old-fashioned, overt racisrr; in response to
the‘ country’s election of a black president. So many people rushE:d to
racist forums immediately following Obama’s election that the website
Storngfront had to be temporarily shut down.” This was soon foIIoweci b
the_' birth of the Tea Party Movement, whose white supporters freqt,lently
voiced racist opposition to Obama. He was challenged by the emer encg
of the “birther” movement, playing on Obama’s “difference,” Whi%rh al-
leged Obama was not born in the United States and therefo;e ineligible
tp_be president. Although he eventually produced his “long form”gcer—
tificate proving he was born in Hawaii, one in four Americans (and more
than half of all Republicans) still believe Obama was born outside the
country.” And the absurdity continued: in October 2012, Donald Trum
offered to donate $5 million to a charity of Obama’s ch(l)ice if he wo lg
release his passport history and college records.” '
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Obama'’s opponents have used a similar racializing tactic by develop-
ing the narrative that Obama is a Muslim. This story has been so success-
ful that by the end of his first term, a third of Republicans thought Obama
is a Muslim, double the number who thought so in 2008; and a third of all
registered voters said they didn’t know what religion he was, according
to a Pew poll.*

These narratives of Obama as a foreigner or a Muslim were reinforced
by racist imagery. The New York Post ran a cartoon of Obama as a chim-
panzee shot dead by the NYPD.” This was just one of many popular racist
images, many of which were altered to depict Barack or Michelle Obama
with watermelon and KFC buckets. Just after Obama’s inauguration, a
California mayor e-mailed a picture to his friends showing the White
House lawn turned into a watermelon patch. A Republican official in Or-
ange County sent a picture depicting Obama as a chimpanzee with chim-
panzee parents, captioned, “Now you know why—no birth certificate.”*®

In the lead-up to the 2012 election, several Romney supporters got
attention for racist displays. One man, who lynched a chair in his yard
after Clint Eastwood’s infamous speech delivered to an empty chair
representing Obama, said, “People say that I'm racist. Well, maybe I am
a little toward this president. I'm not toward black people, I am toward
the President of the United States.”* Another man put an Obama mask
on a monkey statue in his yard with a sign reading “NOBAMA.” But

even here, there’s color blindness or racism denial: according to CBS,
“Caldwell said the set-up had nothing to do with race.”'® In October, a
man in New Jersey set up a storefront display with a picture of Obama as
a “witch doctor” in loincloth and bone through his nose. He gave inter-
views where he said the following:

s “It always comes down to the race card.”™"

* “If you want to call me a racist then go ahead. I can assure you I am
not a racist; I just really want to see Obama go. . . . This is a good
example of where race relations are under this guy’s administration.
... This has absolutely nothing to do with race.”*”

e “I don’t even see color.”'®

My point here, to be clear, is that within the overall development of the
new racism regime and the new phase where minority politicians can be
in power, it is possible for more crude forms of racism to reemerge and
even to remain in place. Hence, new racism and old-fashioned racism
may coexist somewhat happily in Obamerica.

I now review more targeted predictions I made during the election
based on President Obama’s first four years in office. First, based on
promises and remarks Obama made during the campaign, 1 predicted
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he would increase the size of the military, wait longer than planned
for withdrawing from Iraq, increase the scope of the military interven-
tion in Afghanistan, and, more problematically, bomb Pakistan if he got
“actionable intelligence.” Here I was wrong only in failing to predict the
true scope of the president’s involvement in the Middle East and other
regions. While millions of leftists mobilized to end Bush’s invasion of
Afghanistan and Iraq, there has been very little challenge, or even discus-
sion, of Obama'’s imperial foreign policy. In past versions of this chapter,
I discussed Obama'’s slow withdrawal from Iraq and Afghanistan and re-
ferred to the possibility of further military involvement in Pakistan. Since
then, we have learned much more about the extent of the president’s
foreign involvement in a wide array of countries. In several respects,
Obama has gone beyond his Republican predecessor, particularly in his
redefinition of executive power to wage war, kill any person deemed an
enemy (including Americans) without trial, use unmanned drones to ter-
rorize populations in multiple countries, detain people indefinitely, and
spy on American citizens.

We have entered a new era of the “War on Terror” in which our en-
gagements have no defined beginning or end, nor are we clear on how
many countries we are bombing (by September 2012, the count included
Afghanistan, Irag, Pakistan, Somalia, Yemen, Libya, and threats of
strikes in Syria and Iran). Even in Iraq, where Obama finally removed all
combat troops in December 2011, there is already discussion of sending
some units back to that country." Obama’s “surge” (escalation) of the
Afghanistan war tripled the number of troops in the country. Even now
that he has sent thirty thousand troops back home, there are still sixty-
six thousand American soldiers there, eleven years into our longest war
ever. Obama plans to shift the war to a “support” mission by 2014, but
this is not the same as ending the war and bringing all troops home. In
fact, Obama and Afghan president Karzai quietly signed a deal in April
2012 agreeing to the United States’ continued presence in the country
until at least 2024'® with as many as twenty-five thousand troops,1% only
eight thousand fewer than when Bush left office in 2009."” We must also
note Obama’s 2011 war in Libya, widely regarded as a success on the left,
but which was waged without congressional approval (and Obama was
threatening to renew drone strikes in October 2012).1%

Progressives, who loudly decried hints of war with Iran in the Bush
years, are also quiet as the media continues to breathlessly report
Obama'’s and Netanyahu’s threats against Iran. Obama set the stage for
war, increasing Bush’s cyber-attacks on Iran (the first time a country
has waged this attack on another country),' building a missile-defense
system in Qatar,"’ having his national security adviser brief Netanyahu
on his contingency plans for an Iran strike,"" allowing the DNC to call
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Jerusalem the capital of Israel in its party platform,'? and refusing to take
a military strike off the table as he repeatedly expressed his support for
Israel. In September 2012, the United States and Britain even sent war-
ships into the Persian Gulf (in Iranian and Omanian waters) to practice
breaking a potential Iran blockade.'”® As Glenn Greenwald has pointed
out,”* we should also be considering the impact of nonmilitary cam-
paigns against Iranian citizens. According to reports,'® the United States’
economic sanctions on Iran, begun in 2010, are causing medicine and food
shortages and leading to riots.

Any assessment of Obama’s military policy must also take into ac-
count his dramatically stepped-up use of unmanned drones for “military
strikes” wielded both by the military and the CIA."'®* While the adminis-
tration has claimed that civilian losses are minimal, this is not the case.
A reanalysis of casualty figures for twenty-four drone strikes in Pakistan
based on interviews with victims’ families and other information found
a systematic underestimate of the number of civilian deaths when us-
ing media reports. This underestimating has grown even worse under
Obama, who solved the problem of civilian deaths by redefining any
strike victim as a “combatant” if male and over fourteen.'” But beyond
arguing over the number of deaths, we must also pay attention to the
impact of the drones on the living. An NYU/Stanford report'® details
the costs to those living in the area of Pakistan most targeted by drones:
beyond the property damage, the psychological costs are severe. Unsure
when the next attack will strike, parents keep their children out of school.
People fear to assist victims of drone strikes because a second strike has
been known to target rescuers, a potential war crime.'” Far from making
us safer, Pakistan’s foreign minister has attributed her country’s anti-
Americanism to these attacks.'® As opposition Pakistan politician Imran
Khan put it, “The war on terror has become a war of terror.”!?!

Beyond his attacks on the Middle East, President Obama’s drastic
expansion of executive power in order to wage this undefined war is be-
yond frightening. FISA requests and an NSA whistleblower have shown
that electronic surveillance has dramatically risen under Obama. The
administration is also resisting a judge’s hold on its program of indefinite
detention of terrorism suspects (defined as any person who “substantially
supported al-Qaeda, the Taliban, or associated forces”) without trial; this
program was challenged by reporters who feared the law was broad
enough to potentially include them. Most frightening was the New York
Times’s 2012 disclosure of Obama’s “kill list,” where individuals, includ-
ing U.S. citizens, are targeted for assassination, usually by drone strike,
before any accusations of guilt were made.'” In a recent article on how
Obama’s approach is setting us up for a “permanent war,” Greg Miller
writes, “Targeted killing is now so routine that the Obama Administration
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has spent much of the past year codifying and streamlining the processes
that sustain it.”"* He notes that the CIA has requested more drones in its
budget, turning it into a “paramilitary force.”12

Put together, Obama'’s foreign policy is extremely concerning for its
abuse of executive power to engage in unchecked military actions. If
these policies were being implemented by a Republican president, the
left would be in a continuous uproar.”® But as I predicted, the resistance
to these terrible policies has been anemic: no matter what he has done,
Obama is still considered to be a “nice guy.” Where they are not simply
silent, some liberals either justify supporting Obama’s actions against
the alternative (as Rebecca Solnit did in a recent piece in The Nation), or
actually celebrate them, as did a Huffington Post reporter, who claimed
“Obama must be doing something really right” with foreign policy since
the Republicans were avoiding the topic in their convention.’?’

And the international community, with few exceptions, has given
Obama a pass no matter what. He received the Nobel Peace Prize in 2009
and has not been rebuked by the European leaders or by the European
left on his foreign policy. For instance, during the Bush years (2000-2008),
the European community was up in arms against his interventionism and
militarism, and even in 2011 Bush had to cancel a planned trip to Switzer-
land over concerns about protests.””® However, this same community has
not said anything about Obama’s Bush-Lite foreign policy, and Obama
still enjoys sky-high approval ratings in many European countries.'

Second, I suggested Obama was going to put together a very conser-
vative cabinet. As predicted, the conservative people who advised him
during the campaign are now the core of his cabinet. His advisers have
included Hillary Clinton, Robert Gates (kept on from the G. W. Bush
administration), Larry Summers (a Clinton-era holdout infamous for his
famous sexist speech at Harvard), Paul Volker (who served under Carter
and Reagan), and Timothy Geithner (who has followed the interests of
Wall Street). President Obama does not have a single radical voice on his
team. And let’s not forget that Obama’s cabinet is not as diverse as one
would expect," and that the few people of color in his cabinet are in sec-
ondary positions.

Any turnover in staff would be an opportunity to move in a leftward
direction, if Obama’s progressive supporters were right that his early
centrist talk was setting up a future turn to the left, but instead Obama
reinforced ties to previous administrations and financial interests. Since
Rahm Emanuel left as chief of staff in 2011 to run for mayor of Chicago,
for instance, he has been succeeded by William Daley and Jack Lew, both
Clinton advisors. All three men are former investment bankers, and Lew,
the current chief, last worked in Citigroup’s “proprietary trading” depart-
ment, betting against the housing market just before the recession.’*® And
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Obama'’s second-term cabinet nominations have been even more disap-
pointing. Obama nominated a Republican, Chuck Hagel, to the position
of secretary of defense. Perhaps his most offensive decision was to nomi-
nate John Brennan, who supported extraordinary rendition and torture
under Bush, the “key architect” of Obama’s drone wars,' to head up the
CIA. Obama had to withdraw Brennan’s name in his first term due to a
(rare) uproar from the left over Brennan’s history. His decision to choose
Brennan again, now that Obama has been safely reelected, is a huge insult
to his base (and should chasten those who told us that Obama just had
to get elected, and then reelected, before he could bring out his hidden,
progressive side).

Third, I suggested Obama was going to compromise on his promise of
taxing the rich. In his first term, Obama unequivocally did so, extending
the tax cuts for those making over $250,000 for another two years and
revising the estate tax according to Republican demands, in a so-called
compromise. The president claimed this compromise was necessary
to insure unemployment benefits: in exchange, he won the extension
of unemployment insurance benefits (for only one year), and other tax
credits designed to stimulate the economy and return money to middle-
class Americans. But the small-business benefits Obama has touted as
making this “compromise” worthwhile are smokescreens. The New York
Times cites government and nonpartisan analyses stating that “less than
3 percent of filers with small-business income pay at the top two income
tax rates, and many of those are doctors and lawyers in partnerships.”
When one considers only small businesses with actual employees, these
businesses would have been responsible for only 12 percent of the new
income taxes. Besides, not all these small businesses are actually small:
20,000 of the businesses filing in 2011 under this category made over $50
million.” In other words, even the liberal policies obtained as “conces-
sions” primarily benefitted the wealthy. Delaying taxing the rich if the
economy is not doing well indicates that President Obama’s economic
views are in line with the “Chicago School.”'%

At the beginning of Obama’s second term, Obama doubled down on
his poor tax “compromises.” Rather inexplicably, as his opponents were
in disarray and failed to produce a coherent alternative, Obama broke
his oft-repeated promise to raise taxes on families earning more than
$250,000 in annual income, moving the line to those making over $400,000
per year (only the richest 1.5 percent). When one combines this change
with Obama’s decision not to extend the payroll tax cut (which helped
lower- and middle-income families), and the cuts in Social Security (no
longer tying rate increases to inflation), it’s clear that Obama is willing to
bargain away most progressive values without gaining much in return.
Jonathan Chait compared Obama’s negotiation to the “tight-weak” style
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of poker playing, where the player loses weak hands and fails to take ad-
vantage of strong ones.”® But such a criticism still presumes that Obama
actually shared our progressive values in the first place.

Fourth, I suggested Obama’s health care plan was weak and that his
“pragmatism” was going to make it even weaker. Specifically, I argued
that Obama’s proposed reform was far off from what the country needed:
a universal, single-payer health care plan.'”” This was a bone of contention
during the campaign, as independent observers commented that Obama
had the weakest health care plan of all the contenders for the Democratic
Party’s nomination. While Obama did pass a health-care reform bill in
2009 that included some fixes, the bill ultimately passed without the
“public option” to buy insurance directly from the government. The de-
bate left a bad taste in the mouths of progressives as Health and Human
Services secretary Kathleen Sebelius, Max Baucus, and other Democrats
emphasized that single-payer insurance was “not on the table.”** Obama
tried to exclude members of his own party such as Congressman John
Conyers from Michigan, a leading proponent of a single-payer system,
from meetings on health care reform. Conyers, after he threatened to
picket outside the White House, was invited to the summit and, later on,
in a presentation at Thomas Jefferson University described the attendees
of the meeting as follows: “It was very heavy with corporate health care
interests—Big Pharma, insurance companies—the people who don’t want
single payer.”™

Instead of single-payer, Obama’s plan institutes a mandate forcing
everyone to purchase private insurance, and subsidizing plans for those
who can’t afford insurance but don’t qualify for Medicaid (constituting a
giant payout to the insurance industry). We should remember that, de-
spite Republican opposition to Obama’s health care reform, the mandate
was originally a Republican idea. As John Cassidy writes,

The problem is fundamental. Setting aside the expansion of Medicaid and
some long-overdue restrictions on the egregious behavior of health insurers,
this isn’t really health-care “reform”: it is a significant expansion of the cur-
rent system of private insurance, with the taxpayer footing the bill. It is Mitt
Romney’s Massachusetts experiment writ large, a peculiar amalgam of egali-
tarian intent and corporate welfare: egalitarianism in the form of providing
health care to those who can’t afford it; corporate welfare in the form of pay-
ing corporations such as Aetna and Wellpoint generously to take on millions
of new enrollees. If the average American doesn't realize this, people on Wall
Street do. Since Obama'’s election, in November, 2008, Aetna’s stock has gone
from $20 to $35; Wellpoint’s has gone from $30 to $63.10

Fifth, I predicted that because of Obama'’s weak stand on race and his
post-racial persona and appeal, he was not going to enact any meaningful
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policies to ameliorate racial inequality. Obama’s so-called middle-ground
position on race can be examined in chapter 7 of his book, The Audacity
of Hope. There he insists that although race still matters, “prejudice” is
declining, and as proof he heralds the growth of the black elite, whose
members do not “use race as a crutch or point to discrimination as an
excuse for failure.”'*! He acknowledges the existence of significant gaps
between whites and minorities in income, wealth, and other areas and
voices only tepid support for affirmative action, yet engages in a Bill
Cosby-like critique of blacks and states they watch “too much television,”
engage in “too much consumption of poisons,” lack an “emphasis on
educational achievement,” and do not have two-parent households.' So
what is his solution to deal with racial inequality? “An emphasis on uni-
versal, as opposed to race-specific, programs,” which he believes “isn’t
just good policy; it’s also good politics.”** He also discusses the problem
of the black “underclass” and chastises those unwilling to accept the role
of “values” in their predicament.’® Although he mentions that “culture is
shaped by circumstances,”'** his emphasis is on behavior."*

Since taking office, Obama has maintained this universalist position.
I believe the $789 billion stimulus package his administration passed in
early 2009, which gave control to localities on how to use the funds, is
a case in point. Giving money directly to localities without any controls
is quite problematic, as localities have historically distributed funds in
a way that preserves existing inequities.'¥” Unless one adopts what john
powell labels “targeted universalism”—a perspective that takes into
consideration that people are differently situated in the social order and,
thus, that some may need more resources than others—“universal” ef-
forts such as this one will not reduce racial inequities."*

Obama’s first term has indeed been notable for its lack of race-specific
policies, even despite the staggering economic statistics I cited earlier. His
inaction has been especially visible on the issue of black unemployment.
Despite the severity of the problem, Obama said in 2009 he couldn’t make
policy specifically helping blacks find work: “I can’t pass laws that say
I'm just helping black folks. I'm president of the entire United States.”'*
When the Congressional Black Caucus called him out for not doing
enough for blacks in this area, Obama famously told the caucus to “take
off your bedroom slippers. . . . Stop complaining, stop grumbling, stop
crying.”'* To blacks who accuse him of not being aggressive on race, Mr.
Obama has a reply: “I'm not the president of black America,” he has said.
“I'm the president of the United States of America.”™*!

Obama’s reticence on race has meant that he has avoided discussing
even those issues that whites stereotypically associate with blacks. In the
2012 election debates, Romney and Ryan repeatedly talked about poverty
and food stamps (in a racially pointed way), but Obama never mentioned
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either of these.™ In 2011, he was the first president since 1948 who failed
to acknowledge poverty or the poor in his State of the Union speech.!s?
Amidst continued high unemployment and astronomical wealth inequal-
ity, our president seems unable to acknowledge, much less defend, the
46 million people living below the poverty line. Our “progressive” presi-
dent’s refusal to strongly defend antipoverty programs will have rever-
berating effects for poor people of all races.

Obama’s refusal or inability to address race directly is also exacerbat-
ing the problem of voter suppression. In the lead-up to the 2012 election,
as many states passed or introduced voter ID laws, people of color were
purged from the polls, and vigilante groups further suppressed the vote
with voter intimidation,’™ Obama was silent on the issue of voting rights.
When Michelle Obama spoke to the CBC in September 2012, she said,
“We cannot let anyone discourage us from casting our ballots”—but she
did not directly address, much less criticize, states’ new voter ID laws.'®
This was especially embarrassing as even former RNC chairman Michael
Steele, who is far from a racial progressive, spoke out against “frivolous
or harmful laws” undermining Republicans” attempts to woo voters of
color.”® When Jay Leno asked Obama directly about voter suppression
two weeks before the election, he responded only that “it's a problem”
before refusing to comment on the voter ID lawsuits, saying only that we
“should be thinking about ways to make it easier for folks to vote,” and
then turned to praise early voting instead.’

Obama’s single initiative directly targeted at blacks, conveniently an-
nounced in the summer before the 2012 election, is in the relatively un-
controversial area of education. While eliminating educational disparities
is a laudable goal, the initiative seems cynically designed to allow Obama
to point to the program as helping blacks, while announced with little
fanfare and little funding so as to not attract attention from whites. But all
in all, Obama has left us high and dry—and his campaign doesn’t even try
to hide it. In 2012, some black donors were disappointed at a campaign
meeting when Obama officials “handed out cards with talking points on
the Administration’s achievements for various groups—women, Jews,
gays and lesbians—and there was no card for African-Americans.”

In the 2012 election, Obama took support from blacks for granted, but
he also seems to have been correct in assuming he could get away with
it, enjoying both increased black voter turnout and 93 percent of black
votes.” In September 2012, Representative Emanuel Cleaver of the Con-
gressional Black Caucus acknowledged that black members of Congress
had been holding Obama to a lower standard. Pointing to the historic
level of African American unemployment, Cleaver said, “If we had a
white president we’d be marching around the White House.” " In his arti-
cle, Butler compares blacks” easing up on Obama to the gay community’s
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insistent pressure. When it looked like he was going to stall them early in
his administration, they got him to overturn “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” and
express support for gay marriage. Where is the black community exerting
similar pressure on Obama?

Sixth, I criticized the progressive and liberal community in America
for being in “silly season,” to use Obama’s terminology, regarding the
amount of money he raised, how he raised it (bundling), and for ignor-
ing the implications this money would have in his administration.!®’ Are
we not concerned that Wall Street and HMOs support Obama? Do we
believe that 700 million dollars in donations did not affect his administra-
tion in 20087 I could not have predicted the Supreme Court’s decision on
Citizens United and its huge impact on political campaigns, primarily by
permitting unlimited spending on campaigns and the creation of super
PACs that repackage anonymized donations. But although Obama has
denounced the decision, he has taken advantage of Citizens by sending his
campaign manager Rahm Emanuel to head the super PAC Priorities USA.
As a campaign finance lawyer observed, “The real scandal in the 2012
election is the activities that are perfectly legal.”’> And reports coming
in just after the 2012 election suggest that both sides are already actively
fundraising for the next campaign.’®®

A common argument on the left is that Obama is constrained in his
policy efforts by a republican House (articulated recently by Michael
Eric Dyson in his debate with Glen Ford in September 2012). But, as Ford
replied, Obama is not a “victim of all these Republican forces, but in fact
he is the initiator, from within the Democratic Party, of these austerity
measures.”’® In fact, many of Obama’s most dangerous policies—the
expanded War on Terror or his doubling Bush’s number of deportations,
did not come from Republican pressure. Most likely, they were instead
motivated, if indirectly, by corporations whose military-industrial in-
frastructure needs more bodies for private prisons and more targets for
our bombs. At the very least, we should consider who profits from these
policies.

These were my predictions and arguments about Obama and, sadly,
many have become a reality and others seem very likely. Obama is clearly
not a stealth progressive, but a centrist, pro-market, traditional politician
with a guasi-color-blind view about race matters in America. By early in
his presidency, Obama himself had accepted part of this characterization
as when, in a meeting with centrist members of his party in April of 2009,
he described himself as a “new Democrat” and as a “pro-growth Demo-
crat,”'* both clear signifiers of his pro-business stance.

To be clear, my characterization of President Obama is political and
policy-based rather than moral or personal. Like so many Americans, I
also believe President Obama is a more capable, dignified, and shining
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representative of this country in the world platform than his predeces-
sor. There is little doubt that Obama projects to the world community a
much better image of this nation and its possibilities. Even before he was
elected, international polls showed that up to three-fourths of people in
the world believed that “an Obama presidency would see improved U.S.
relations with the rest of the world.”6¢

In past versions of this chapter, I cited several of Obama’s policies I
found relatively admirable, to clarify that I did not believe all of his poli-
cies are wrongheaded. Unfortunately, at the end of his first term, many of
these have been weakened or undermined by other actions he has taken.
Below I will provide brief updates on the policies I once applauded, to
show that even where Obama has been good, he has rarely lived up to
the hype.

Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act: While Obama deserves kudos for signing
this act on his first day in office, it does not mandate equal pay for women
(as he sometimes implies in campaign speeches)”” but only facilitates
litigation. Also, under Obama, the EEOC has brought only six sex-based
pay lawsuits, as compared to eighteen under Bush at the same point in
his presidency, and charges of sex-based discrimination have actually
dropped slightly,'® the reverse of what one would expect had the act
succeeded. Indeed, he may have oversold the impact of the legislation to
court women voters,'® 55 percent of whom voted for him in 201217

Cessation of so-called enhanced interrogation techniques (torture): Soon after
his election, Obama reversed his promise of releasing pictures of prison-
ers who were tortured,'” successfully pressured Spain in 2009 to drop
its indictments of top Bush officials for torture,” reinstated “military
tribunals,”'” and, as I have noted above, defended his policy of indefinite
detention for terrorism suspects and affiliates. Conservative columnist
Charles Krauthammer argues that Obama’s denunciation of torture
should be weighed against his preference to simply kill potential enemies
on his “kill list,” without interrogation.'” And as of late 2012, Guantana-
mo’s prison remained open, despite Obama’s repeated promises to close
it, with 169 detainees awaiting trial and another 87 prisoners who have
been exonerated, but not freed.’”s

Public statements about wanting to extend a hand to leaders of “rival na-
tions”: While Obama has received a lot of criticism for his supposed love
relationship with Chavez, his administration has been funding anti-
Chavez resistance movements.” Under Obama’s administration, USAID
has continued to fund “pro-democracy” efforts against governments
deemed unfriendly to the United States, as in Cuba, where a USAID em-
ployee was discovered to be clandestinely bringing technological equip-
ment into the country and sentenced for undermining the government. 7

D

Race Matters in Obamerica 281

And Bolivia has just accused the U.S. embassy in that country of working
to destabilize it.'”®

The achievement of reform of our health care system (even if it ends up not
delivering a single-payer system, a reformed bad system will be better than the
current one): See my concerns above. Some features of this plan will im-
prove lives for many Americans, despite my concerns above. But on the
other hand, what does it mean that Obama’s administration cannot even
advertise its own “success?” At the 2012 Democratic National Conven-
tion, not a single person mentioned Obamacare’s greatest achievement:
providing an additional 30 million people with Medicaid coverage. As
with Obama’s refusal to even say the word “poverty,” Democrats feared
arousing prejudice with the very word “Medicaid.”'”

Support of the “Employee Free Choice Act” which would facilitate workers’
efforts to get unionized: Obama hesitated early in his first term on this
policy and urged workers to find a “compromise” with the business
community,'® was absolutely quiet during the 2011 pro-union movement
in Wisconsin and elsewhere, and surrounds himself with “education ex-
perts” (most notably Arne Duncan) who want to dismantle unions and
increase charter schools.

New emission and mileage standards:'® While Obama has also made some
good investments in clean energy, this is too little, too late, as he pledges
to pursue an “all of the above” approach that involves nuclear energy,
dangerous natural gas drilling or “fracking,” coal, and, likely, approving
the construction of a tar sands oil pipeline across part of the United States.

Legislation to exert some control over the credit card industry:'® While
Obama’s creation of the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau is admi-
rable, his appointment of Richard Cordray, rather than the more progres-
sive Elizabeth Warren (who conceived of the bureau and did much of the
work to set it up), is less so.!®

“TUT, TUT, CHILD! SAID THE DUCHESS.
‘EVERYTHING’S GOT A MORAL, IF ONLY YOU
CAN FIND IT": LET SOCIAL JUSTICE NOT DIE AT THE
ALTAR OF “PRAGMATISM” AND COLOR BLINDNESS

During the election, my overall claim was that the Obama phenomenon
was not a “miracle” or an event that denotes how far we have come in
the arena of “race relations,”'® but the product of forty years of racial
transition. As such, Obama’s election as president may help bring to the
fore a more powerful type of racial domination: a Latin America-like
multiracial white supremacy order.'™ In Obamerica the space for talking
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about race matters may dwindle, as whites have gained the upper hand
symbolically. Although little has changed in the fundamentals of the ra-
cial order, having a black man “in charge” gives the impression of monu-
mental change and allows whites to tell those who research, write, talk,
and organize against racial inequality that they must be crazy. Whites can
now say, “How can racism be important in a country that just elected a
black man as its president?”

I also argued that Obama’s politics and stand on racial matters epito-
mize the character of America’s racial regime, which, among other things,
brought forth the post—civil rights minority politician. Although Obama
is the most successful exemplar of this new kind of politician, the Demo-
cratic and Republican landscape is dotted with them, and I forecast many
will emerge as central political figures in the near future. Let us not forget,
for example, that before Obama, former secretary of state General Colin
Powell could have run for president in 1996.% In that year an exit poll
conducted the day of the election revealed that had Powell, rather than
Bob Dole, been the candidate for the Republicans, he would have won
the election.’®

President Obama has emphasized his interest in “bipartisanship,” on
not being “ideological,” and on his “pragmatic” approach to politics as
policy.'® But what does this mean and what does it imply? I argue that
Obama’s pragmatism and distaste for what he calls “ideology” betrays
his center-right stand on most issues. This argument is not entirely origi-
nal, as New York Times writer David Leonhardt dissected Obama’s policy
views in a piece titled “Obamanomics,” where he described Obama as a
“University of Chicago Democrat” and suggested that “Obama simply
is more comfortable with the apparent successes of laissez-faire eco-
nomics.”® More tellingly, Leonhardt wrote that “invoking pragmatism
doesn’t help the average voter much; ideology, though it often gets a bad
name, matters, because it offers insight into how a candidate might actu-
ally behave as president.”™”

Interestingly, like all Democratic presidents and presidential can-
didates since Lyndon B. Johnson, Obama depends on strong electoral
support from minority communities. If at some point black and Latino
supporters, who were crucial for Obama’s victories in 2008 and 2012,
realize he is not enacting policies that have benefitted them, they may
walk out of the Democratic Party’s electoral coalition. But since there are
no other electoral options at this juncture, what political options are there
for people of color and progressives to make sure the change they were
promised is delivered? In the concluding chapter of this book, 1 offer
some advice to progressives who want to make “change you can believe
in” more than a vacuous phrase.
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If there is no struggle, there is no progress. Those who profess to favor
freedom, and yet deprecate agitation, are men who want crops without
plowing up the ground. They want rain without thunder and lightning.
They want the ocean without the awful roar of its many waters. This
struggle may be a moral one, or it may be a physical one, or it may be
both moral and physical, but it must be a struggle. Power concedes
nothing without a demand. It never did and it never will.

—Frederick Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom

4/ Tthought racism died in the sixties? But you guys keep talking, and
talking, and talking about racism. Please stop using racism as a
crutch!”

“Don’t you think the best way of dealing with America’s racial prob-
lems is by not talking about them? By constantly talking about racism you
guys add wood to the racial fire, which is almost extinguished!”

“Race is a myth, an invention, a socially constructed category. There-
fore, we should not make it ‘real’ by using it in our analyses. People are
people, not black, white, or Indian. White males are just people.””

“A&M'’s tradition of focusing on race is a terrible mentality to teach
a new generation. Dr. Eduardo Bonilla-Silva’s book White Supremacy &
Racism in the Post-Civil Rights Era is the latest evolution in this ritual that
should have collapsed with the 1960s.”?

“Is America’s main problem still “the color line” as W. E. B. DuBois put it
| 105 years ago? The very fact that the president is now black is a clear sign
that it is no longer our main problem, and that we can, even as morally
informed and socially concerned citizens, admit it.”?
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