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To Rita, my partner in thought





A Bound Man

WHY WE ARE EXCITED ABOUT OBAMA

AND WHY HE CAN’T WIN







PART I

The Man











CHAPTER ONE

The High Possibility




The first thing I ever heard about Barack Obama was that he had a white mother and a black father. Interestingly, the person who informed me of this spoke only matter-of-factly, with no hint of the gossip’s wicked delight. Yet this piece of information was presented as vital, as one of those all-important facts about a person that, like the first cause of a complex truth, plays a role in everything that follows. Apparently, it is Barack Obama’s fate to have notice of his racial pedigree precede even the mention of his politics—as if the pedigree inevitably explains the politics. And I suspect that some people would feel a bit defrauded were they to hear his political ideas and only later learn that he was racially mixed.

Of course, I am rather sensitive to all this because I, too, was born to a white mother and a black father, though I did not fully absorb this fact, which would have been so obvious to the outside world, until I was old enough to notice the world’s fascination—if not obsession—with it. To this day it is all but impossible for me to actually stop and think of my parents as white and black or to think of myself, therefore, as half and half. This is the dumb mathematics of thinking by race—dumb because race is used here as a kind of bullying truth that pushes aside actual human experience. So I never know what people really want to know when they ask me what it is like to be—and here come the math words—“biracial” or “multiracial” or “multicultural.” The self as the answer to an addition problem.

But, as best as I can surmise, what people really want to know is what it is like to have no race to go home to at night. We commonly think of race as a kind of home, a place where they have to take you in; and it seems the very stuff of alienation to live without solid footing in such a home. If this alienation is not nearly as dramatic as the old “tragic mulatto” stories would suggest, it nevertheless does exist. How could it not in a society like America where race once meant the difference between slavery and freedom? Racist societies enforce the idea of race as home by making race an inescapable fate. So, still today, this fundamentally odd—even primitive—idea remains embedded in our democratic national culture, the legacy of our past. People who are the progeny of two races have a more ambiguous racial fate and, therefore, at least some feeling of homelessness. They stand just outside the reach of that automatic racial solidarity that those born of one race can take for granted.

So, people like Barack Obama and me are always under a degree of suspicion. The “one drop” rule formulated in the days of slavery—one drop of black blood makes you black—consigns us to the black race (happily so for me and, I would imagine, for Obama as well), but the fact of an immediate white parent differentiates us and interrupts solidarity with blacks. And all this is worsened by the fact that whites are historically the “oppressor” race. Thus, by the dumb logic of racial thinking, our very mother’s milk comes through a collaboration with the enemy. More literally, this “collaboration” may mean that we enjoy more exposure to the dominant culture, more advantages in a color-conscious society. Mistrust and even resentment from other blacks often ensues. And from whites come the sneers one commonly hears in reference to Obama—“he’s not even really black.”

Our vulnerability is that both blacks and whites can use our impossible racial authenticity against us. Both races can throw up our mixed background to challenge our authority to speak. And both races can squeeze us in a blueslike double bind where the absurdity is as comic as it is tragic: we dismiss you for not being authentically black, yet we will never accept you as authentically black. Ha ha. When people can call you inauthentic and undermine your moral authority, they have a degree of power in relation to you. And where they have power, you have vulnerability.

This would have to be an old and tiresome vulnerability in Barack Obama’s life (as it is in mine), and all the more so because he has chosen a public life. One senses that his first book, Dreams from My Father, was meant in part to diffuse some of this vulnerability. In it he does not merely “own up” to his interracial background as if to a past indiscretion; he candidly explores it. He practices that brave and aggressive self-disclosure that disarms by taking away the gossip’s ability to surprise. It is harder to deploy a man’s vulnerability against him when he publishes it in a book.

Still, I glimpsed some of the weariness he must feel at having this vulnerability regularly probed in a 60 Minutes interview that aired near the launching of his presidential campaign. It was the usual 60 Minutes setup, the camera in close enough for a dermatological exam. And there sat Obama, perfectly composed and seemingly ready for anything, the now famous ears framing his good looks in eternal boyishness. The correspondent, Steve Kroft, asked a series of predictable political questions and then, hunching forward a bit, entered the territory of identity. There was an allusion to the mixed-race background, and a question about how Obama saw himself. And here—probably because I knew so well what to look for—I saw the very faintest exasperation come into his eyes and then instantly vanish. Barack Obama has no doubt had a lifetime of rehearsals for this moment, and he must have had a hundred answers immediately at hand, all rehearsed to the point of glibness. Yet the answer he finally gave had real pathos precisely because it was so glib.

He was “rooted,” he said, in the African-American community, but he was also “more than that.” To be sure, this is the formulation of a man with a very complex identity trying, understandably, to make himself simpler and more recognizable to a society not used to pondering his like. Yet, this is also a formulation that reduces Obama’s identity to a banality. What could “rooted” or “more than that” mean? How would the two be simultaneously possible? And, for that matter, what could “African-American community” really mean? A culture? A politics? To become recognizable, he processes himself through the same dumb racial math—he is one thing plus something else—that has been the very source of his vulnerability. He collaborates with the same tired racial conventions that made him an odd man out to begin with.

And yet a great part of Obama’s appeal in broader America—especially his political appeal—can be chalked up to his complex identity. He is interesting for not fitting into old racial conventions. Not only does he stand in stark contrast to a black leadership with which Americans of all races have grown exhausted—the likes of Al Sharpton, Jesse Jackson, and Julian Bond—he embodies something that no other presidential candidate possibly can: the idealism that race is but a negligible human difference. Here is the radicalism, innate to his pedigree, that automatically casts him as the perfect antidote to America’s corrosive racial politics. After all, this is the radicalism by which Martin Luther King put Americans in touch—if only briefly—with their human universality. Barack Obama is the progeny of this idealism. And, as such, he is a living rebuke to both racism and racialism, to both segregation and identity politics—to any form of collective chauvinism. For all his misfittedness, he also embodies a great and noble human aspiration: to smother racial power in a democracy of individuals. To stand in the glow of so high an aspiration is to seem a bit enchanted or, at the very least, charismatic.

It doesn’t matter that he sometimes goes along with race-based policies, or that he made his own Faustian bargain with affirmative action (no college-bound black of his generation could avoid this self-compromise). No one is excited because Obama nods to identity politics; people are excited because he represents an idealism that opposes such politics. Any black who takes on the near-absolute visibility that goes with seeking such high office will function as both a man and a symbol, and sometimes the two will be at odds. So it is not surprising that Obama the man may vary a bit from Obama the symbol.

And, as a symbol, he raises several remarkable possibilities. Is America now the kind of society that can allow a black—of whatever pedigree—to become the most powerful human being on earth, the commander of the greatest military in history? Have our democratic principles at last moved us beyond even the tribalism of race? And will the black American identity, still so reflexively focused on victimization, be nullified if a black wins the presidency of this largely white nation?

The cultural and historical implications of Obama’s candidacy are clearly greater than its public policy implications. While Obama the man labors in the same political vineyard as his competitors, mapping out policy positions on everything from war to health care, his candidacy itself asks the American democracy to virtually complete itself, to achieve that almost perfect transparency where color is indeed no veil over character—where a black, like a white, can put himself forward as the individual he truly is. This is the aspirational significance of Obama’s campaign, the high possibility that it points to quite apart from its policy goals.









CHAPTER TWO

Plausibility




But whether or not Obama’s presidential campaign gains this high ground, it has already achieved historical significance. And this achievement is simply the plausibility of Barack Obama as a presidential candidate. It is conceivable that this black man could be voted into the presidency of the United States by a broad and multiracial swath of the American electorate, if not in this current election season, then in a subsequent one.

This possibility became plausible, despite America’s tortured racial history, for two reasons. The first is that white America, since the sixties, has undergone a moral evolution away from racism so transformative that there is now something like a desire in the body politic to see a truly qualified black person in the White House. Of course, this desire may be only ephemeral goodwill, as wistful as it is unexamined. It may be only a kind of fatalism, a desire to have over with some difficult inevitability. Nevertheless, there is now openness to a prospect that was inconceivable only a short time ago. If nothing else, Barack Obama’s sudden and broad popularity verifies the presence of this new openness for the first time. When you can credibly run for the presidency only two years out of the Illinois state legislature and, upon announcing your campaign, immediately surge past all but one competitor, then something in society is drawing you forward.

The second thing that makes Obama’s candidacy plausible is, of course, Obama himself. To begin with, he is blessed with remarkable political talent. It is no accident that the word “Kennedyesque” so often trails in his wake. He is tall, elegant as well as eloquent, and seemingly comfortable in his own skin. He orates movingly and writes with the narrative skill of a novelist. With so much natural facility, he could easily have nurtured a Clintonesque slickness. But Obama’s weaknesses stem from earnestness more than glibness. He hasn’t yet mastered the humorous or ironic quip, and he can sometimes be inadvertently elitist—rearing back and calling an enemy a Social Darwinist, as if to devastate him. His passions seem more of the head than of the heart, and, clearly, he would be a far more cerebral president than America is used to.

After announcing his own bid for the Democratic nomination last winter, Senator Joseph Biden made the innocuously racist comment that Obama was “articulate, bright, and clean.” This was racist because it celebrated Obama at the expense of other blacks who were presumably inarticulate, not bright, and unclean. Also, it showed surprise at high ability in a black. Senator Biden’s words, for all their unfortunate double entendre, represented a common response to Obama: that this young man is surprising because he is both black and apparently quite able. He seems to meet, and possibly exceed, the basic ability bar for people seeking such high office, white or black.

And in Obama’s case this bar is very specific. His abilities can never be seen to depend on the condescensions of white guilt. As a black, Obama must display enough natural talent to be immune to the stigma of affirmative action—the perception that he is a mediocrity lifted up by the lowered standards that so many American institutions have strewn in the path of college-bound and college-educated blacks for decades. Affirmative action has become a stigma of minority inferiority in American life. Even in highest officialdom, affirmative action is rationalized by viewing blacks as almost interminably weak—as a race that will need racial preferences for at least another quarter century (this according to Justice Sandra Day O’Connor in the 2003 University of Michigan affirmative action case). Obama must make sure to separate himself from this pitying stigma, from his race’s reputation for weakness, in order to achieve plausibility as a presidential candidate.

Still, he has clearly benefited from affirmative action. American universities impose this policy on black students with such totalitarian resolve that even blacks who don’t need the lowered standards come away stigmatized by them. What began to separate Obama from this stigma was his editorship of the Harvard Law Review. Here was something that required genuine merit. Here was a position that he had to gain through competition rather than through the suspension of competition. Obama’s fame began precisely with this achievement because it distinguished him from the general run of black students who carried the stigma (even if not true) of having been pulled forward by lowered standards. He was special because he was clearly more than an “affirmative action baby,” someone who could succeed without the ministrations of white guilt.

Obama is “fresh,” Senator Biden said by way of apology the day after his faux pas. And here again he was right. Blacks like Obama, who show merit where mediocrity is expected, enjoy a kind of reverse stigma, a slightly inflated reputation for “freshness” and excellence simply because they defy expectations. Add to this, in Obama’s case, a thoughtful and beautifully written first book (the contract for which came out of the excitement around his law review editorship), and the reputation becomes almost an aura.

The point is that Obama has separated himself from the deadly stigmas of black inferiority and white paternalism. He is seen as untainted by the former and in no need of the latter. This does not mean that people won’t consider his race in some way as they ponder his candidacy. It only means that they can consider his candidacy without feeling guilted, intimidated, or otherwise manipulated by his race. And this is what makes him the first plausible black presidential candidate in American history.





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/colophon.jpg





OEBPS/Images/crlogo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/MSRCover.jpg
A Bound Man

WHY WE ARE EXCITED ABOUT OBAMA
AND WHY HE CAN'T WIN

Shelby Steele

FREE PRESS

New York London Toronto  Sydney





