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			TO ALL OF THE PEOPLE BEHIND THE
SCENES OF FASHION AND BEAUTY
who use their expert hands and creative gifts to make us feel our best. You sit behind machines, hemming and beading; you stand on your feet for hours, braiding, locking, twisting, cutting, and coloring; you focus intently as you meticulously pluck and wax, as you contour and highlight. Your work is a gift that does not go unnoticed, one that takes many forms. A compliment we receive. A jolt of electricity we feel from a mirror looking back at us. A sturdier belief in ourselves and the things we might do. Thank you for your dedication, your artistry, and your patience. Thank you for you.
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— Foreword by Farah Jasmine Griffin —


			“Blooming in the Noise and Whip of the Whirlwind”

			
The Style & Grace of Michelle Obama


			Vibrant and youthful against a backdrop of Princeton University’s gray stone architecture and the heavy leafless tree beside which she stands, the young woman is comfortable in, yet in stark contrast to, her environment. Even the sky seems overcast, gray and graying above her. She is an all-American girl, in a timeless blue denim jacket and jeans, with a bright red sweater worn over an open-collar white shirt. She carries a large tote bag, perhaps LeSportsac, the on-trend bag of choice among a certain set of young college women in the mid-1980s. On her left arm, a thin-banded wristwatch. Standing with her thumb looped in her pocket, she is relaxed—cool, not pressed. Her soft, welcoming smile further suggests a sense of ease or perhaps a tentativeness. And her hair—a thick bounty of beautiful braids, a Black-girl take on the conventional high-low style worn by young women of all races. This one has been achieved by neatly braided cornrows in front, a flattering style that shows off forehead and face; in back, a cascade of individual braids, curled and possibly left loose about an inch from the bottom. It is a versatile style for a busy student, easy to maintain, classic—ancient, even—but statement-making nonetheless. The denim, the red sweater and white shirt, the slender watch, and the tote say, “I am just your average American college student.” The braids say, “I am a young Black woman, comfortable enough in my own skin to forgo straightening my hair. For now, though, because I might change my mind tomorrow and show up wearing a sleek pageboy.”

			The American girl in this photograph, Michelle Robinson, hails from the South Side of Chicago, the daughter of working-class parents who sacrificed to get her to this elite Ivy League campus, which admitted its first class of women just a little over a decade before her arrival. As such, she is one of a generation that would finally be able to take advantage of the promise of the Civil Rights and Women’s Rights Movements fueled by activists and ordinary folk who worked tirelessly to make the nation live up to its democratic ideals. And so she came, an American girl with a South Side twist, possessing a core sense of who she was and yet still in the process of becoming, making something new out of what the world bequeathed to her.

			If she was like many young Black women, by the time Michelle Robinson arrived at Princeton in the fall of 1981 she had inherited a sensibility about personal style informed by a number of cultural and historic factors. She probably was aware of fashion trends and may have even kept up with them, but these vary by race, ethnicity, region, and class. Many young Black women inherit a relationship to style and fashion that is informed by two sometimes competing tendencies. On the one hand, Black girls are reared to represent the race well, to counter stereotypes, to be “respectable,” “presentable”; on the other hand, African American culture prizes and prioritizes individual creativity in all walks of life, from music to athletics to clothing. Put a spin on it, alter it, make it interesting, slant it. Make it your own. This isn’t some essentialist race trait, but an aesthetic imperative, a way to value an individual’s contribution to the collective. Style can be inspired by another person, but it’s not style if it’s copied entirely. Sometimes the creative, the trendsetting, can bump up against the will to have respectability, but it doesn’t have to. Oftentimes, it’s in the tension between the two where real innovation is born. And, having grown up in a Black community, in a city like Chicago, she would have been surrounded by people who took personal style seriously, from the kinds of cars they drove, to the music they listened to, to the way a man cocked his hat and a woman tied her scarf just so. Even this daughter of a mother who chose practicality over fashion was drawn to designer jeans that hugged her curves. Even as an honors student more compelled by substance than style, she nonetheless rocked the latest gear. When you grow up surrounded by Black folk in a city like Chicago, the street can be a runway, from the church ladies in their Sunday finery and crownlike hats to the Afro-centric sisters with their Gele-inspired head wraps and abstract prints, from the couture-laden socialites and club ladies—Chicago, after all, gave birth to Eunice Johnson’s Ebony Fashion Fair—to the “around the way” girls dressed in “rayon, silk, or maybe even denim.” This last group has been condescendingly labeled “ghetto,” but their creativity and innovation become fashion-forward trends when taken up by others. They inform the runways, not the other way around. They don’t buy Vogue, but the “It” girls celebrated by fashion’s bible are checking for them. This is the style-rich world that helped to shape Michelle LaVaughn Robinson, and she in turn brought that sense of swagger, with a nod toward respectability, to Princeton. Red, white, and blue all-American girl—with braids. This was one strand of influences that would shape the style of America’s first Black First Lady.

			

			—

			Had her husband not won his bid to become President of the United States, Michelle Obama still would be an important figure in the nation’s history. At the time of his campaign, many African American women had occupied positions of high visibility. The country embraced beloved celebrities like talk show host Oprah Winfrey and superstar Whitney Houston. There had even been lesser known but still visible political figures such as Congresswomen Barbara Jordan and Maxine Waters. However, in spite of Jesse Jackson’s important campaigns of the 1980s, no Black woman had come as close to the position of First Lady as Michelle Obama. The Black wife with whom Americans were probably most familiar was a widow, the stoic and elegant Coretta Scott King.

			The nation first caught a glimpse of Michelle Obama when she joined her husband onstage following his breathtaking debut at the 2004 Democratic National Convention in Boston. While many thought they’d seen someone who could be the nation’s first Black President, a smaller number of us quietly hoped we’d seen a potential First Lady, one for our time. Quick research revealed her to be a Harvard-trained lawyer, a prominent hospital administrator, and a mother of two small girls. On that night, all we knew was that she struck an original figure in the role of political wife, and she looked good in white. On the national stage, the color white recalled the suffragists, yes, but also Norman Rockwell’s painting The Problem We All Live With, of little Ruby Bridges integrating a New Orleans elementary school, surrounded by protective U.S. marshals.

			By the time Michelle Obama reintroduced herself to the nation on the first night of the Democratic National Convention a mere four years later, she had been put through the gauntlet. She had experienced a level of scrutiny that far surpassed that of her predecessors. While many Americans, especially many Black Americans, thrilled at the possibility of her and her precious daughters, Sasha and Malia, occupying the White House, others expressed a level of vitriol that is still painful to recall. The fact that they were comfortable putting these unfortunate sentiments in print is even more remarkable, considering that this occurred in the recent past. It helps to underscore the groundbreaking significance of her existence as First Lady of the United States. She had to reintroduce herself at that convention because others had invested her with meaning ranging from Angry Black Woman to undercover terrorist, to ungrateful, unpatriotic, emasculating shrew. Because the term “lady” has historically been denied Black women, some Americans believed “Black First Lady” to be an oxymoron. In 1929, when First Lady Lou Henry Hoover invited Jessie De Priest, wife of Congressman Oscar De Priest of Illinois, the sole African American representative at the time, to a traditional White House tea for Congressional wives, the First Lady received a letter from the Women’s League of Miami expressing disappointment that “a ‘real’ White ‘Lady’ in the White House” would disgrace it by “associating with Negroes.”
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			Almost eighty years later, Michelle Obama would be considered unfit for the role by her detractors for whom she could never be soft-spoken, feminine, petite, or grateful enough. The stereotypes that assaulted her had a long and deeply entrenched history born in slavery and honed over the centuries in the press, academia, and popular culture. Black women were girls, mammies, jezebels, welfare queens, baby mamas, chanteuses, seductresses, at best women (though masculinized) but never ladies (unless they were made royalty by their peers, as had been Billie “Lady Day” Holiday). For decades, few married Black women were even addressed as “Mrs.”

			Later, Michelle Obama would even meet criticism, though less virulent, from more friendly corners. Some on the Left accused her of being too uncritically patriotic. And some feminists questioned why she chose to emphasize motherhood over her professional accomplishments. And many of the Black club-lady set were unrelenting in their scrutiny of every style choice she made.

			When she spoke on the first night of the DNC in Denver, Colorado, Mrs. Obama did so in a teal blue sheath, with three-quarter-length sleeves and a portrait collar. The color teal, a mix of blue and green, like the Caribbean Sea, is vivid but calming. Together, the sleeve length and collar are soft and feminine. She emphasized her role as mother, daughter, and wife and expressed her love of country, putting forth a vision of America as a place of possibility and asserting her willingness to serve the American people. For all of the racist and misogynistic acrimony flung at her during the campaign, eventually large numbers of American citizens embraced her. Young men and women of all races expressed admiration for her. Working mothers saw themselves in her. She confronted the worst of our nation’s history and pointed a way forward, out of the mess and morass, by basically ignoring it, and certainly refusing to let it define her or the nation.

			Entering the White House as First Lady in 2009, she did so as a historic world figure. Had she never said another word her presence would have been transformative. But she was not silent. Instead, she embodied and redefined the role. She claimed the title Mom-in-Chief, as her first and primary role was raising healthy daughters, but she also said to all Americans, this house, built by enslaved laborers and inhabited by generations of families devoted to the nation, is your house. It’s the people’s house. And she let it be known that she and her husband were stewards, not “Lords of the Manor.” In so doing, she engaged in what Brittney Cooper defines as “expanding the Democratic Imagination,” encouraging citizens, especially those who may have felt most disenfranchised, to actively practice their citizenship. Fashion was one of many languages she used. Movement, athleticism, and the arts helped to paint a portrait of a multiracial, cross-class democracy as a work in progress/process—one that is serious but also fun. Those who feared bestowing a Black woman with the status of First Lady were right that she would change the role. But they had nothing to fear, because she changed it for the better. As with Eleanor Roosevelt, Jacqueline Kennedy, and Hillary Clinton before her, she expanded and elevated it. Through Michelle Obama the United States appeared to be a place that valued access to healthy food, education, and opportunity for EVERYONE.

			She was welcoming and accessible: her cardigans, skirts, and slacks inspired countless work outfits. And fashionistas began to anticipate which young, up-and-coming Black, Asian, or Latina designer she would wear to a State Dinner or a date night. The clothing choices lent style to her substance, for always she was a woman of substance—a highly educated woman of ideas and opinions, a woman who reads, listens to music, dances, and has a sense of what our country could be and how to help it get there.

			By President Obama’s second term in office, the nation and the world had become familiar with Michelle Obama. The question was no longer could she be First Lady, or what kind of First Lady would she be, but instead what legacy would she leave.

			In the second term we would witness her step deeper into herself and, in so doing, step outside of the conventional safety zone. To her warmth and kindness, she added a more confident, comfortable assertiveness.
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			In 2012, thunderous applause greeted her when she walked onto the stage of the Time Warner Cable Arena in Charlotte, North Carolina. She did so as a well-known and beloved First Lady. No longer did she need to introduce herself and convince her fellow Americans of her fitness for the role. There would always be critics, but by the time her husband sought a second term, she was one of the most popular figures of his administration. Her job on this night would be to bear witness to his fitness for the role, to his accomplishments, to share her love and admiration for him as an extension of her love and patriotism for the nation. She could present him to the nation because by now she had garnered the trust of those who might be inclined to vote for him. She did so in a simple rose, gold, and ice-blue silk Tracy Reese dress. The colors gracefully and softly reference red, white, and blue. Rose is a hue of red, and ice-blue—a tint of the original blue—leans toward silver. Along with the gold, the entire dress had a soft shimmer but not with the obviousness of a sequin or lamé. It offered a subtle, celebratory confidence, and its simple, feminine cut and just-below-the-knee length maintained an air of approachability. It echoed the story she told of both her and Barack hailing from humble origins, from industrious working-class parents, who wanted better for their children and grandchildren. And they were progeny who, once given the opportunity, took advantage of it but struggled financially as well, so they understood the struggles of everyday Americans. This is why he, “my husband,” works so hard for you, she told her fellow citizens. And then she claimed the nation for all of those who at one time or another existed on the margins, those who leaned into the red, white, and blue:

			If farmers and blacksmiths could win independence from an empire…if immigrants could leave behind everything they knew for a better life on our shores…if women could be dragged to jail for seeking the vote…if a generation could defeat a depression, and define greatness for all time…if a young preacher could lift us to the mountaintop with his righteous dream…and if proud Americans can be who they are and boldly stand at the altar with who they love…then surely, surely we can give everyone in this country a fair chance at that great American Dream.

			Because in the end, more than anything else, that is the story of this country—the story of unwavering hope grounded in unyielding struggle.

			This is a narrative of straightforward struggle and progress, of ever-expanding democracy. And she and her husband represent that forward thrust. For those of us listening—even as we knew it was more complicated than this; even as we knew the backlash was brewing—the vision she painted for us here was so powerful that we believed we could win. And for a moment, we did.

			It is in the middle of the second term that we get a glimpse of the woman who would more fully emerge after she left the White House. This happens not at an official state function, but at a funeral, an act of mourning, though in the African American tradition it is a homegoing, which is a full celebration of the life of the deceased. In recognizing and honoring the life of a phenomenal woman, Maya Angelou, the First Lady claimed her own fully grown Black woman self without apology and with the emphatic understanding that by doing so she was not shutting others out but instead inviting them to fully embrace themselves as well. Maya Angelou came to fame by telling her very personal story through memoirs and anthem-like poems. She acknowledged the painful legacy of racism and sexism that many Black women inherited, and then she celebrated their resilience, unique beauty, and pathbreaking contributions to history and culture.

			As our First Lady ascended the stairs to the pulpit, she was held aloft by the music that lingered in the air and the enthusiastic applause of the congregation. In her remarks, she talked very personally about the ways that Angelou’s words and example had escorted her from profound self-doubt to self-worth and confidence. She offered appreciation for Angelou’s speaking to “our curves, our stride, our strength, our grace.” Here she identifies herself as part of the “our” that has been maligned: Black women. She did so without fear of accusations that she was trading in racial grievance. Of that towering figure, she notes that Angelou “spoke to the essence of Black women, but she also graced us with an anthem for all women—a call for all of us to embrace our God-given beauty.” Here is a philosophy of beauty that is capacious and expansive. It is not hierarchical or limiting. It doesn’t say you must be this size, or this color, or have this texture or color of hair. Instead it says come as you are, fully your natural self, as you were made to be by the Divine. You are beautiful and this beauty is your birthright. Love it. Adorn it. Proclaim it. Angelou, she says, paved the way for us to be “just our good old Black woman selves.” And in staying true to ourselves, we give the world the opportunity to embrace us. All of us. If this is the gift of Maya Angelou to Michelle Obama, then it is a gift that Michelle Obama passes on to the world. Embrace yourself in all of your difference, from ivory skin with ropes of red curls to jet-black straight hair and almond-shaped eyes, to bodies of every size and shape—all divinely made. This is the Michelle Obama who spoke in a bolder voice during the end of her husband’s second term. She would do so even more when finally she left the White House and the role of the First Lady as one of the most consequential women to have ever inhabited it.

			At the same time that she gave us an expansive definition of American womanhood, she also became a figure on the global stage. As she traveled through Asia, Africa, and Europe, she brought with her a message of a United States capable of moving beyond the worst of its past. She had to challenge stereotypes about African Americans that had been exported abroad, but more significantly she represented something new and exciting, especially for those young people who came from marginalized communities in the countries she traveled. To really see her power in the world is to watch her engage ordinary people, especially young students, on those visits. See her at London’s Elizabeth Garrett Anderson School in 2009, a school with nine hundred refugee students, proclaiming them “the future leaders of Great Britain and this world.”

			In 2011 she delivered the keynote address for the Young African Women Leaders Forum in Soweto, South Africa. Here she spoke of a shared history of struggle against white supremacy and a shared sense of responsibility to build just futures—a responsibility that young people have to the past and to the generations that will follow:

			You can be the generation that brings opportunity and prosperity to forgotten corners of the world and banishes hunger from this continent forever.
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					June 22, 2011. Diane von Furstenberg for a visit to Soweto, South Africa.
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					May 25, 2011. Alexander McQueen top while in Oxford, United Kingdom.
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					March 7, 2015. Lafayette 148 for the fiftieth anniversary of “Bloody Sunday” march at Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma, Alabama.

				

			

			Because she stood before them as the embodiment of a kind of change that earlier generations fought for but did not live to see, she could insist they bring about a new day with greater opportunity and fewer challenges.

			Throughout her many world travels, Michelle Obama was significant not only as a style icon, or as a person of power and authority, but also as an aspirational figure, someone who invited her audience to join her in a project of making the world a better and more just place. At home and abroad, she was future-oriented—explaining that the world is ours to make, so let’s get to work.

			And work she did. As First Lady, she was constantly in motion—dancing, running, racing, interacting with children, gardening, laughing. She was dignity and grace while standing beside world leaders—tall, confident, controlled, ceremonial. When necessary, she was mournful, such as when she attended the funeral of Hadiya Pendleton, a Chicago teenager who’d been shot to death days after she performed with her high school band at inauguration events in Washington, one of many young people lost to senseless gun violence. Throughout her time in the East Wing, Mrs. Obama fully embodied her role—she was a multidimensional, real person even as she became more and more of an icon. What she said of Maya Angelou may have been said of her—that as she remained true to herself, to her story, much of the nation and the world grew to embrace her.

			At the end of her time as First Lady she took the stage at the 2016 Democratic National Convention. Confident, forthright, dressed in cobalt blue this time, she was representing the party and the nation. She was no longer asking for the privilege to serve or bearing witness to her husband’s fitness for a second term. Instead, she spoke the truth about the hatefulness they had faced, while holding on to a higher aspiration. In the now famous “When they go low, we go high” speech, she asked Americans to choose who will have the power to shape America’s children and asserted that of those people running, only Hillary Clinton could be trusted with that responsibility.

			In this speech, Michelle Obama uttered words that she would have dared not utter in that first speech. It is worth quoting here at length: “That is the story of this country…the story of generations of people who felt the lash of bondage, the shame of servitude, the sting of segregation, but who kept on striving and hoping and doing what needed to be done so that today, I wake up every morning in a house that was built by slaves, and I watch my daughters—two beautiful, intelligent, Black young women—playing with their dogs on the White House lawn. And because of Hillary Clinton, my daughters—and all our sons and daughters—now take for granted that a woman can be president of the United States.”

			She would not have spoken about the brutality of slavery in her earlier convention speeches, but here she takes that history and interpolates it into a national narrative for the political aspirations of the nation. She takes that strand of American history, that brutal strand, and braids it into a triumphant narrative of national progress and possibility. For many it is a narrative that does not appeal, a story whose trajectory is too much to bear, so they chose the opposite direction.

			The years the Obamas occupied the White House seem to have gone by in a swirl of activity, movement, and excitement. Glamour with access. Aspirational, on the move, on the go. Mrs. Obama’s fellow South Sider, the extraordinary poet Gwendolyn Brooks, tells us to “conduct your blooming in the noise and whip of the whirlwind.” For the eight years that she was First Lady of the United States, Michelle Obama, and we as a nation, did just that, we blossomed “in the noise and whip of the whirlwind.”
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					November 15, 2022. Ganni for The Light We Carry tour event in Washington, DC.
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			—

			The whirlwind is never ending and neither is the blossoming. In her post–White House life, Michelle Obama has continued to evolve, and in our appreciation of the process of her becoming, we are encouraged to pursue ours. Sometimes evolution requires a return to self; not a repetition, but a revisiting in order to move forward, to touch base with our core sense of self, to be reminded of what Toni Morrison called our source of self-regard. Michelle Obama first shared this evolution with us through her autobiography, aptly titled Becoming, and the unprecedented book tour that accompanied it. Her charisma is such that we sat by the thousands, gathered as if in a big national book club, and listened in as she, guided by her friends, gave us the sense that she was speaking directly to us, sharing her fears and hopes, her anger and disappointment, her successes and her failures, her insecurities and her growing confidence. And she did so in bold and thrilling fashion choices that ranged from the color purple to thigh-high golden boots. (This time she didn’t forgo sequins.) Her interlocutors dressed up too, and so did her audiences—not for a concert, but for a book discussion, a celebration of communal literacy.

			In this post–White House life she has not only made bold fashion choices, but also chosen to share her voice, unfettered by how it might impact a political campaign or if it might offend those whose sensibilities cannot bear the truth about our nation’s past. She has spoken honestly and forthrightly about her critiques of the direction the nation has taken away from the capacious, multiracial democracy that she tried to help forge, growing ever expansive in the freedoms bestowed upon individuals in spite of their race, class, sexuality, or gender. To grace, elegance, dignity, and humor, she has added righteous anger and a love for justice.
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