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II.
He Walked on Ice but Never Fell

AST SPRING, [ went to the White House to meet the president for lunch. I

arrived slightly early and sat in the waiting area. I was introduced to a

deaf woman who worked as the president’s receptionist, a black woman
who worked in the press office, a Muslim woman in a head scarf who worked on
the National Security Council, and an Iranian American woman who worked as a
personal aide to the president. This receiving party represented a healthy cross
section of the people Donald Trump had been mocking, and would continue to
spend his campaign mocking. At the time, the president seemed untroubled by

Trump. When I told Obama that I thought Trump’s candidacy was an explicit
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reaction to the fact of a black president, he said he could see that, but then
enumerated other explanations. When assessing Trump’s chances, he was

direct: He couldn’t win.

This assessment was born out of the president’s innate optimism and
unwavering faith in the ultimate wisdom of the American people—the same traits
that had propelled his unlikely five-year ascent from assemblyman in the Illinois
state legislature to U.S. senator to leader of the free world. The speech that
launched his rise, the keynote address at the 2004 Democratic National
Convention, emerged right from this logic. He addressed himself to his “fellow
Americans, Democrats, Republicans, independents,” all of whom, he insisted,
were more united than they had been led to believe. America was home to
devout worshippers and Little League coaches in blue states, civil libertarians
and “gay friends” in red states. The presumably white “counties around
Chicago” did not want their taxes burned on welfare, but they didn’t want them
wasted on a bloated Pentagon budget either. Inner-city black families, no matter
their perils, understood “that government alone can’t teach our kids to learn ...
that children can’t achieve unless we raise their expectations and turn off the
television sets and eradicate the slander that says a black youth with a book is

acting white.”

Perceived differences were the work of “spinmasters and negative-ad peddlers

»

who embrace the politics of ‘anything goes.”” Real America had no use for such
categorizations. By Obama’s lights, there was no liberal America, no
conservative America, no black America, no white America, no Latino America,
no Asian America, only “the United States of America.” All these disparate

strands of the American experience were bound together by a common hope:

It’s the hope of slaves sitting around a fire singing freedom songs; the
hope of immigrants setting out for distant shores; the hope of a young
naval lieutenant bravely patrolling the Mekong Delta; the hope of a
mill worker’s son who dares to defy the odds; the hope of a skinny kid

with a funny name who believes that America has a place for him, too.
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This speech ran counter to the history of the people it sought to address. Some of
those same immigrants had firebombed the homes of the children of those same
slaves. That young naval lieutenant was an imperial agent for a failed, immoral
war. American division was real. In 2004, John Kerry did not win a single
southern state. But Obama appealed to a belief in innocence—in particular a
white innocence—that ascribed the country’s historical errors more to
misunderstanding and the work of a small cabal than to any deliberate

malevolence or widespread racism. America was good. America was great.

Over the next 12 years, I came to regard Obama as a skilled politician, a deeply
moral human being, and one of the greatest presidents in American history. He
was phenomenal—the most agile interpreter and navigator of the color line I had
ever seen. He had an ability to emote a deep and sincere connection to the hearts
of black people, while never doubting the hearts of white people. This was the
core of his 2004 keynote, and it marked his historic race speech during the 2008
campaign at Philadelphia’s National Constitution Center—and blinded him to
the appeal of Trump. (“As a general propositibn, it’s hard to run for president by

telling people how terrible things are,” Obama once said to me.)

But if the president’s inability to cement his legacy in the form of Hillary Clinton
proved the limits of his optimism, it also revealed the exceptional nature of his
presidential victories. For eight years Barack Obama walked on ice and never
fell. Nothing in that time suggested that straight talk on the facts of racism in

American life would have given him surer footing.
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Obama'’s keynote address at the 2004 Democratic National Convention launched his rise from
lllinois state senator to president of the United States. (David L. Ryan / The Boston Globe /
Getty)

HAD MET THE PRESIDENT a few times before. In his second term, I'd written articles
criticizing him for his overriding trust in color-blind policy and his embrace of
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“personal responsibility” rhetoric when speaking to African Americans. I

saw him as playing both sides. He would invoke his identity as a president of

all people to decline to advocate for black policy—and then invoke his black
identity to lecture black people for continuing to “make bad choices.” In
response, Obama had invited me, along with other journalists, to the White
House for off-the-record conversations. I attempted to press my points in these
sessions. My efforts were laughable and ineffective. I was always inappropriately
dressed, and inappropriately calibrated in tone: In one instance, I was too
deferential; in another, too bellicose. I was discombobulated by fear—not by fear
of the power of his office (though that is a fearsome and impressive thing) but by
fear of his obvious brilliance. It is said that Obama speaks “professorially,” a fact
that understates the quickness and agility of his mind. These were not like press
conferences—the president would speak in depth and with great familiarity
about a range of subjects. Once, I watched him effortlessly reply to queries
covering everything from electoral politics to the American economy to
environmental policy. And then he turned to me. I thought of George Foreman,
who once booked an exhibition with multiple opponents in which he pounded
five straight journeymen—and I suddenly had some idea of how it felt to be the

last of them.

Last spring, we had a light lunch. We talked casually and candidly. He talked
about the brilliance of LeBron James and Stephen Curry—not as basketball
talents but as grounded individuals. I asked him whether he was angry at his
father, who had abandoned him at a young age to move back to Kenya, and
whether that motivated any of his rhetoric. He said it did not, and he credited the
attitude of his mother and grandparents for this. Then it was my turn to be
autobiographical. Itold him that I had heard the kind of “straighten up” talk he
had been giving to black youth, for instance in his 2013 Morehouse
commencement address, all my life. I told him that I thought it was not sensitive
to the inner turmoil that can be obscured by the hardness kids often evince. I'told
him I thought this because I had once been one of those kids. He seemed to
concede this point, but I couldn’t tell whether it mattered to him. Nonetheless,

he agreed to a series of more formal conversations on this and other topics.
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The improbability of a black president had once been so strong that its most vivid
representations were comedic. Witness Dave Chappelle’s profane Black Bush
from the early 2000s (“This nigger very possibly has weapons of mass
destruction! I can’t sleep on that!”) or Richard Pryor’s black president in the
1970s promising black astronauts and black quarterbacks (“Ever since the Rams
got rid of James Harris, my jaw’s been uptight!”). In this model, so potent is the
force of blackness that the presidency is forced to conform to it. But once the

notion advanced out of comedy and into reality, the opposite proved to be true.

—

Obama’s 2004 keynote address conflated the slave and
the nation of immigrants who profited from him.

Obama’s DNC speech is the key. It does not belong to the literature of “the
struggle”; it belongs to the literature of prospective presidents—men (as it turns
out) who speak not to gravity and reality, but to aspirations and dreams. When
Lincoln invoked the dream of a nation “conceived in liberty” and pledged to the
ideal that “all men are created equal,” he erased the near-extermination of one
people and the enslavement of another. When Roosevelt told the country that
“the only thing we have to fear is fear itself,” he invoked the dream of American
omnipotence and boundless capability. But black people, then living under a
campaign of terror for more than half a century, had quite a bit to fear, and
Roosevelt could not save them. The dream Ronald Reagan invoked in 1984—
that “it’s morning again in America’—meant nothing to the inner cities, besieged
as they were by decades of redlining policies, not to mention crack and Saturday-
night specials. Likewise, Obama’s keynote address conflated the slave and the
nation of immigrants who profited from him. To reinforce the majoritarian
dream, the nightmare endured by the minority is erased. That is the tradition to
which the “skinny kid with a funny name” who would be president belonged. Itis
also the only tradition in existence that could have possibly put a black person in
the White House.

Obama’s embrace of white innocence was demonstrably necessary as a matter of
political survival. Whenever he attempted to buck this directive, he was

disciplined. His mild objection to the arrest of Henry Louis Gates Jr. in 2009
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contributed to his declining favorability numbers among whites—still a majority
of voters. His comments after the killing of Trayvon Martin—“If I had a son, he’d
look like Trayvon”—helped make that tragedy a rallying point for people who did
not care about Martin’s killer as much as they cared about finding ways to oppose
the president. Michael Tesler, a political-science professor at UC Irvine, has
studied the effect of Obama’s race on the American electorate. “No other factor,
in fact, came close to dividing the Democratic primary electorate as powerfully
as their feelings about African Americans,” he and his co-author, David O. Sears,
concluded in their book, Obama’s Race: The 2008 Election and the Dream of a
Post-Racial America. “The impact of racial attitudes on individual vote decisions
... was so strong that it appears to have even outstripped the substantive impact of
racial attitudes on Jesse Jackson’s more racially charged campaign for the
nomination in 1988.” When Tesler looked at the 2012 campaign in his second
book, Post-Racial or Most-Racial? Race and Politics in the Obama Era, very little
had improved. Analyzing the extent to which racial attitudes affected people
associated with Obama during the 2012 election, Tesler concluded that “racial
attitudes spilled over from Barack Obama into mass assessments of Mitt
Romney, Joe Biden, Hillary Clinton, Charlie Crist, and even the Obama family’s
dogBo.”
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This photograph of a 5-year-old boy patting the president'’s hair in 2009 became an icon of the
Obama White House. (Pete Souza / White House)

Yet despite this-entrenched racial resentment, and in the face of complete
resistance by congressional Republicans, overtly launched from the moment
Obama arrived in the White House, the president accomplished major feats. He
remade the nation’s health-care system. He revitalized a Justice Department that
vigorously investigated police brutality and discrimination, and he began
dismantling the private-prison system for federal inmates. Obama nominated
the first Latina justice to the Supreme Court, gave presidential support to
marriage equality, and ended the U.S. military’s Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell policy,
thus honoring the civil-rights tradition that had inspired him. And if his very
existence inflamed America’s racist conscience, it also expanded the country’s
anti-racist imagination. Millions of young people now know their only president
to have been an African American. Writing for The New Yorker, Jelani Cobb once
noted that “until there was a black Presidency it was impossible to conceive of -
the limitations of one.” This is just as true of the possibilities. In 2014, the
Obama administration committed itself to reversing the War on Drugs through
the power of presidential commutation. The administration said that it could
commute the sentences of as many as 10,000 prisoners. As of November, the

president had commuted only 944 sentences. By any measure, Obama’s effort
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fell woefully short, except for this small one: the measure of almost every other
modern president who preceded him. Obama’s 944 commutations are the most

in nearly a century—and more than the past 11 presidents’ combined.

Obama was born into a country where laws barring his very conception—let
alone his ascendancy to the presidency—had long stood in force. A black
president would always be a contradiction for a government that, throughout
most of its history, had oppressed black people. The attempt to resolve this
contradiction through Obama—a black man with deep roots in the white world—
was remarkable. The price it exacted, incredible. The world it gave way to,
unthinkable.
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NE OF THE intellectual forerunners of the Tea Party is said to be Ron

Santelli’s call.

Paul, the heterodox two-time Republican presidential candidate, who
- opposed the war in Iraq and championed civil liberties. On other
matters, Paul was more traditional. Throughout the 90s, he published a series of
racist newsletters that referred to New York City as “Welfaria,” called Martin
Luther King Jr. Day “Hate Whitey Day,” and asserted that 95 percent of black
males in Washington, D.C., were either “semi-criminal or entirely criminal.”
Paul’s apologists have claimed that he had no real connection to the newsletters,

even though virtually all of them were published in his name (“The Ron Paul

b4 ” «

Survival Report,” “Ron Paul Political Report,” “Dr. Ron Paul’s Freedom
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Report”) and written in his voice. Either way, the views of the newsletters have

“found their expression in his ideological comrades. Throughout Obama’s first

term, Tea Party activists voiced their complaints in racist terms. Activists
brandished signs warning that Obama would implement “white slavery,” waved
the Confederate flag, depicted Obama as a witch doctor, and issued calls for him
to “go back to Kenya.” Tea Party supporters wrote “satirical” letters in the name
of “We Colored People” and stoked the flames of birtherism. One of the Tea
Party’s most prominent sympéthizers, the radio host Laura Ingraham, wrote a
racist tract depicting Michelle Obama gorging herself on ribs, while Glenn Beck
said the president was a “racist” with a “deep-seated hatred for white people.”
The Tea Party’s leading exponent, Andrew Breitbart, engineered the smearing of
Shirley Sherrod, the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s director of rural
dévelopment for Georgia, publishing egregiously misleading videos that wrongly
made her appear to be engaging in antiwhite racist invective, which led to her
dismissal. (In a rare act of cowardice, the Obama administration cravenly
submitted to this effort.)

In those rare moments when Obama made any sort of comment attacking
racism, firestorms threatened to consume his governing agenda. When, in July
2009, the president objected to the arrest of the eminent Harvard professor
Henry Louis Gates Jr. while he was trying to get into his own house, pointing out
that the officer had “acted stupidly,” a third of whites said the remark made
them feel less favorably toward the president, and nearly two-thirds claimed that
Obama had “acted stupidly” by commenting. A chastened Obama then
determined to make sure his public statements on race were no longer mere riffs

but designed to have an achievable effect. This was smart, but still the invective

came. During Obama’s 2009 address on health care before a joint session of

Congress, Joe Wilson, a Republican congressman from South Carolina,
incredibly, and in defiance of precedent and decorum, disrupted the proceedings
by crying out “You lie!” A Missouri congressman equated Obama with a monkey.
A California GOP official took up the theme and emailed her friends an image
depicting Obama as a chimp, with the accompanying text explaining, “Now you
know why [there’s] no birth certificate!” Former vice-presidential candidate
Sarah Palin assessed the president’s foreign policy as a “shuck and jive shtick.”

Newt Gingrich dubbed him the “food-stamp president.” The rhetorical attacks
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on Obama were matched by a very real attack on his political base—in 2011 and

- 2012, 19 states enacted voting restrictions that made it harder for African

Americans to vote.
T

There are no clean victories for black people, nor,
perhaps, for any people.

Yetin 2012, as in 2008 , Obama won anyway. Prior to the election, Obama, ever
the optimist, had claimed that intransigent Republicans would decide to work
with him to advance the country. No such collaboration was in the offing.
Instead, legislation ground to a halt and familiar themes resurfaced. An Idaho
GOP official posted a photo on Facebook depicting a trap waiting for Obama.
The bait was a slice of watermelon. The caption read, “Breaking: The secret
service just uncovered a plot to kidnap the president. More details as we get them
”In 2014, conservatives assembled in support of Cliven Bundy’s armed protest
against federal grazing fees. As reporters descended on the Bundy ranch in

”» K«

Nevada, Bundy offered his opinions on “the Negro.” “They abort their young
children, they put their young men in jail, because they never learned how to
pick cotton,” Bundy explained. “And I've often wondered, are they better off as
slaves, picking cotton and having a family life and doing things, or are they better
off under government subsidy? They didn’t get no more freedom. They got less

freedom.”

That same year, in the wake of Michael Brown’s death, the Justice Department
opened an investigation into the police department in Ferguson, Missouri. It
found a city that, through racial profiling, arbitrary fines, and wanton
harassment, had exploited law enforcement for the purposes of municipal
plunder. The plunder was sanctified by racist humor dispensed via internal
emails among the police that later came to light. The president of the United
States, who during his first year in office had reportedly received three times the

number of death threats of any of his predecessors, was a repeat target.

Much ink has been spilled in an attempt to understand the Tea Party protests,
and the 2016 presidential candidacy of Donald Trump, which ultimately

emerged out of them. One theory popular among (primarily) white intellectuals
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of varying political persuasions held that this response was largely the
discontented rumblings of a white working class threatened by the menace of
globalization and crony capitalism. Dismissing these rumblings as racism was
said to condescend to this proletariat, which had long suffered the slings and
arrows of coastal elites, heartless technocrats, and reformist snobs. Racism was
not something to be coolly and empirically assessed but a slander upon the
working man. Deindustrialization, globalization, and broad income inequality
are real. And they have landed with at least as gréat aforce upon black and
Latino people in our country as upon white people. And yet these groups were

strangely unrepresented in this new populism.

Christopher S. Parker and Matt A. Barreto, political scientists at the University of
Washington and UCLA, respectively, have found a relatively strong relationship
between racism and Tea Party membership. “Whites are less likely to be drawn
to the Tea Party for material reasons, suggesting that, relative to other groups,
it’s really more about social prestige,” they say. The notion that the Tea Party
represented the righteous, if unfocused, anger of an aggrieved class allowed
everyone from leftists to neoliberals to white nationalists to avoid a horrifying
and simple reality: A significant swath of this country did not like the fact that
their president was black, and that swath was not composed of those most
damaged by an unquestio‘ned faith in the markets. Far better to imagine the
grievance put upon the president as the ghost of shambling factories and defunct
union halls, as opposed to what it really was—a movement inaugurated by ardent
~and frightened white capitalists, raging from the commodities-trading floor of

one of the great financial centers of the world.

That movement came into full bloom in the summer of 2015, with the

candidacy of Donald Trump, a man who’d risen to political prominence by
peddling the racist myth that the president was not American. It was birtherism
—not trade, not jobs, not isolationism—that launched Trump’s foray into
electoral politics. Having risen unexpectedly on this basis into the stratosphere of
Republican politics, Trump spent the campaign freely and liberally trafficking in
misogyny, Islamophobia, and xenophobia. And on November 8, 2016, he won
election to the presidency. Historians will spend the next century analyzing how

a country with such allegedly grand democratic traditions was, so swiftly and so
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easily, brought to the brink of fascism. But one needn’t stretch too far to
conclude that an eight-year campaign of consistent and open racism aimed at the

leader of the free world helped clear the way.

“They rode the tiger. And now the tiger is eating them,” David Axelrod, speaking
of the Republican Party, told me. That was in October. His words proved too

optimistic. The tiger would devour us all.
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