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prologue



ON A SEASONALLY CHILLY DAY IN JANUARY 1964, A YOUNG CHICAGOAN named Fraser Robinson started his first day working for the city’s water department. Robinson was twenty-eight years old, sturdy, athletic, bright, good-natured. The title of his job was “station laborer,” but in truth, the term was a bureaucratic euphemism for janitor. In his new position, Fraser Robinson was expected to sweep, mop, and scrub floors and walkways at the city’s water treatment plant; to polish fixtures, flush basins, empty garbage cans, pick up litter, load and unload trucks, clean up chemical spills. The only qualification for being hired, according to city records, was a “willingness to perform the job” and an ability to do strenuous labor. The salary was $479 a month, almost $6,000 a year. It was not exalted work. Then again, it was better than many of the alternatives. Government work was usually a guaranteed tenure and came with a vacation and a pension. And at a time when job discrimination was routine and unremarkable, a young African American with a high school education could do worse than land a city job flushing basins and driving forklifts.

The job came at an opportune moment. Three days after Fraser Robinson started work, on January 17, 1964, his wife, Marian, gave birth to their second child, a girl. Their son, Craig, had been born a year and a half earlier. The couple named their daughter Michelle LaVaughn. LaVaughn was the first name of Fraser’s mother. The Robinsons were a family who liked to name children after antecedents, a tradition that affirmed the importance of relationship and connection.

Fraser was perhaps the most common family name of all. Fraser Robinson was, formally, Fraser Robinson III. His father was Fraser Robinson II. His grandfather, a one-armed kiln laborer who died in 1936, had been Fraser Robinson Sr. That original Fraser had been born in Georgetown, South Carolina, in 1884, not quite a generation after the Civil War had ended and, with it, slavery. In the coastal community of Georgetown, most African American families were descended from slaves who labored on the plantations that for many years provided the country with most of its rice, and the planters with their prosperity. At one time, 85 percent of the population of Georgetown County was enslaved. When the twentieth century was still young, that first Fraser Robinson had married a woman named Rosa Ella Cohen. They had four children: Zenobia, Verdelle, Thomas, and Fraser II. Some members of the Robinson family would stay in Georgetown, and many live there still, but sometime before 1934, Fraser Robinson II packed up his things and, in the midst of the nation’s industrial transformation, joined the Great Migration northwest to Chicago. Fraser Robinson III, the newly minted city employee, had been born right here in Cook County, one of the nation’s legendary incubators of political talent. He became a participant in the county’s fabled political machine and a Midwesterner through and through.

The Great Migration was the vast exodus of American blacks out of Mississippi and Alabama and Georgia and the Carolinas, a massive stream of human movement that over fifty years would transform many Northern and Midwestern cities, Chicago among them, as seven million African Americans left their homes with the hope of reaching the post-agrarian promised land. The migration accelerated during World War I, when fewer Europeans were able to emigrate to an America of high-churning factories, creating a dearth of needed labor in steel mills, stockyards, railroads, and other industries. Before the war, many of these places had been unwilling to hire African Americans because their owners said that black men were unreliable and undisciplined. Now those same employers were eager to attract them. In Chicago, many jobs were located in or near the city’s South Side, the sprawling area bordered by Lake Michigan on the east and downtown Chicago—the Loop—on the north. South Side provided proximity to the mills, rail yards, slaughterhouses, and meatpacking plants. It also contained working-class and even upper-middle-class residential areas. Already, on the South Side, there were distinct and cohesive settlements of Irish Catholics, German Jews, Poles, Lithuanians, Czechs, and Slovaks.

As African Americans poured in, these newly displaced Southerners found themselves channeled into a strip of land south of downtown, discrete and apart from the white areas. As the black population grew, some whites would flee South Side entirely, moving to the northern part of the city. Others would remain, in sections that were carefully demarcated. Throughout Chicago, a rigid pattern of residential segregation was perpetuated that would last for a very long time, enforced by a conspiracy of politicians, mortgage lenders, residents, and real estate agents. Chicago would be rightly described, even into the 1960s, as one of the most segregated cities in America, a distinction the city worked hard to earn.

But for an African American, Chicago still offered more economic opportunities and personal autonomy than the South, which surely was why Fraser Robinson II decided to move there. There was more work to be had than in South Carolina, and that work paid better. Urged on by the influential black newspaper the Chicago Defender, African Americans had continued the migration to Chicago for decades, sometimes following jobs, sometimes following relatives, sometimes following both. For example, Fraser Robinson II’s sister, Verdelle, moved to Chicago because Fraser was there, according to her son, Capers Funnye Jr., who would grow up knowing his cousin Michelle Robinson. As she grew, Michelle would have family all over the city, from both her father’s side and that of her mother, the former Marian Shields.

Ultimately a half million African Americans would move from the South to Chicago, swelling the city’s black population from 2 to 37 percent in 2000. The South Side would be where the majority would settle, though an African American section would grow up on the west side as well, and those two populations would expand toward each other and meet, making an L that forms one of the country’s largest contiguous African American populations. Much of the world outside Chicago would assume the South Side was poor and black and criminal. In fact, the South Side has, for much of its history, been economically diverse and culturally vibrant. The South Side is home to the White Sox, to the prestigious University of Chicago, to Bridgeport, an Irish American neighborhood that was the residence of the late Richard J. Daley, mayor of Chicago and undisputed boss of the city from 1955 until his death in 1976. But as the African American population swelled, city fathers continued to do everything possible to keep black citizens packed into overcrowded schools and neighborhoods, at one point relocating the route of a new expressway, the Dan Ryan, in such a way that its asphalt and traffic temporarily kept black residents contained. Children were taught which sections were hospitable and which were not. It was an important thing to know. In 1919, a young black man swimming in Lake Michigan at a beach designated for African Americans had inadvertently drifted down until he was in waters off a white beach, and a race riot ensued in which nearly forty people, black and white, were killed.

Confined within their designated areas, Chicago’s African Americans nevertheless developed a rich and internationally influential urban culture. The South Side would give the world the blues of Muddy Waters, the fiction of Richard Wright, the poetry of Gwendolyn Brooks, the presidential ambition of Jesse Jackson, distinctive contributions from people who were discriminated against, but who out of that experience created music and art and literature and politics, as well as a sense of solidarity and cohesion. Within the South Side a community grew up called Bronzeville; in the 1940s people liked to say that any African American Chicagoan standing at the corner of Forty-seventh and South Park (later changed to Martin Luther King, Jr., Drive) would within six minutes see someone he or she knew.

Six months after Michelle LaVaughn Robinson was born, the 1964 Civil Rights Act was signed into law by President Lyndon Johnson, prohibiting discrimination in public accommodations and government housing. Thanks to that and to subsequent measures, new residential opportunities would open up for families like hers. Gradually. And not without turmoil. By the time Michelle was a little girl, Fraser and Marian Robinson were able to move into a neighborhood formerly open only to white families. Over a few years that neighborhood would transform, becoming almost 100 percent black as white families moved away. With that, they and their children would embark on yet another chapter of U.S. history and race relations, one defined by black advancement in jobs and housing, and white flight to the suburbs.

So that January day when she was born in Chicago, you could say that Michelle LaVaughn Robinson had already been through a lot. Her forebears had lived—and fashioned—a multigenerational story of mistreatment and endurance. They had made the journey through slavery and out of it, migrated into a new landscape that turned out to be a place of tarnished promise but one they would remake and come to call home. The day she was born, Michelle Robinson embodied the unique combination of discrimination and opportunity, hardship and overcoming, of being acted upon and acting, that would define much of black history in America. Of history in America, period.

Growing up, she would continue to live the nation’s evolution.

And, as an adult, she would help to shape it.

Hers: an American story. One—as she likes to point out—that has too rarely been told.

 

“JAN ASKED ME TO SHARE A BRIEF UPDATE WITH YOU TODAY ON HOW the Obama family is holding up,” says Michelle Obama, now forty-four, elegant and fit, speaking in a ballroom in the vast convention center that Mayor Daley built on Lake Michigan, a cavernous structure known as McCormick Place that rises beside expressways in a kind of no-man’s-land south of downtown. Today’s event is a women’s fund-raising lunch for Congresswoman Jan Schakowsky, a Democrat who represents much of the city’s North Side as well as some suburbs, including Evanston and Skokie. It is May 2008. Almost two thousand Chicagoans, most of them women, are here to support Schakowsky and to hear Michelle Obama speak. She starts out by filling in the crowd, Christmas-card style, on what’s been going on in her household. Because they don’t get to see her as much as they used to.

A graduate of Princeton University and Harvard Law School, Michelle Obama is now a lawyer, a mother, and a health-care executive. She is also the wife of U.S. Senator Barack Obama, who seemed to come out of nowhere to become the first African American with a real chance at the presidency. The women in this room are well groomed and affluent, multiracial, and some of them are part of Michelle Obama’s now rather glittering social circle. Many live in the city, where working women support and sustain one another as part of a longtime network. Some live in Hyde Park, the prosperous and well-integrated South Side neighborhood where Michelle and Barack Obama have lived since they were married in 1992, and where they and their two daughters, Sasha and Malia, have become familiar and well-loved fixtures. Barack Obama is sometimes seen, for example, at the annual pancake breakfast held each spring at the Hyde Park Neighborhood Club, standing behind the griddle, wearing a cook’s hat and making breakfast. The Obamas now live in a Georgian Revival mansion on a historic block at Fifty-first and Greenwood, where friends might drive by and spot Michelle out front, teaching one of her daughters to ride a bike. When they see her, they are likely to get out and hug her. If she says she hasn’t had a home-cooked meal in days, they might run home and make her one. “They’ve got my back,” she sometimes says about her tight group of friends and fellow parents. When parents at the University of Chicago Laboratory Schools are making assignments for potlucks, they know to make it easy on her by assigning the Obamas a ready-made contribution—but, still, a contribution—like “plates.”

Michelle has come a long way from her ancestors’ arduous journey to American shores, and even from her own upbringing in a semi-integrated Chicago. But she’s come a long way in another sense. At the start of her husband’s political career, Michelle was, she regularly points out, an ambivalent political partner. She once remarked that politics felt to her, sometimes, like “a waste of time.” Now she is one of her husband’s principal political surrogates. During speeches like this one, Michelle Obama talks feelingly and with authority about issues relating to women and children. She has said that “work-family balance” will be one of her signature issues if she becomes first lady: figuring out how to make things easier for working families, how to give them more parental leave, more sick days, time to attend a music recital or ballet performance. In every speech, she makes it clear that her husband’s political career has meant considerable sacrifice for her own family, and talks about how hard it is for her, personally, to find equilibrium. In one little-noticed admission to an interviewer, Michelle Obama estimated that over the past year, her husband had been home with free time for a paltry total of ten days. That means 355 days in which Barack Obama was not home with free time, and it was Michelle who had to get up and get the girls ready for school and get through the day, somehow, herself, and try to preserve some semblance of a career and a life. She is not a martyr who endures this kind of thing silently. Today, she tells an anecdote about how the four of them—Michelle, Barack, Sasha, and Malia—traveled together recently, and “at one point someone asked Malia, our older daughter, what she enjoyed most about the weekend, and she said, ‘Being with my dad.’

“And,” she says, “it nearly broke my heart.”

But she also talks about why she decided to give her husband the go-ahead to run. She feels that all children, not just hers, deserve “the resources they need to ensure a healthy future.” She talks about the challenges faced by single mothers; about the lack of health-care coverage, and inflation, and the cost of gas, and the plight of military families. By dwelling on these issues, she gives her husband credibility with mothers and all women, assuring them that Obama shares their commitment to a life where they can have more time with the people who love and need them. “I wake up every morning wondering how on earth I am going to pull off that next minor miracle to get through the day,” she often says.

She serves other critical political functions. Michelle’s most important role is explaining Barack Obama. She does this beautifully. It is her crucial task to humanize him, to make sense of him—to normalize him. “Who is Barack Obama the man, the father?” she said in Nashua, New Hampshire, during the primary campaign. “What is his character? What are his values?”

It is the traditional duty of the political wife, of course, to reinforce her husband’s virtues, channeling the audience’s admiration through what has become known as the Adoring Gaze. But Michelle Obama’s task is different, because Obama has such a complicated personal back-story. She often acknowledges to audiences that when she first heard about him, she assumed he would be strange. Born in Hawaii to an eighteen-year-old white woman from Kansas and an African exchange student in his early twenties who abandoned the family not long after Barack Obama’s birth, Obama was raised in Hawaii and Indonesia, sometimes by his mother, but often by his Midwestern maternal grandparents. He is a biracial man, technically, who identifies himself, as he writes in his memoir, Dreams from My Father, as “a black American” and “a black man with a funny name.” But when Michelle talks about him, he’s just a regular guy who likes to go out for dinner and a movie and then come home to his girls.

“If he cares half as much about this country as he does about his own children, we’re going to be just fine,” she told a crowd in Butte, Montana.

“He was raised in his grandmother’s home, and his grandmother is from Kansas, eating tuna with pickles in it” is how she put it to the Chicago Sun-Times. “The same conversations that we had around my kitchen table, we have at her house at Christmas. We are not that far apart.”

And of course, she also likes to bring him down to size. At the beginning of the campaign, Michelle talked freely about how her husband forgets to put the butter away, or secure the bread, how he sometimes doesn’t quite make the laundry hamper when he tosses his socks. “He’s a gifted man, but in the end, he’s just a man” is one of her other well-known lines. In 2005, after he won the U.S. Senate race, during which he was catapulted to celebrity after making the keynote speech at the 2004 Democratic convention, she accompanied him on his first walk through the U.S. Capitol. “Maybe one day, he will do something to warrant all this attention,” she told a reporter. She’s received criticism for sounding harsh, but defends herself by saying she wants people to have realistic expectations. “The only thing I’m telling people in Illinois is that ‘Barack is not our savior,’” she said during the 2004 Senate race. “I want to tell it to the whole country and I will if I get the opportunity.” It’s a message that, reasonably or not, demands of voters the kind of loyalty she has had to deploy as a spouse. “There are many of us who want to lay all of our wishes, fears, and hopes at the feet of this young man, but life doesn’t work that way and certainly politics doesn’t work that way,” she told the crowd. “You’ve got to be with him no matter what.”

Her message is subtle: If I, as tough and demanding as I am, can identify and put up with his flaws, so can you. And if I can recognize and respect his diplomatic skills, then so can you. Her brother, Craig, often talks about how picky Michelle was about her boyfriends, and how, when he met Barack, Craig assumed that he would quickly join the ranks of cast-off suitors. That she did not cast him off, Craig said, was due to the fact that “[he] was a smart guy who didn’t act like he was smarter than anybody else. That was the first thing. And he was tall and he knew how to manage my sister’s personality.” And that, Craig says, is a kind of qualification for president in and of itself: “All I can think about is him being in meetings with different kinds of egos and being able to bring them all together, including senators, including foreign officials, anybody. I don’t want to trivialize the presidency, but a lot of it has to do with being a people person, being a diplomat.”

Michelle is useful in other ways. When Barack was attacked as a cultural elitist, she was able to talk about her own working-class roots, which she does regularly. “[he] had four spoons,” she deadpanned to a dazzled Stephen Colbert during an appearance she made on his show; Colbert had jokingly asked her how many silver spoons there were in her South Side home. “And then my father got a raise at the plant, and we had five spoons.” She also enables Obama to talk about family values even as he has put such strains on his own household. More than once, in high-profile Father’s Day speeches, Barack Obama has exhorted young black men to take better care of their families, deploring what he describes as a culture in which too many father children and abandon them. And one of the reasons he can sound plausible on the subject is that, despite his own absences, the demands of her job and the pressures of public life, he and Michelle have kept their household stable and intact.

And she enhances his appeal to black audiences, because hers, not his, is the classical African American dream story. In a 2007 speech in South Carolina, she talked about “that veil of impossibility that keeps us down and keeps our children down—keeps us waiting and hoping for a turn that may never come. It’s the bitter legacy of racism and discrimination and oppression in this country. A legacy that hurts us all.”

What’s striking about Michelle Obama is how much adoration she inspires in a ballroom like this one in Chicago, and how controversial she has become in the world beyond. She is a woman whose friends, and they are many, love and passionately defend her, in part because she is herself such a loyal and committed friend to them. But there is some disparity between how she is viewed in her relatively private realm and how the public at large sees her. According to an Associated Press–Yahoo! poll released in July 2008, 30 percent of the public viewed her favorably, while 35 percent viewed her unfavorably. Both her negatives and her positives were higher than those of Cindy McCain, wife of John McCain, the Republican nominee. The poll found that she is much better known than Cindy McCain, which is no surprise, because she gets much more coverage. In June 2008, the Pew Research Center for the People and the Press published a report showing that Michelle Obama had received four times the media coverage of Cindy McCain. Michelle tends to be polarizing. The Pew report showed that Republicans dislike her more than Democrats dislike McCain, and that Democrats like her more than Republicans like McCain. In short, she inspires both strong enthusiasm and strong skepticism.

Certainly, hard-line right-wing opponents of Obama have singled Michelle out as a ready target. If politics were a military battle, you could say that she is seen by antagonists as the equivalent of Obama’s weak left flank. “The gift that keeps on giving,” one right-wing blogger called her. Early on, critics bored into her Princeton thesis, a paper she wrote, on assignment, in her very early twenties. The thesis explores race and identity on an Ivy League campus in the 1970s and 1980s and meditates on why campus culture seemed to drive black students to socialize with one another. It was attacked as a work of racial separatism—an oversimplification. In February 2008, she made the mistake of saying, “For the first time in my adult life, I am proud of my country because it feels like hope is finally making a comeback.” She has called America a “mean nation,” and one that is “guided by fear.”

Yet critics have pointed out that Michelle Obama is a living example of what America has to offer—a testament to its kindness, its boundless opportunity. They point out that she has graduated from not one but two Ivy League universities, has worked at a big corporate law firm, and went on to make hundreds of thousands of dollars a year helping the University of Chicago hospitals upgrade their relationship with the community. So what, exactly, has the country given her to be ashamed of? “America’s unhappiest millionaire,” one critic called her. “Mrs. Grievance,” said the conservative National Review.

Around the same time that the opponents were reaching full cry, Obama was obliged to break with Jeremiah Wright, the pastor who married Michelle and Barack and baptized their daughters, after Wright was shown in video clips saying “God damn America!” and conjecturing that the government deliberately spread HIV in the black community. Seeking to use both Wright and Michelle to impugn Obama’s patriotism, some critics speculated, without proof, that Obama belonged to Wright’s church because angry Michelle brought him there. Others said that it was sensible, no-nonsense Michelle who had had the strength of mind to say it was time to cut ties with Wright. In May 2008, a malevolent collection of attackers fanned a rumor, which had no evidence behind it, that there was some tape, somewhere, of Michelle Obama using the word whitey. Or maybe it was why’d he. Who knew? Who cared? Barack Obama was asked about it, and the tale was angrily refuted. Some of the media attacks have been grossly and unapologetically racist. Fox News referred to her, unbelievably, as “Obama’s Baby Mama,” a term for a casual girlfriend of easy virtue.

But the questions raised about her lack of appreciation for her own very American success have been legitimate. In speeches, she brings out example after example of people who are not doing well in America, rarely making reference to her own great history of both opportunity and achievement. It’s as if her own life is the American aberration. “The life that I am talking about that most people are living has gotten progressively worse since I was a little girl. And this is through Republican and Democratic administrations. It doesn’t matter who was in the White House,” she has said. “So if you want to pretend there was some point over the last couple of decades when your lives were easy, I wanna meet you!” But no one is arguing that moving up is easy, only that it is possible.

Today, for example, she tells one of her signature anecdotes about her own sense of having been discouraged: the story of a “ten-year-old girl in South Carolina” who singled her out on a street corner to point out that if Obama wins the presidency, it will “be historical.” When Michelle Obama asked the girl what that meant to her, the girl said, “It means I can imagine anything for myself,” and started to cry. Whenever she tells this story, Michelle projects a host of emotions onto the little ten-year-old girl, conjecturing that the girl knows what it feels like to “attend underfunded schools” and to be neglected and discouraged. “You know why I know what that little girl is feeling?” she asked a crowd in Rhode Island in early 2008. “Because she was me. See, because I am not supposed to be here.”

In her zeal to reach out to the middle class, she sometimes projects her own experience onto the lives of voters whose working-class circumstances don’t come close to matching hers. In April 2008, in Indiana, Michelle sympathized with Cheryl and Mike Fischer, who talked about layoffs pending at Amtrak, where he works as a machinist. The Fischers told her that if Mike’s job was cut, they had the option of moving to Chicago, but had rejected that option because they wanted to stay close to their families. Michelle answered that the same impulse kept her from moving to Washington when Barack was elected to the U.S. Senate. “A lot of people said you are going to move to Washington. I was like, ‘No.’ All my support is the support you build up over the years. It is my mom, girlfriends—you move away from everything.” In her mind, to move to the capital because her husband had just been elected to the U.S. Senate was akin to a laid-off machinist relocating to find work. In 2007, the Obamas brought in $4.2 million. Yet she complains to audiences about the price of ballet lessons and summer camps. She can sound haughty and put upon. She once said about her husband’s career: “Who in their right mind would want this? Barack could live an easier life, a criticism-free, wealthy life,” she has said. “Sometimes I’m like, ‘What’s wrong with you?’ that he didn’t do that.”

The Obama campaign has tried to manage her multilayered political personality by, among other things, setting up interviews with friendly magazines like Us Weekly and People, and television shows like The View and Access Hollywood. In those settings, she has shown off the quick sense of humor her girlfriends know well, and the justified confidence she has in her own beauty. (She gets a manicure and her hair done every Friday.) One commentator astutely pointed out that, in attempting to make her seem less outspoken and threatening, the campaign has endeavored to make Michelle Obama seem more girlie and conventionally feminine. “It’s fun to look pretty,” she told her admiring interlocutors on The View, a comment that’s indisputable, and a lot more anodyne than saying, “Politics is a waste of time.” In one sense, that appearance achieved its intended purpose: Thousands of American women scrambled to buy the leaf-print dress she wore on the show. A black-and-white dress, in case you were wondering. The Internet was all abuzz: Was Michelle Obama saying something about integration?

Throughout the campaign, Michelle Obama has claimed to be frustrated by the public misunderstanding of her. “I will walk anyone through my life,” she told the New York Times in June 2008, saying that anybody who talked to her for five minutes would see she was a person who would never say “whitey.” But voters have often been left on their own to piece together an understanding of who Michelle really is. That’s partly because, ever since she became controversial, the campaign has controlled even more tightly what she says and where she says it. In the summer of 2007, for example, when I was working on a Washington Post analysis of Barack Obama’s swift political rise, the campaign provided access to Michelle, who talked revealingly about her decision to give him the go-ahead to run for president and made some keen observations about the factors that propelled him to fame. I also interviewed her brother, Craig Robinson; Barack Obama himself; their friends; and members of his political team. In 2008, I approached the campaign about a book on Michelle, saying that Michelle is a compelling figure, a woman whose life story represents a key American narrative, and that, given her newcomer status to public life, the electorate has a real curiosity about her. This time, the campaign declined to provide access to her and discouraged those who know the Obamas from talking. Fortunately, enough of those who knew her were willing to be interviewed that it was possible to write what is, I hope, a full and satisfying portrait.

So, who is Michelle Obama? She is, in many ways, an old-fashioned person, a woman who longs for a traditional, intact family around the table and sees herself as a mother first and foremost. She has a quick and wicked sense of humor. Her favorite part of campaigning is reading to young children, which she does vividly and with gusto. But she is determined to play a major role in her husband’s campaign and has traveled incessantly as his senior adviser and stand-in since the early days of Iowa. Before agreeing to her husband’s presidential run, she insisted upon—and got—a series of meetings with his closest advisers, during which she sought assurance that the campaign was plausible and that it would be well run.

She is said, by those who know her, to be as smart as her husband. Some say she is smarter. Unlike her husband, who in his early twenties spent a great deal of time by himself, reading, she seems more of a doer, an extrovert, a list maker, not ruminative. She does not like to cook. She is almost heroically well organized.

She is a better boss than an employee; she likes to be in charge and does not like her time to be wasted. She is forceful and can be intimidating. Her husband says she is “a little meaner than I am.” Her brother says even family members are scared of her. He may or may not be joking. She is the person her husband trusts to be his radar about people; she is seen as more skeptical than he is. He calls her “the boss.” She is said to be an extremely loyal friend, and funny. She loves reruns of The Brady Bunch and The Dick Van Dyke Show.

She is indeed a proud product of the South Side, a working-class girl who has moved up in life in part because of her country’s post–World War II mobility and civil rights movement, but also thanks to her own initiative and intelligence. She retains a commitment to those in her community who have not done as well as she has. She is ambitious like her husband—more driven than many people realize. She was the one, for instance, who actively introduced him to much of Chicago’s black political royalty and business class when he was contemplating his run for the Illinois senate. While she has been ambitious on his behalf, she has not been shrunk by his ambition—and that may be partly because it has yielded so much so fast.

But in temperament, Michelle will always be the Cassandra to her husband’s Candide. That more pessimistic instinct is best understood in the context of the larger African American experience. Eugene Y. Lowe Jr., a historian of religion who is assistant to the president at Northwestern University, and who was dean of students at Princeton University when Michelle was an undergraduate there, calls to mind the classic double consciousness lodged in the black psyche, one articulated over a century ago by W. E. B. Du Bois in The Souls of Black Folk. “You know, there’s—in the black experience, there’s abundant reason to be angry, and also I think abundant reason to be hopeful,” he said.

Abundant reason to be angry, abundant reason to be hopeful. It’s an oversimplification, but it could be argued that, in their public rhetoric at least, Barack Obama represents the expression of hope and Michelle, sometimes, the expression of anger, or maybe just dismay, and that together the two of them make for a real and important dialogue about race and life in America. Have things gotten better, or have they not? Yes, and yes. This also explains why Michelle has drawn more of the attacks from people who don’t want to hear the anger or who think anger should be a thing of the past. Race is by no means the only way to understand or think about Michelle Obama, but still, it’s unavoidably true that Michelle, even more than her husband, is a product of the broader African American community and is inextricably tied to its narrative and its fate. Her public comments are characteristic of those who benefited from the social changes of the 1970s and 1980s but remain acutely aware that others did not.

“African Americans have far more of a collective shared perspective on the last twenty-five or thirty years than whites,” says Ronald Walters, a political scientist at the University of Maryland. By the last twenty-five years, he means the period after the civil rights movement, when changes were set in motion that would transform many lives, but which also saw a backlash against affirmative action as well as a vilification of the lower-income black community as pathological and responsible for its own problems. Walters is not convinced white Americans can ever understand the extent to which many black Americans feel themselves part of, responsible for, and beholden to their community.

“When the public policy dialogue issues out a number of subtexts which say in effect, these people are responsible—communities filled with drugs, don’t go to school, they are in fact responsible for the social disorganization and incarceration rates—that’s not something that simply is absorbed by a lower-income group. That’s a collective thing,” says Walters. “There is a group feeling in the black community that has always felt the sting of that inferiority as a collective sting, and victories as collective victories.”

So, Michelle Obama is many things: a woman of great accomplishment, certainly, she has gone beyond the twenty-one-year-old who wrote a Princeton thesis expressing apprehension at the realization that the future held, for her, further assimilation. She lives in a multiracial community; her mother-in-law was white, and so is a sister-in-law. But she remains a product of the community where she grew up and identifies deeply with it and with anybody whose life has been hard and full of obstacles. When people ask whether America is ready for a black president, that question in some ways is caught up in their reaction to Michelle. Barack Obama may be postracial, but Michelle Obama is not. There are those who think her presence in the White House would be more significant than his. Meg Hirshberg, an influential political donor in New Hampshire, remembers watching Obama perform in a debate and seeing him turn to greet Michelle. The image transfixed her.

“I really thought his election would do so much to restore people’s faith and belief in the U.S. around the world. And also our belief in ourselves,” she said. “I got a tingle down my spine to see them. The thought flashed through my mind: Can you imagine them being the president and first lady? Can you imagine? It knocked me out, as far as what we would be saying to ourselves and the world. He’s not a descendant of slaves, but she is.” By this, she meant that having Michelle Obama in the White House would transform our country’s image and self-image. Michelle herself often says she hopes she and Barack can present to the world a different image of African Americans.

“As we’ve all said in the black community, we don’t see all of who we are in the media,” she told Good Morning America. “We see snippets of our community and distortions of our community. So the world has this perspective that somehow Barack and Michelle Obama are different, that we’re unique. And we’re not. You just haven’t seen us before.”

It’s true that Michelle Obama’s experience was different from an earlier generation of African Americans who grew up in the 1940s and 1950s in the segregated South. But it is still a classic narrative, the one that came after that. More urban, more modern. Rather than being explicitly shut out or regularly and unapologetically discriminated against, during her lifetime Michelle Obama was granted admission to privileged quarters that only recently had become open and that were still uneasy about her presence, or, at best, unprepared. She has lived and worked in a series of transitional landscapes. One way to understand Michelle Obama is as a person who has lived much of her life on contested terrain.

Now, perhaps, more than ever.
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LIKE HER HUSBAND, WHOSE FIRST BOOK, DREAMS FROM MY FATHER, was an extended meditation on his father and the impact of his absence, Michelle Obama also inherited dreams from her father. Michelle was fortunate in that her own father was present for her when she was a child—in fact, the signal influence of her life. In virtually every speech, Michelle invokes the image of Fraser Robinson III, that Chicago city worker who labored every day in a job that was almost certainly not a match for his abilities, driven by his commitment to providing a stable and happy home for his family. A vigorous man who was crippled by multiple sclerosis, a progressive disease that set in when he was just in his thirties, Fraser through his congenial presence defined the home she grew up in. Michelle invariably describes herself as the product of Fraser’s unflinching work ethic, his deep commitment to family, his view that who you are is defined not only by how you behave in public, but what you do in the shadows, when nobody is watching.

Understand her father, and the community that he raised her in, she implies, and you will understand her.

“Deep down inside, I’m still that little girl who grew up on the South Side of Chicago,” she told an audience in New Hampshire in January 2008, in what is a characteristic remark. “Everything that I think about and do is shaped around the life that I lived in that little apartment in that bungalow that my father worked so hard to provide for us.” Invoking her father and the working-class community he represented, she shows audiences a different image of African American family life than they tend to get from the media; establishes herself as a middle American, not an elitist; and illustrates her view that American life used to be more congenial for families. In speeches, she often talks about how much more arduous family life has become, nostalgically recalling how it once was feasible for one middle-class parent to work and the other parent to stay home. The happiness of her own family is the source of her oft-expressed view that, nowadays, life for families has gotten harder.

In fact, the reality of her upbringing is more complex. While there were many pleasures in Michelle’s childhood—bikes could be left on sidewalks and moms could stay home and children could roam more freely than they do now—it’s also indisputable that the Chicago she grew up in was not entirely hospitable to citizens like Fraser Robinson and his aspirations to move his family forward. Her dad and her community may well explain her own grounded and hard-working nature, as well as her commitment to her children, but Chicago in the 1960s was almost certainly the source of her oft-expressed skepticism about politics. It was not only a racist and highly segregated city, but one with a complex and ambiguous political system, a system that Fraser Robinson participated in, either because he enjoyed politics or because it was one of the few paths open to an ambitious black man.

In fact, Barack Obama would himself get a primer in the old Chicago when he moved to the city in 1985 to work as a community organizer in the very neighborhoods with which Michelle was familiar. At that time, Barack knew little about the city and set out to learn it better by getting into his beat-up Honda and driving from the northernmost tip of Martin Luther King, Jr., Drive, a major thoroughfare that runs through the South Side, down to its southern end point. In so doing, he must have unknowingly passed the apartment where Michelle spent her toddler years. According to Marian Robinson’s voting registration, in the 1960s the Robinsons lived in an apartment on South Park, a street that would later be named after King, in one of the city’s traditionally black, working-class neighborhoods, the area where, for decades, black residents had been forcibly channeled.

Obama also got a primer on the political system that operated in the city under Richard J. Daley, a system in which a few African Americans were favored and thereby made complicit in the segregation and mistreatment of the rest. He received this lesson from a Hyde Park barber, “Smitty,” who explained why so many South Side establishments displayed a photo of Harold Washington, the city’s first African American mayor. “Before Harold, seemed like we’d always be second-class citizens,” Smitty told Obama as he was giving him a haircut. “Black people in the worst jobs. The worst housing. Police brutality rampant. But when the so-called black committeeman came around election time, we’d all line up and vote the straight Democratic ticket. Sell our soul for a Christmas turkey. White folks spitting in our faces, and we’d reward ’em with the vote.” The name for this, Smitty and another patron told the listening Barack, was “plantation politics.”

All of which Michelle’s father could surely have told him. In addition to his paid work, Fraser Robinson was a volunteer precinct captain for the Democratic Party, an essential member of the powerful political machine run by Daley, who, in addition to being mayor, was the chairman of the Cook County Democratic Central Committee, meaning he controlled both the government and the political party, and could use one to do the other’s bidding. Chicago is divided into fifty wards, and each ward has an alderman—an elected official who sits on the city council and passes laws—as well as two committeemen, one Democratic, one Republican, who run the party in that ward. Assisting the committeeman was the precinct captain, a locally powerful neighborhood leader whose job was to get people out to the polls on election day, and, ideally, make sure they voted the way Daley wanted them to.

By all accounts, being a precinct captain was a good job for a convivial person. Fraser Robinson was said by his neighbors to be a “joking man”—a characteristic he also bequeathed to his good-humored, swift-quipping daughter—and grassroots political work may well have been something he relished in his healthier and more mobile years: going out, distributing literature, knocking on doors, chatting with neighbors, visiting households for weddings and funerals. The precinct captain was someone people turned to when they needed services like snow removal or a dead tree cut down. In most cities, taxpayers can expect these services to be performed as a matter of course, but in Chicago, citizens often were obliged to ask, as a way of making them feel grateful and beholden. The precinct captain thereby enjoyed authority and status.

“The precinct captain kept constant contact with his voters” is how John Stroger, an African American who started out as a South Side precinct captain in the 1950s and later rose to become the first African American president of the Cook County Board of Commissioners, put it. “It was a ritual to see them all the time, be with them, commiserate with them when they had problems, and celebrate with them when things were going good.” In Daley’s Chicago, politics was local in part because it had to be. You stayed in your own neighborhood because it could be dangerous to venture out of it. “The whole life of the community revolved around the church and the political establishment,” Stroger said. The point of all this neighborly love was to create a sense of indebtedness, the better to get the voters to vote the way they were supposed to. People came to trust the precinct captain and would often follow his instructions when it came to candidates for local office. Folks might know whom they wanted to elect president, but when it came to the head of mosquito abatement, they would take their cue from the captain. “They vote for [the precinct captain] who is there with them on a daily basis, who is trying to help them with services that they rightfully deserve,” said James Taylor, an Arkansas native who started out in Chicago as a precinct captain and garbage collector and eventually became a powerful committeeman.

“I was there, I was talking to them about how much it would help me if they voted for our particular candidates…. They came out and they voted well…. I eventually became the best precinct captain in the ward.”

Voting “well,” that was the goal. Voting for the machine. Voting for Daley. But by working as a precinct captain, Robinson was participating in a larger political system that was, at best, a mixed blessing for blacks. The Chicago Michelle was born into was a city where the power structure conspired to keep its African American citizens bottled up—what Don Rose, a longtime Chicago political consultant and historian of city government, calls a “massive incremental conspiracy to keep [blacks] in their place.” Certainly, Chicago had been a segregated city before Daley took office, but he ensured that it stayed that way. “Containing the Negro was unspoken city policy” is how newspaper columnist Mike Royko put it in Boss, his exposé of the Daley years. During his tenure, segregation persisted in schools and neighborhoods. Mortgage lenders refused to lend money to blacks who had the temerity to want to purchase homes in white neighborhoods. Real estate agents did the same. The unspoken rule was that blacks could move no more than one block outside a traditionally black area. “Blacks could walk through a white neighborhood, but only if they looked like they were going to the nearest bus stop or a restaurant to wash dishes,” as Royko put it. “During the 1950s, most restaurants wouldn’t seat blacks, most hotels wouldn’t accommodate them, and the Loop was considered off limits.”

And prejudice did not die off with the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act. To the contrary: In the mid-1960s, Martin Luther King Jr. attempted to bring the civil rights movement north to Chicago, moving his family into a ghetto apartment in order to end slums, protest housing conditions for blacks, and open up the segregated housing system. On one of two marches into all-white neighborhoods, King was hit in the head with a brick thrown by one of the white demonstrators who lined the streets shouting racial epithets. The animosity in the city defeated him, leading him to declare, famously, that the only place he ever feared for his life was Chicago.
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