
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Michelle Obama

			Elizabeth Lightfoot

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			An imprint of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.

			4501 Forbes Blvd., Ste. 200

			Lanham, MD 20706

			www.rowman.com

			Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK

			Copyright © 2019 Elizabeth Lightfoot

			Previous Lyons Press paperback edition, 2009

			All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.

			British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information available

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Lightfoot, Elizabeth.

			Title: Michelle Obama / Elizabeth Lightfoot.

			Description: Revised edition. | Guilford, Connecticut : Lyons Press, an imprint of the Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, 2019. | Includes bibliographical references and index.

			Identifiers: LCCN 2018026932 (print) | LCCN 2018030938 (ebook) | ISBN 9781493041336 (e-book) | ISBN 9781493038831 (pbk. : alk. paper)

			Subjects: LCSH: Obama, Michelle, 1964– | Presidents’ spouses—United States—Biography. | Legislators’ spouses—United States—Biography. | African American women lawyers—Biography. | African American women—Biography. | African American lawyers—Biography. | Chicago (Ill.)—Biography.

			Classification: LCC E909.O24 (ebook) | LCC E909.O24 L54 2019 (print) | DDC 973.932092 [B]—dc23

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2018026932

			[image: ] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.

			Printed in the United States of America

		

	
		
			For Nick, Graeme, Isabel, Alastair, and Honor

			With love and hope

		

	
		
			Preface: How This Book Came to Be

			Still the First Lady of Hope (and Why, Ten Years On, the Title Still Fits)

			It’s hard to believe now, a full decade later, but in early 2008 relatively few Americans knew the name Michelle Obama. We knew about Barack Obama, her husband, the junior senator from Illinois who had been catapulted into the spotlight after delivering a stirring keynote address at the 2004 Democratic National Convention, because he now found himself one of two final contenders for the Democratic nomination for president of the United States. We knew the rough outline of his life story from his 2004 speech and his autobiographical books, Dreams from My Father and The Audacity of Hope, but we knew very little about the life story of his life partner. Who was Michelle LaVaughn Robinson Obama, the would-be First Lady?

			That was the question posed to me by Tom McCarthy, an editor from Lyons Press, when he contacted me in the late winter of 2008, as the primary race was heating up. The Connecticut publishing house was looking to publish books about the two potential First Ladies, Michelle Obama and Cindy McCain. (At that point, Hillary Clinton was very much still in the race for the Democratic nomination, but they figured no one really needed an introduction to her husband, Bill, the former president and would-be First Man or First Gentleman or whatever he would have been called, had his wife won.) Would I be interested in writing about Michelle?

			Of course I was. Michelle and Barack Obama stood to be the first African-American First Lady and president of the United States. Regardless of the end result, the 2008 presidential election would be historic. For this former newspaper and wire service reporter, what could be a better story to witness and recount? 

			Like most of the world at that stage, I knew very little about the would-be First Lady. I had caught my first glimpse of her only a few days earlier, when I happened to turn on the TV and saw an interview she did with Larry King. Like everyone else who was watching CNN that night, I saw an attractive, articulate woman who was clearly comfortable in front of the camera. She was measured and funny, engaging in easy banter with her host but not shying away from the big questions. She spoke eloquently, and a bit teasingly, about her husband, and she was clearly a committed and dedicated mom. In short, she seemed every bit as purposeful, thoughtful, well spoken, magnetic, and intriguing as her increasingly famous spouse. 

			The part of the interview that really spoke to me was when Larry King asked her about the issue of race in the 2008 election. While not denying that race was a factor, Michelle said what her husband was really doing was bringing people together, from all different backgrounds and all regions of the country. “I mean, you know, he’s touched on every element of this country—every race, every political party,” she said. “And I think . . . he is uniting people not around race, but around hope. And I say this race is just the rejuvenation of hope.”1

			Both her delivery and her message spoke to me, inspiring me to do a little digging. I discovered that Michelle Obama and I were the same age, that we had degrees from the same school, and that we grappled with some of the same issues: how to balance family and career, how to balance personal dreams with those of our loved ones, how to make a difference in the world while also attending to the mundane, never-ending, day-to-day responsibilities.

			An e-mail I received out of the blue piqued my interest further. Having signed up to receive information about the Obama campaign after seeing the would-be president speak at a rally several weeks earlier, I had turned on my computer in late February to discover an e-mail waiting in my inbox. “Elizabeth,” it read. “A friend sent me this video over the weekend. After nearly a year on the campaign trail, I’ve seen a lot of things that have touched me deeply, but I had to share this with you.” The writer shared a link to Yes We Can, the will.i.am video featuring a Barack Obama campaign speech set to music with an array of celebrity performers, from Scarlett Johansson to Kareem Abdul-Jabbar. The e-mail asked recipients to share the video with friends and family. It was signed, simply, “Michelle.”2

			The video, which of course went viral, underscored the poetic nature of the candidate’s words, to say nothing of the almost musical cadence of his oratory. And then there was the message itself. “It was a creed, written into the founding documents that declared the destiny of a nation, Yes We Can,” the video began. “It was whispered by slaves and abolitionists as they blazed a trail toward freedom through the darkest of nights. Yes we can.” It went on to talk about immigrants, workers who organized, women who won the right to vote, a president who “chose the moon as a frontier, and a King who took us to the mountaintop and pointed the way to the Promised Land.” It ended with a rousing call to say “Yes” to justice, equality, opportunity, and prosperity, with will.i.am and company, all the while, singing, “Yes we can.”3

			How could anyone not be moved? How could anyone not want to learn more about the e-mail’s author, the would-be First Lady? So, yes, I was excited about the book project, but before signing a contract I felt I needed to run the idea by my husband and four children, then ages nine, thirteen, fifteen, and sixteen. “What do you think? Should I—can I—do this?” I asked them. “Are you nuts?” they responded. “Yes you can!” (The fact that their words echoed the would-be president’s message was not lost on me.)

			And so with their blessing, I said Yes. For the next few months, as my children ate cereal, pasta, or peanut butter and jelly for every meal, I was ensconced in all things Michelle. My waking hours were spent scouring newspapers, magazines, websites, blogs, social media, and books; trolling TV news, radio talk shows, and YouTube; and reaching out to anyone and everyone who could tell me more about Michelle Obama. What was her childhood like? What was her profession? How did she and Barack make time for each other and for their daughters with everything else they had going on? What issues were most important to her? How was she likely to spend her time as First Lady? And what would it mean, for the Obamas, for our country, and for the world, to have the first African-American family take up residence in the White House? 

			There was a lot to sift through and then a lot to pull together into some sort of cohesive story. The interesting thing was, after I had compiled boxes and boxes of notes about everything from her favorite fashion designers to her senior thesis at Princeton, when I sat down to write, the words came pouring out. It was as though this story and I had been waiting to meet. 

			I met the deadline, pulling eleven chapters together and making revisions by early August so the manuscript could be ready for publication just after the election. And then, on the evening of November 4, 2008, I sat down in front of the television with my laptop, waiting for the returns to come in so I could write the final chapter, “Crossing the Finish Line.” 

			Around 11:00 p.m., it became clear that our country would have a beautiful, young, new First Family: Barack, Michelle, Malia, and Sasha Obama. I recorded my impressions, not without a few tears splashing down onto my keyboard as I watched our new president, his wife and children, and that remarkable, happy, hope-filled crowd in Chicago’s Grant Park. The next morning, while the rest of the world absorbed the news, I typed up my notes and sent the last chapter off to the publisher. I was done, or so I thought.

			Fast-forward ten years. In March 2018 an e-mail appeared in my inbox from Tom McCarthy, the editor who had contacted me all those years ago. A full decade after the first edition had come out, the publishing house was looking to reissue Michelle Obama: First Lady of Hope with a new preface and new chapters about the First Lady’s major initiatives while she was in the White House, her legacy, and what we might expect going forward. Would I be interested?

			Truth be told, I hesitated. My life has grown very busy, inspired, in part, by political events in our country and also, if I really think about it, by Michelle Obama’s example. In addition to my ongoing work at a school, where I tell stories about how education has changed lives, I have grown increasingly active supporting people and causes I care about, most of which have to do with expanding opportunities to those who are marginalized. I don’t have a lot of free time. 

			Beyond that, though, I had a more philosophical question. Who was I to tell Michelle Obama’s story? It was one thing to write an exploratory book back in 2008, when I was just one of millions of Americans who wanted to know more about our would-be First Lady; it was quite another now that we’d been living with her, watching her, learning from her, for nearly ten years. Our world had grown so complex in that time, too. The political divisions have grown so wide. How could I add anything to that conversation?

			And yet, maybe that was the point. We all need to be having these conversations in all of our communities. If I believe, as Michelle and Barack Obama so often said early in the campaign, that together we can work to build “a world as it should be,” then we all need to engage. Part of “taking your seat at the table,” another favorite phrase of Michelle Obama, is literally sitting down.

			And so, I decided to sit, re-immersing myself in our former First Lady, trying to figure out what she meant to us as a country. As I researched information for a new edition, I found myself inspired and uplifted once again by her example as a woman, wife, and mother; by her marriage, which, by all accounts and appearances, is a true partnership of equals, based on love and mutual respect; by the Obamas’ scandal-free decade in the world spotlight (no small thing, in the climate in which I write today). I am inspired and energized by her commitment to service and the public good and by her remarkable list of accomplishments during the White House years as her husband tackled the issues we heard more about: reviving a tanking economy, revamping health care, combatting terrorism, and trying to unwind wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. I marvel at her insistence that we do the right thing—that “when they go low, we go high”—and that she never seems to veer from that creed, no matter what is going on in the world around her. Most of all, I remain inspired by her unwavering belief that, in the end, working together, we can build a country that will be “worthy of our children’s promise.”

			It has been fascinating to watch the world respond to Michelle Obama, whose iconic voice and image are now known across the globe. She has been photographed—and shown to be equally comfortable—on international stages alongside world leaders, royalty, and pop stars and in everyday settings with everyday citizens. For me, two images convey her essence as First Lady. One, from 2009, is the view of the statuesque Michelle Obama standing alongside the diminutive Queen Elizabeth, each with an arm around the other. It was called a “breach of protocol” at the time, the two touching each other, but it also conveyed honest human connection, warmth, and affection. The other, which also has a “queen” theme, comes from the postpresidential life. About a year after the Obamas had left the White House, the president’s and First Lady’s official portraits were unveiled and hung at the Smithsonian’s National Portrait Gallery. A few days later, a two-year-old girl from Washington, DC, visited the gallery with her mother. Tiny, wearing a red and pink raincoat, Parker, the little girl, couldn’t take her eyes off Amy Sherald’s portrait of Mrs. Obama. She stood in front of the painting, her mouth agape, as her mom tried unsuccessfully to get her to turn her way and smile so she could capture a photo of her child, who is African-American, in front of the portrait of the first African-American First Lady. But Parker wouldn’t budge—she just kept staring at the former First Lady, whom she later described as “a queen.” Another visitor witnessed the scene, snapped a photo of Parker looking at Michelle, posted it, and of course it went viral, ultimately reaching Mrs. Obama herself. 

			Eventually Parker was invited to visit “the queen,” and a video of the tiny two-year-old dancing to “Shake It Off” with the former First Lady also went viral. Jessica Curry, Parker’s mother, wrote an op-ed, “Looking Up to Mrs. Obama,” for the New York Times about the original photo and what, for her, it symbolizes:

			It shows a little girl looking up and seeing a dynamic woman who, coincidentally, is brown just like her. Maybe color, gender, and race will be insignificant when Parker is an adult—we’ll just be individuals. This dream lives on and seems closer to realization in every generation. Regardless of whether you marvel at or dislike the Obamas, it’s hard to deny that they changed the fabric of American history, and thanks to them, children like my daughter can dream bigger than they ever imagined.4

			Curry’s words speak eloquently—and her daughter’s photo speaks metaphorically—to the recurrent themes expressed (and lived and breathed) by Michelle Obama before, during, and after her years in the White House. In her final speech as First Lady, she addressed a group of educators who had gathered at the White House to honor school counselors. With her eyes welling up and her voice cracking with emotion, she said to them, “Being your First Lady has been the greatest honor of my life. I hope I’ve made you proud.” 

			Then the woman who called herself the “mom-in-chief” turned her attention to her real focus all this time, the next generation. “For all the young people in this room, and those who are watching, know that this country belongs to you—to all of you, from every background and walk of life,” she said. “I want our young people to know that they matter. That they belong. 

			“So don’t be afraid. You hear me, young people? Don’t be afraid. Be focused. Be determined. Be hopeful. Be empowered. Empower yourselves with a good education. Then get out there, and use that education to build a country worthy of your boundless promise. Lead by example with hope. Never fear. And know that I will be with you, rooting for you and working to support you, for the rest of my life.”5

			After eight years in the White House and presumably for many years to come, Michelle Obama, the mom-in-chief, remains our First Lady of hope.

		

	
		
			Introduction: Michelle Obama

			Imagining Anything for Ourselves

			In February 2008, as the race for the Democratic presidential nomination heated up, Larry King interviewed would-be First Lady Michelle Obama on CNN’s Larry King Live. Michelle spoke about her husband, the unique attributes that she believed would make him the best president, and the issues that mattered to her as an American woman, working mother, and—potentially—the first black First Lady.

			“I think, wow, what an opportunity!” she said, responding to a question about what her husband’s election would mean for her personally. “What a platform I’ll have, potentially, to talk about a whole range of issues that affect the country. What a privilege it will be to have the opportunity to speak to peoples’ hearts, to be a part of moving this country in a different direction.”1

			Wearing a sleeveless black top that accentuated her toned arms, with a triple strand of pearls draped around her neck and a perfectly coiffed bob framing her youthful face, Michelle’s appearance that night and on several other occasions drew comparisons to another famously elegant—and young—First Lady, Jacqueline Kennedy. Michelle has appeared in the pages of Vogue and was placed by Vanity Fair on its International Best Dressed List. But it wasn’t her physical appearance that night that had people talking. Rather, it was Michelle’s intellect, verbal ability, and poise that left them breathless.

			“What a home run!” Paul Begala, a CNN political analyst and then Hillary Clinton supporter, pronounced after the interview. “Somebody needs to make a button that says ‘Vote for Michelle’s Husband.’ I support Hillary, but what a star! So poised.”2

			Jamal Simmons, a Democratic strategist and Obama supporter, was, unsurprisingly, equally enthusiastic. “I thought it was a great interview,” he told Larry King. “She would make a great First Lady.”3

			Perhaps the highest praise came from less expected quarters. Michael Medved, a radio talk show host and backer of Republican candidate John McCain, called Michelle “terrific,” even going so far as to say that she could be a “potential candidate herself years from now. I would love to see her debate Bill Clinton. How about a First Spouses’ debate?”4

			And former senator Tim Hutchinson, who was supporting Mike Huckabee (then still in the race), called Michelle a “tremendously impressive individual. Clearly when you hear her speak, not only is she articulate, you can imagine her in the White House.”5

			Comments posted online by viewers after the show aired were similarly enthusiastic. “I think that if Michelle would run for president in eight years after Barack finishes his two terms she would have a better chance in winning then [sic] Hillary does now,” one viewer wrote.6 Another said, “She will make a great First Lady. She is confident & strong. I truly do hope Barack wins because I don’t believe Hillary’s husband Bill will can [sic] ever be a first man!”7

			It is hard to remember such widespread praise ever being heaped upon another would-be First Spouse, but the fact that the Obamas would be the first black couple to inhabit the White House makes their ascendancy—and the accompanying rhetoric—historic.

			Likewise, the fact that Michelle was being touted, even if lightheartedly, as a potential presidential candidate herself when her husband’s time is up—the second Hillary Clinton, as it were—says something about how far the United States has come, at least in the perception of who can or should fill the country’s highest office. (Months later, she would elicit a similar response after her powerful speech at the Democratic National Convention.) The call for President Michelle Obama would resurface—loudly—in 2016 after the unexpected election of Donald J. Trump. (See chapter 14, “Michelle Obama’s Legacy,” for more detail.) But a mere week after the triumphant February 11 Larry King interview, the inevitable happened: The bloom came off the rose. At two rallies in Wisconsin before that state’s primary, the Princeton- and Harvard Law School–educated Michelle Obama made her now-famous “For the first time in my adult lifetime, I am really proud of my country” statements. (What she actually said at one of the rallies was, “For the first time in my adult life, I am proud of my country, because it feels like hope is finally making a comeback.” What she actually meant, according to the Obama campaign, was that she was proud to see so many people engaged in the voting process.)

			Michelle also drew criticism for another comment she made in Wisconsin: “Life for regular folks has gotten worse over the course of my lifetime, through Republican and Democratic administrations.” Although it’s likely no one would have questioned the statements had she made them a few months later, after the economy took its terrifying nosedive, at the time people felt the words made her look bitter and ungrateful.

			Opponents pounced. Almost instantaneously, Cindy McCain, wife of Republican nominee John McCain, met with reporters, pronouncing, “I have and always will be proud of my country.” Conservative columnist Michelle Malkin called Michelle Obama her husband’s “Bitter Half,” while the conservative National Review ran an article about “Mrs. Grievance,” accompanied by an image of Michelle with an “angry scowl” on her face.

			People began to wonder where Michelle’s statements came from. The woman who had seemed so poised—so Camelot-like—in the Larry King interview had another side. Were her comments born of the same sentiment she had expressed in the thesis she wrote in 1985 during her senior year at Princeton? In “Princeton-Educated Blacks and the Black Community,” the sociology major wrote that her experiences at Princeton “have made me far more aware of my ‘blackness’ than ever before. I have found that at Princeton no matter how liberal and open-minded some of my White professors and classmates try to be towards me, I sometimes feel like a visitor on campus; as if I really don’t belong. Regardless of the circumstances under which I interact with Whites at Princeton, it often seems as if, to them, I will always be Black first and a student second.”8

			After she made her “For the first time I am proud” statement, the questions became: Does Michelle Obama still feel she doesn’t belong? And is she ungrateful for the opportunities she was given?

			The issue was further compounded a few weeks later when controversial sermons by the Obamas’ then pastor, the Reverend Jeremiah Wright, were made public, leading Barack Obama to deliver his “More Perfect Union” speech about race, inequality, and racial tensions in America. When the would-be president explained that he could no sooner divorce himself from the man who officiated at his wedding and baptized his daughters than he could from his beloved white grandmother who had, herself, made race-based comments that made him “cringe,” Barack Obama was lauded as perhaps the one person capable of leading Americans across the racial divide.

			Of course, in the end it wasn’t that simple. Reverend Wright continued to make outrageous statements, fulminating publicly against the government and suggesting that it may have helped create the AIDS epidemic. When he brought his claims to the National Press Club in April, the Obamas decided enough was enough. They made the difficult decision to leave Trinity United Church of Christ, the church they had attended and supported financially for years. “Our relations with Trinity have been strained by the divisive statements of Reverend Wright, which strictly conflict with our own views,” the Obamas wrote in a jointly signed letter to current Trinity pastor Reverend Otis Moss. “These controversies have served as an unfortunate distraction for other Trinity members who seek to worship in peace, and have placed you in an untenable position.”9

			The Obamas’ move was met with satisfaction from many quarters, but all was not necessarily forgiven. And for whatever reason, Michelle seemed to receive much of the blame. In a piece he wrote for the online magazine Slate, journalist and author Christopher Hitchens seemed to suggest that Michelle was the reason her husband had stood by Reverend Wright, whom Hitchens called “a conceited old fanatic,” a “crackpot mentor,” and a “moral idiot” who has done “incredible damage” to the Obama campaign. Indeed, he titled his piece “Are We Getting Two for One? Is Michelle Obama Responsible for the Jeremiah Wright Fiasco?”10

			In May—as the seemingly endless race for the Democratic nomination appeared to be winding down, with Barack Obama the presumptive nominee—he famously told his opponents to “Lay off my wife.” Obama’s directive was sparked by a video being disseminated over the Internet by the Tennessee Republican Party during that state’s primary. In the clip, footage of Michelle making her “first time in my life/proud of America” statement was interspersed with images of various Tennesseans talking about how proud they are and always have been of their country.11

			In mid-June, with the Democratic nomination finally sealed in Obama’s favor, the campaign made the decision to address rumors that had been circulating over the Internet head-on. Launching FightTheSmears.com, the campaign took on a slew of wild stories and innuendos, including a particularly pernicious one about Michelle. Spread via e-mail and then through blogs and commentaries, there was word that a videotape existed of Michelle railing against “whitey.” The tape never surfaced, and FightTheSmears.com flatly denied its existence or that she had ever uttered the word.

			The Obama campaign also announced in June that they were building a team around Michelle to help respond to any additional attacks presented by opponents, and the founders of the blog WhatAboutOurDaughters.com founded a separate website, MichelleObamaWatch.com. According to Salon.com, MichelleObamaWatch.com was set up to “track the most egregious examples of racism, sexism, and general WTF.”12

			In addition to a forceful show of support from her husband, his campaign, and WhatAboutOurDaughters.com, Michelle also garnered support from some unlikely quarters. During an interview with ABC News in Slovenia, where she was traveling with her husband, First Lady Laura Bush seemed to come to Michelle’s defense, suggesting that Michelle probably didn’t mean to say that she was proud of her country for the “first time” when she made her statements in Wisconsin. A seasoned First Lady, Laura Bush cautioned that someone in her position probably needs to “be really careful what you say,” because everything is scrutinized and ultimately often “misconstrued.”13

			Obama’s Republican opponent, John McCain, also seemed to warn the public to lay off the potential First Spouses. The day after FightTheSmears.com was launched, McCain said in an interview with CNN’s Dana Bash that he thought that a candidate’s wife “should be treated with respect, and if there’s any disrespectful conduct on the part of anyone, those people should be rejected.” McCain went on to say that he has “the greatest respect for both Senator and Michelle Obama,” adding that he has never met Michelle but that “she’s a talented and very effective person. And I admire both of them.”14

			Meanwhile, a slew of opinion columns and blog posts began to appear on behalf of Michelle and the Obama campaign, many of them decrying the “shameful sliming of Michelle Obama,” as an opinion piece by Roland S. Martin was titled. “In case anyone has forgotten, when voters go to the polls in November, they will be voting for either Sen. John McCain or Sen. Barack Obama. Cindy McCain won’t be on the ballot, and no one will be voting on the policies of Michelle Obama,” Martin wrote.15

			Whether the press and the public would, as Michelle’s husband had requested, “lay off” the potential First Spouses remained to be seen. And whether they even should do so was another matter to be debated. Are spouses fair game, particularly when they are out there publicly stumping on behalf of the candidate to whom they are married? Does it perhaps say something about the candidate’s judgment that he or she chose to marry a particular person? And should it matter that that person is most likely a very close confidante, the probable recipient and deliverer of pillow talk, at the very least?

			Regardless of how America chose to answer those questions in this and future campaigns, what had begun to seem clear by the start of the summer of 2008 was that while much of the country appeared ready to accept Obama as the designated Democratic presidential candidate, there was another segment that was equally reluctant. And whether it was prompted by the pride comment or news about her Princeton thesis or rumors about any alleged videotapes or simply by the fact that she is the kind of smart, outspoken, accomplished woman who makes some people uncomfortable, Michelle seemed to be a focal point of much of that reluctance.

			As the campaign wore on, Michelle did seem to rein in some of that characteristic candor, and her masterful speech at the Democratic Convention seemed to help erase some—though perhaps not all—of the earlier criticisms. Even right up to the election, you could still find articles, editorials, and blogs speaking about the “bitter” and “angry” Michelle Obama. 

			So what about Michelle? Given her own statements in her college thesis, would she always “feel like a visitor”? Even as a resident of the White House, would she feel as if she “doesn’t really belong”? Could she fully embrace her role as First Lady, or was she still a black woman first? Would she be able to demonstrate that she is truly proud of her country?

			And what about her country? Was America ready to embrace its first black First Couple? And what would it all mean, both inside the United States and beyond the country’s borders, to have this first African-American First Family living in the White House?

			Beyond the US borders the answer seemed relatively clear. In the days after Obama secured the Democratic nomination, media outlets the world over welcomed the news, recognizing the historic nature of his nomination.

			“Obama . . . has rekindled America’s faith in its prodigious powers of reinvention—and the world’s admiration for America,” a Times of London editorial said. “It has been a bruising journey. . . . But today at least the tide of history seems to be with him. Win or lose in November, he will have gone farther than anyone in history to bury the toxic enmity that fueled America’s Civil War and has haunted it ever since. . . . This moment’s significance is its resounding proof of the truism about America as a land of opportunity; Obama’s opportunity to graduate from Harvard and take Washington by storm; the opportunity that the world’s most responsive democratic system gives its voters to be inspired by an unknown; the opportunity that outsiders now have to reassess the superpower that too many of them love to hate.”16

			In Haaretz from Israel, Schmuel Rosner wrote, “Now is the time to take in Obama’s astounding political victory, if one can still feel awe for anything in this day and age. Against all the odds, the campaign broke down the boundaries of bias and race, and brought out voters to cast their ballots.”17

			From Kenya, Barack Obama’s father’s homeland, Alphayo Otiento wrote in the Daily Nation, “A core element of that Obama message has always been hope and inspiration. This is the one political message that simultaneously persuades swing voters and motivates mobilizable voters who rarely go to the polls. . . . Now it will be up to every Democrat, every progressive, to take advantage of this historical opportunity to make Obama the American president who leads the world into a new progressive era of unprecedented possibilities.”18

			The widespread adoration Obama received during his summer 2008 trip to Europe and two war zones only cemented that impression abroad. Indeed, Frank Rich even wrote a column in the New York Times about Obama’s overseas trip which bore the headline, “How Obama Became Acting President.”19

			What it all means for the United States we may not know for some time, but Michelle’s life story might provide one answer. We know that Michelle LaVaughn Robinson Obama grew up in a working-class, largely African-American Chicago neighborhood, where her family of four lived in a rented one-bedroom apartment. We know that, supported by her hard-working parents, Marian and Fraser Robinson, she excelled in school and skipped second grade. We know that she was a gifted athlete but that she shied away from competitive sports because, according to her brother, Craig, she hated to lose.

			We know that she followed Craig, who would become the head basketball coach at Oregon State University and later work for the New York Knicks, to Princeton, and that she then went on to Harvard Law School. We know that she left a high-paying job at a top-flight Chicago law firm (where she met her future husband) to go into public service, and that when Barack became a US senator she declined to move to Washington with him, opting to remain in Chicago where her job was and where their young daughters were settled comfortably—her husband could fly home on weekends to see the family. Not insignificantly, she would also remain near her by then widowed mother, who watched the girls when Michelle was working or on the campaign trail. (Unlike many other working political couples, the Obamas employed a housekeeper but not a nanny, preferring to have friends and family look after their children when they couldn’t themselves. During the campaign, she often said one of her husband’s priorities was to “make sure that women and families have the kind of back-up system that we have to sustain ourselves.”)20

			We know that as a wife and mother Michelle can be a tough taskmaster. In the lead-up to the election, she told us that Barack’s to-do list includes making the bed and taking out the garbage when he is at home, and that he must join his family for important occasions, such as parent-teacher conferences, birthdays, and holidays. Likewise, her daughters are expected to help out with household chores. We know that, for her, family comes first, and that she seriously weighed her husband’s plan to run for president and the impact it would have on their family life before giving it her stamp of approval. (Apparently Michelle struck a hard bargain: She would wholeheartedly support her husband’s candidacy, including helping out on the campaign trail, provided he would give up smoking.)21

			We know that Michelle is smart, attractive, and well educated. We know that she can appeal to people across the political spectrum—as she did when she appeared on Larry King Live—but that she needs to watch her tongue, something that is not always easy for a quick-witted, articulate lawyer who is accustomed to speaking her mind.

			We also know that on January 20, 2009, when Barack Hussein Obama was sworn in as the forty-fourth president of the United States with Michelle LaVaughn Robinson Obama at his side, it was an epic moment in the United States’ history. The country would see its first black president and its first black First Lady, marking a major milestone in the struggle for racial equality. 

			The history books have yet to be fully written, but a story Michelle Obama told on the campaign trail about a young girl in a South Carolina beauty parlor during the campaign just might provide the best explanation about what it all really means, both for her personally and for the entire country. The ten-year-old girl told Michelle that if her husband is elected president, “it means I can imagine anything for myself.”

			Michelle has said that that story mirrors her own. “She could have been me, because the truth is, I’m not supposed to be . . . standing here,” she said. “I’m a statistical oddity. Black girl, brought up on the South Side of Chicago. Was I supposed to go to Princeton? . . . They said maybe Harvard Law was too much for me to reach for. But I went. I did fine. And I’m certainly not supposed to be standing here.”22

			But there she was, against all odds. In the end, Michelle Obama, First Lady, is a quintessentially American story. Indeed, taken in its broadest context, the mere existence of a President and Mrs. Obama, the forty-fourth president and First Lady of the United States, means that the ten-year-old girl in the beauty shop just may speak for all of us. The Obama story is a promise: As Americans, any of us can imagine anything for ourselves.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Taking Her Seat at the Table

			Michelle Obama’s Formative Years

			During the all-important Pennsylvania Democratic primary in April 2008, Michelle Obama was a guest on Comedy Central’s The Colbert Report. Her appearance came just days after the so-called Bittergate incident, which, in case it needs repeating, refers to Barack Obama’s comment that he understood how economic circumstances in rural America—and the government’s failure to respond—may have made some Americans bitter, leading them to cling to guns, religion, and antipathy toward those who are different.

			His remarks, which were made at a private San Francisco fund-raiser, were met with accusations of elitism, and they almost certainly cost him critical votes from working-class Pennsylvanians, delivering the Obama campaign a major defeat in that key state, though not quite the double-digit margin that the Clinton regime had predicted. From then on in the race for the Democratic nomination, white working-class voters remained a major chink in Obama’s armor. (At least until he invited Sen. Joe Biden of Delaware to join the ticket as his running mate and until, a few short weeks before the election, the economy went into a tailspin and Obama suddenly looked like the better candidate to handle the economic crisis.)

			Stephen Colbert, broadcasting his show that week from Philadelphia, jumped right into the swirling Bittergate controversy. “Everybody knows you and your husband are elitists,” he said as Michelle, wearing an elegant bright-blue, sleeveless cocktail dress and looking every bit the long-limbed, high-society “It Girl” she had recently been dubbed by Vogue, settled in for her interview. “Tell me about your elite upbringing on the South Side of Chicago. How many silver spoons in your mouth?”1

			Without skipping a beat, Michelle responded, “We had four spoons. And then my father got a raise at the plant and we had five spoons.”

			“That sounds posh,” Colbert said.2

			While the exchange reveals much about Michelle’s wit, quickness on her feet, and willingness to crack a spontaneous joke, it also says something about who she was at birth and who she later became. And if there is anything posh about the story, like the apocryphal fifth silver spoon to her parents, it only came about through hard work, determination, and undying support from her family.

			Although it’s a good bet that Marian and Fraser Robinson had more than four spoons in their silverware drawer when their daughter Michelle LaVaughn Robinson was born on January 17, 1964, things certainly weren’t cushy for the family of four in their one-bedroom apartment on the city’s South Side.

			Fraser Robinson worked the swing shift in the boiler room at the city’s water purification plant, while Marian stayed home to take care of Michelle and her brother, Craig, sixteen months Michelle’s senior. Michelle’s father went off to work uncomplainingly each day, even after he was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis at the age of thirty, and though his health began a steady decline, he would send not just one but two children to college. And not to just any college—to Princeton, among the most difficult schools to gain admission to in the country, if not the world. Michelle’s mother returned to work when her daughter was grown, leaving her latest job at a bank so she could be with her granddaughters, Malia and Natasha, nicknamed Sasha, whenever their mother can’t.

			“I was raised in a working-class family on the South Side of Chicago,” Michelle told an audience at the University of South Carolina in January 2008. “My mother came home and took care of us through high school, my father was a city shift worker who took care of us all his life. The only amazing thing about my life is that a man like my father could raise a family of four on a single city worker’s salary.”3

			Michelle’s childhood was shaped by the realities of growing up African-American in one of the country’s largest cities and in a section of the city that boasts one of the largest—if not the largest—single groupings of African Americans in the entire country.4 The Chicago Michelle was born into was a relatively segregated city, a place where black workers still had fewer career opportunities. In The Audacity of Hope, Obama writes about how black parents had to put in extra effort to make up for their lower incomes, the more violent neighborhoods they tended to live in, and the limited resources for their children.5

			All families have stories about what life was like for their forebears. In the Robinson household, one of the oft-told tales was about Michelle’s grandfather. A carpenter by trade, her maternal grandfather was not allowed to join the union because of the color of his skin. As a result, he was denied access to the city’s top construction jobs.6

			During Michelle’s childhood, the world her parents knew would slowly begin to change. The civil rights movement of the ’60s would usher in the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 as well as prominent African-American leaders such as Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X. 

			In the Robinsons’ own city, a place long dominated by white politicians by the name of Daley, another family would rise to prominence. Like Michelle’s, this family was African-American, and its nominal leader—the Reverend Jesse Jackson—would be the first black man to run for president.

			In fact, Michelle grew up alongside the Jacksons. Jesse Jackson’s daughter, Santita, was one of her closest friends in high school. A professional singer, Santita sang at the Obamas’ wedding, and she is the godmother of the Obamas’ oldest daughter, Malia. Jesse Jackson Jr. was the national cochair of Obama’s campaign. Jesse Jackson Sr. had his moment in the spotlight during the 2008 presidential campaign—more on that later.

			Still, during Michelle’s childhood, the South Side was a largely black, urban environment with its own set of urban problems, and it was in that environment that the Robinsons taught their children to work hard, reach high, and never give up.

			“When you grow up as a black kid in a white world, so many times people are telling you, sometimes not maliciously, sometimes maliciously, you’re not good enough,” Craig Robinson, at the time head basketball coach at Oregon State, told the Washington Post. “To have a family, which we did, who constantly reminded you how smart you were, how good you were, how pleasant it was to be around you, how successful you could be, it’s hard to combat. Our parents gave us a little head start by making us feel confident.”7

			The family digs were modest at best. While she was growing up, Michelle, her parents, and brother rented a one-bedroom apartment in a classic brick bungalow belonging to Michelle’s great aunt, who lived downstairs. While her parents enjoyed the sole bedroom, the living room was partitioned with wood paneling into three spaces to accommodate one bedroom for Craig, another for Michelle, and a third space for studying. Marian, now a widow, continued to live in the same apartment, behind a burglar-proof wrought-iron door until she moved into the White House with her daughter, son-in-law, and grandchildren after the election.8

			“If I had to describe it to a real estate agent, it would be 1BR, 1BA,” Craig told the Washington Post. “If you said it was 1,100 square feet, I’d call you a liar.”9

			Given those dimensions, it’s not hard to imagine how cramped things must have been for this growing family of four (particularly when you take into account how large some of them grew: at five feet, eleven inches, Michelle is one very tall woman; Craig, the former basketball star turned investment banker turned basketball coach, is six feet, six inches). And yet, the layout of the modest apartment speaks volumes about this particular family’s values.

			By sacrificing their living room—the quintessential entertainment and relaxation space for many an American household—the Robinsons were able to give each of their two children a small space to call their own. The fact that they also carved out a room specially designated for studying shows how much emphasis they placed on education. Indeed, unlike many other children growing up in the ’60s and ’70s, Michelle and Craig were allowed to watch only one hour of television per night. Rather than waste their time on such trivial pursuits, they were expected to engage in mind- and body-stretching activities such as reading and playing chess and participating in sports.10

			(The Obamas chose to follow a similar routine with their children, limiting the amount of television the girls watch and encouraging things like games and physical activities. This is a subject both Obamas brought up during the campaign—the notion of parental responsibility.)

			Although neither Marian nor Fraser attended college themselves, they were both keenly aware of the value of a good education. Under their tutelage, both Michelle and Craig would learn to read by the age of four, and both children later skipped second grade. Interestingly, Marian and Fraser also each skipped a grade, so the Robinson children’s academic successes must have had as much to do with natural intelligence as with a strong work ethic and fierce parental support.11

			Despite all of this emphasis on education, even more important than learning to read and write was knowing how to think and ask questions, Marian told the New Yorker. “We told them, ‘Make sure you respect your teachers, but don’t hesitate to question them,’” she said. “‘Don’t even allow us to just say anything to you. Ask us why.’”12 Those same values can be seen today in the frank and honest discourse Michelle exhibits whenever she speaks. Never the silent Stepford wife–type of political spouse, Michelle always seems ready to speak her mind, as, in fact, do her children.

			While in many ways Michelle was a typical young girl, reportedly enjoying playing with Barbies and her Easy-Bake Oven, there were early signs that she was unique, and not just because of her academic abilities. Michelle’s great-aunt was her piano teacher, and Michelle was a relentless music student. “She would practice piano for so long you’d have to tell her to stop,” Marian said.13

			She brought the same intensity to other pursuits, and though she was a gifted athlete, Craig says she eventually shied away from competitive sports because she always wanted to win.

			“My sister is a poor sport—she didn’t like to lose,” Craig told the Chicago Sun-Times,14 recalling how he used to let her win at Monopoly just often enough so she wouldn’t stop playing with him altogether. But Craig is also the first to admit that that spirit of competition does have its upside. Michelle “really does hate to lose, and that’s why she’s been so successful,” Craig said.15

			Michelle also apparently had a bit of a temper, which similarly might have served to motivate her. Verna Williams, a Harvard Law School friend, told the New York Times that she remembers Michelle “telling me about a teacher complaining about her temper in elementary school. She said her mom told the teacher, ‘Yeah, she’s got a temper. But we decided to keep her anyway.’” (I guess we also know where Michelle got her legendary sense of humor, which she sometimes directs—lovingly but not without an occasional bite—at her nearest and dearest.)16

			Starting in sixth grade, Michelle joined a class for gifted children at what is now Bouchet Elementary School. There, she would study French and take a special biology class at Kennedy King College. Students in the class studied photosynthesis, did work in a lab, and dissected rodents, studying their musculature. “This is not what normal seventh-graders were getting,” her childhood friend Chiaka Davis Patterson told the Chicago Sun-Times.17 When she graduated from middle school, Michelle was class salutatorian.

			From there, she went on to the Whitney M. Young Magnet School in Chicago’s West Loop, a public high school for the best and the brightest that routinely sends students to top universities, including Craig’s and Michelle’s alma mater, Princeton. Founded in 1975 by the Chicago Board of Education, Whitney M. Young Magnet High School is known nationally as a premier college preparatory high school, and in addition to myriad athletic championships, its students have dominated the state Academic Decathlon over the course of the last two and a half decades. Whitney Young also has a long tradition of ethnic and cultural diversity, with a student body that, at the time of the election, was 31 percent African-American, almost 21 percent Latino, more than 17 percent Asian, and 30 percent Caucasian.18

			When Michelle entered Whitney Young, it was still a relatively new school. “Our first full graduating class was in ’78”—Michelle graduated in 1981—“so it was pretty experimental to come here,” Michelle’s teacher Bernadette McHale told the New Yorker. “She made a decision to choose an integrated environment that had more diversity in both curriculum and population.”19

			Chiaka Patterson said Whitney Young was “the school to go to. It was considered state of the art.”20 By 2008, a typical Whitney Young graduating class had “more than 95 percent of students admitted to four-year institutions,” including such schools as Harvard, Yale, MIT, Stanford, Duke, and Howard.21

			Michelle’s 1981 Whitney Young yearbook shows a photo of a “serious” girl in a yellow silk shirt. Although athletic, she did not play varsity sports. Apparently this wasn’t simply because she disliked competition. As her brother Craig told the New Yorker, “That’s the best way to get her not to do something. She didn’t want to play just because she was tall and black and athletic.”22 Michelle did, however, excel academically. She made the honor roll all four years, was in advanced-placement classes, and was a member of the National Honor Society. She was also elected treasurer of the student council.23

			In 2005, Michelle Obama served as honorary chairperson and mistress of ceremonies for the Thirtieth Anniversary Gala Dinner Dance at her high school alma mater. Her cochairs for the event included mayor Richard M. Daley; Arne Duncan, the CEO of Chicago Public Schools who would later become President Obama’s secretary of education; and Michael W. Scott, president of the Chicago Public School Board. Dr. Kenner said at the time that the event’s theme—A Bridge to the World: Celebrating Thirty Years of Academic Excellence—reflected “the fact that Whitney Young graduates are prepared to compete in an increasingly globalized economy and their options are virtually without limit.”24 Certainly Michelle Obama, Class of 1981, fits that bill.

			When it came time for college, the spirit of competition that kept Michelle from engaging in competitive sports, the spirit of competition that compelled her to strive for success in the arenas in which she did engage, also propelled her to apply to Princeton. As Michelle recalls, when her brother applied to colleges, he was a shoo-in at Ivy League schools, both because of his academics and his athletics. “A black kid from the South Side of Chicago that plays basketball and is smart,” she told Newsweek. “He was getting in everywhere. But I knew him and I was like, ‘I can do that, too.’”25

			In fact, Craig was such a strong student and athlete that he was offered full-ride scholarships at several schools, but his father told him to think about where he would get the best education. Even though he had won only a partial scholarship to Princeton, his father insisted that he go there. “Dad said it didn’t matter about the cost—it was the education that was important,” Craig told author David Mendell.26

			While still in high school, Michelle visited her older brother at Princeton. Some of her high school teachers warned her against applying there herself because of her test scores. But Michelle, competitive younger sister that she was, chose not to heed their warnings and, of course, we know the result. Not just Princeton—cum laude—but also Harvard Law School.

			Likewise, as Marian Robinson told Newsweek, her daughter “was disappointed in herself” because of her test scores. “She used to have a little bit of trouble with tests, so she did whatever she had to make up for that. I’m sure it was psychological, because she was hard working and she had a brother who could pass a test just by carrying a book under his arm. When you are around someone like that, even if you are OK, you want to be as good or better.”27

			But was it just sibling rivalry that propelled Michelle to defy her teachers and reach so high? Or was it something more deep-seated, something related to her awareness that she could and should make something of herself? Something connected to her position as a high-achieving African-American girl in a predominantly white world? Something akin to Hillary Clinton’s determination to see a woman in an office held heretofore by men, to shatter that glass ceiling now sporting eighteen million cracks?

			In a January 2008 speech at Benedict College in Columbia, South Carolina, Michelle urged her largely black audience to take chances and to aim high, even in the face of opposition:

			We are confronted with doubters. People who tell us what we can’t do. You’re not ready. You’re not good enough. You’re not smart enough. You’re too tall. Each and every one of you here has heard and felt those ceilings, somebody pushing you down, defining your limitations, who are you? You know damn well what you are capable of doing. . . . This election is just as much about that as it is about change because the truth is there are millions of shining lights just like me all over the country. Kids living in shadows, being told by their own communities what they can and cannot do. This is an opportunity for all of us to send a different message to those shining lights.

			You know, every time somebody told me, “No, you can’t do that,” I pushed past their doubts and I took my seat at the table.28

			Michelle credits her parents with being her biggest advocates, the people who would do their utmost to ensure that her particular light could shine its brightest, that she would, indeed, pull up her chair and sit down at that table. “My parents told us time and again, ‘Don’t tell us what you can’t do. And don’t worry about what can go wrong,’” she says.29

			These are words Michelle has no doubt called upon, if only in her mind, many times during her life. When she decided to apply to Princeton against the advice of teachers, and later as she applied to Harvard Law School. When she chose to leave her high-paying job at a law firm and become a civil servant. When she and Barack made the decision that he would run for office, first for the State Senate, later Congress, then the US Senate, and ultimately the presidency. During the interminable Democratic primary and in the months leading up to the election. And undoubtedly those words would continue to echo in her head in the ensuing years, as this girl from the South Side of Chicago became the First Lady of the United States.

			Michelle’s parents also showed her, by their own dogged example, how to work hard, ignore obstacles, and never give up. Along the campaign trail, Michelle would often tell the story of her father and how he refused to let multiple sclerosis affect the way he lived his life. Once a standout swimmer and boxer who had also served in the military, Fraser eventually limped so badly that he could hardly cross the street—and then only with the aid of two canes—but he still went off to work each day, never complaining, never giving in. When Michelle was twenty-five, her father died after a kidney operation, but he remains very much with her to this day.

			“I am constantly trying to make sure that I am making him proud,” Michelle said in a campaign speech. “What would my father think of the choices that I’ve made, how I’ve lived my life, what careers I chose, what man I married? That’s the voice in my head that keeps me whole and keeps me grounded and keeps me the girl from the South Side of Chicago, no matter how many cameras are in the room, how many autographs people want, how big we get.”30

			It was from her parents that Michelle also had her first lessons about giving back. Even as her father battled his illness and worked day in and day out for the city, he also volunteered as a Democratic precinct captain in Mayor Daley’s Chicago. Her mother, meanwhile, volunteered at her children’s schools, helping to ensure that they were as good as they could be, not just for her own children but for the others for whom education could be the stepping-stone to a better future.

			Michelle followed suit. After working for the corporate law firm where she would meet her husband, she left that high-paying job for one in the public sector, a position in Mayor Richard M. Daley’s office that would pay a fraction of the salary she had been earning at Sidley & Austin. She later moved on to a series of other positions in the nonprofit world, including a stint as executive director for Public Allies Chicago, a program that helps engage young people in public service, a job for which she was uniquely suited. Before resigning to take up her nonpaying role as First Lady, she served as vice president of community and external affairs for the University of Chicago Hospitals. In that position she served as a bridge between the academic university hospital and the South Side neighborhood where she grew up, another role which spoke to her unique experience.
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