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5.3 Significance of Obama’s election 

 

The day after the election, Thomas Friedman wrote in the New York Times: 

‘And so it came to pass that on Nov. 4, 2008, shortly after 11 p.m. Eastern time, the American 
Civil War ended, as a black man — Barack Hussein Obama — won enough electoral votes to 
become president of the United States. 

A civil war that, in many ways, began at Bull Run, Virginia, on July 21, 1861, ended 147 years 
later via a ballot box in the very same state. For nothing more symbolically illustrated the 
final chapter of America’s Civil War than the fact that the Commonwealth of Virginia — the 
state that once exalted slavery and whose secession from the Union in 1861 gave the 
Confederacy both strategic weight and its commanding general — voted Democratic, thus 
assuring that Barack Obama would become the 44th president of the United States.’ 

 

 
 

On 4th November, 2008, Barack Hussein Obama was elected President of the United States. 
The junior Senator from Illinois defeated Republican John McCain with 365 Electoral 
College Votes to 173.  

In the immediate aftermath of Obama’s victory, historians and commentators rushed to 
extract the meaning and significance of this unlikely event. That question is still contested 
today. Below are a range of articles and discussions that analyse that question.  
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The Significance of Obama’s election – Three Yale historians discuss shortly 
after the election (key excerpts) 

Jonathan Holloway:  

- A day after the election “as a professor of history I still could 
not fathom that this day had transpired”  

- “America loves redemption” (Blight: “Everyone voted for the 
Civil Rights Act… and soon everyone will have voted for 
Obama”)  

-  

David Blight  

- Obama’s victory was “stunning, and to some people 
unbelievable” 

- “I share your astonishment that we live in a post-racial 
America” 

- “When I watched Obama speak that night…I could only 
remember the thousands who died during Reconstruction to 
try to vote, the 3200 who African Americans who died in 
lynchings…between 1890 and 1920… the untold 
millions…denied the many kinds of life aspirations denied 
through many decades of Jim Crow”  

- This was the “first opportunity to cast an anti-racist vote in 
this election”  

- “I don’t for one believe anything resembling a post-racial 
America” 

- “I too have had moments in my life where I’ve worried – you’ve had to worry – 
whether voting was the way to change society or not. And we’ve just experienced a 
case where, yes it is!” 
 
 

Glenda Gilmore  

- ‘America loves a success story’  
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Barack Obama forever changed America – Peniel E Joseph (The Guardian) 
January 2017 

Black America’s conception of ourselves was forever changed by Barack Obama’s presidency. 
For African Americans, the first family helped to unlock the transformational potential that 
always existed in democracy’s beating heart, but which too often excluded black Americans. 
Today, that is no longer the case. 

Barack and Michelle Obama changed how black folks thought of themselves and the wider 
nation they lived in. Obama’s attainment of the nation’s highest office illuminated the depth 
and breadth of black genius in American society, helping to inspire millions of young people 
to dream bigger dreams. 

For black America, the euphoria of election day in 2008 did not elicit post-racial fantasies 
articulated by the mainstream press. Instead, the presence of the Obamas on the world stage 
confirmed deep-seated truths about black excellence, love and humanity that we’ve always 
taken for granted despite white denial of these very truths. 

Barack and Michelle Obama, along with their intelligent and energetic daughters Sasha and 
Malia, set a new standard for American society, normalizing the once unthinkable prospect 
of having a black president and first family in 
the White House. Together, they broke 
powerful barriers installed by the nation’s 
brutal history of slavery, Jim Crow and 
institutional racism.  

For eight extraordinary years, Obama and his 
poised, elegant and brilliant family occupied 
the domestic and world stage in a way that 
offered new models of excellence for millions 
of black children living in a society that 
continues to marginalize their hopes and 
dreams, accentuate their mistakes and errors, 
and place too little values on their lives or 
deaths. 

One picture of Obama’s impact on black 
children remains especially poignant. A five-year-old African American boy visiting the 
White House asked to feel the president’s hair, as if to assure himself that the leader of the 
free world not only looked like him, but had similar hair as well. It’s one of the defining 
moments of Obama’s presidency. It illustrated how the very fact of having a black president 
unlocked new worlds of hope and possibility in millions of people – young and old –who 
never imagined that such a thing was possible. 

Michelle Obama revealed a remarkable ability for grace when under pressure, even when 
faced with hurtful myths that she hated America. She responded to racist assaults, character 
assassination by right-wing pundits and blatant lies by conspiracy theorists and alt-right 
fanatics with a now legendary poise. And Michelle’s defiant black beauty in the face of online 
trolls – who compared her to animals and used racial slurs against her – helped make her 
time as first lady both inspiring and instructive. 

For millions of black girls and women, Michelle Obama became a role model both for her 
astonishing educational accomplishments and political achievements in the White House. 
Her public resilience in leading a charge to promote healthy eating across the nation, 
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including providing nutritious foods for economically and racially segregated youth living in 
poverty, was illuminating – as was her willingness to speak truth to power at the Democratic 
national convention, where she acknowledged living in a house built by slaves. Moments like 
these cemented her soaring stature nationally and solidified the special place she holds 
within the hearts of black people everywhere. 

The Obamas leave the White House, if not the world stage, having accomplished, through 
sheer force of will, something entirely unprecedented in American history: humanizing the 
black experience by simply being themselves. 

In the process they normalized black excellence, codified graceful resistance to white 
supremacy and illustrated the profundity of black romantic and familial love. And they 
looked great doing it. The Obamas will be missed by millions – but no one will miss them 
more than black Americans. We found in Obama a president who justified the faith of 
generations who persisted in loving America – even when the nation refused to love us back. 
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Obama as symbol of hope, possibility for blacks, key to racial legacy, scholars 
say. (January 2017) The Chicago Tribune 

As President Barack Obama marks his final Martin Luther King Jr. Day in office on Monday, 
eight years after being elected the nation's first black president, local scholars argue that his 
presidency represented extraordinary progress for African Americans, even if it wasn't 
always quantifiable. 

 
"If we look at the hard metrics — educational attainment, child mortality, incidence of 
teenage crime, incidence of drug use… I don't know that there have been any great advances 
in the last eight years," said David Golland, an associate professor at Governor's State 
University, whose research interests include civil rights and public policy. "Getting away 
from the word metrics, there's just something about a generation of children growing up and 
seeing someone who looks like them in the White House that cannot be underestimated." 

 
Obama, however, had policy achievements in the arena of race but that pales in comparison 
to the symbolic importance of his presidency for young men and women of all colors and 
creeds, said Vincent Jones, a former trial lawyer and professor of criminal justice at 
Governor's State. 

 
"America's perception of what an African-American, in particular an African-American male, 
can accomplish, I believe was changed dramatically by his election," Jones said of Obama. 
"Before his election, I think that if a young girl or a young minority boy said, 'I want to be 
president,' that would be like, 'Yes, that's nice,' pat you on the head, 'but it's going to take a 
while.' 

 
"But if someone today says that from any… ethnicity, there's no reason to discount it because 
President Obama has shown that yes, this is possible." 
Richard Darga, the dean of library and instruction services at Chicago State University and 
the co-chair of the school's Obama Library Committee, said that for some, just seeing 
Obama's face is inspirational. 

 
"It doesn't sound really remarkable, but… it gives hope," said Darga, who views Obama as a 
peaceful change agent in the mold of King. "He symbolizes the fact that anybody can be 
president of the United States if they work hard enough, if they strive hard enough and they 
have the right message." 
 
 
As the country's first black president, Obama was thrust into a difficult position, scholars 
said. While his election offered hope for the advancement of black causes, it also generated 
critics eager to point out any missteps or perceived racial favoritism he exhibited. 
 
"There were forces on one side that wanted him to be the "black president" and champion 
only black causes, and there were forces on the other side that expected him to do that, and 
were ready to pounce if he appeared to be too overly biased toward his own ethnic group," 
Jones said. "So, what he had to do was find a middle ground where it was never a question 
that he was the president of all of America, not just parts of America. 
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"In trying to straddle that fence, so to speak, I believe there were some issues that he 
hesitated on or did not come out as forcefully on for fear of undue criticism," added Jones, 
citing criminal justice reform and economic inequality. 

 
Golland agreed, saying he wished Obama had been more vocal on the merits of affirmative 
action and education reform, and acknowledged that a number of prominent black scholars 
have been disappointed that he was not more aggressive on race issues, but said he doesn't 
blame Obama for his reticence around race. 
 
 
"He had… an incredible amount of weight on him, an incredible amount of responsibility as 
the first black president," Golland said. "One of the most important things he did, he ensured 
that he would not be the last [black president]. He was incredibly good at the job." 
Obama's avoidance of any significant scandal over the course of his presidency and his ability 
to comport himself with dignity and decency in the face of harsh opposition and stinging 
personal attacks should pave the way for future black presidents in the years to come, local 
scholars believe. 

 
"I think whoever the next black president is, he or she will indeed have more freedom to 
discuss race candidly during the presidency, and to act in a way that is more conducive to 
supporting civil rights and true racial equality in this country because of the way President 
Obama conducted himself," Golland said. 

 
Jones took it a step further, envisioning a future where citizens don't expect a black president 
to be anything but pro-American. 

 
"I hope the next black president can just be the president of all people and that everyone 
doesn't see them as the "black president," but as the president of the United States who is 
working to make life better for everyone," he said. "I think that is part of the legacy for 
Barack Obama." 

 
While both Jones and Golland wish Obama had tackled issues of race a bit more aggressively 
during his time in office, they consider him to have been an extraordinarily effective 
president. 

 
Each said the black students, scholars and friends they know have a nearly universal pride in 
Obama and his presidential tenure. 

 
"We would like to have our cake and eat it too," Jones said. "But realistically, we are ecstatic 
over his accomplishments, over what he's done. I am amazed at his poise and his aplomb and 
his ability to remain vigilant in the face of unprecedented opposition." 

 
Most impressive about Obama, Jones said he believes, is Obama's unwavering sense of 
morality, which he compares to that of King and former President Abraham Lincoln. 
"They have a moral compass that has stayed constant — never vindictive, never vengeful, 
never seeking to do anything but what's best for everyone, not trying to punish those who 
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were in opposition, but trying to understand, and being benevolent about it," he said. "That's 
what's going to mark him as one of the greatest presidents in American history." 

 
King's dream that children of color might grow up in a truly egalitarian society is still quite a 
ways off, even after eight years of a black president, but Jones believes Obama's tenure 
represents substantial progress. 

 
"I would compare the legacy of President Obama as just another link or another leg in a long 
race toward equality," he said. "And unlike a track relay where there's only four runners, this 
relay began at the inception of this country. 

 
"[Obama] could not have been in the position that he was in had the people who came before 
him not contributed their share of the race, so to speak," he continued. "The race is ongoing, 
the struggle is never secure. There will be times when the lead may change back and forth, 
but we're in the race and Obama has run his portion of the race very well." 

 

 

The famous photo of Barack and the young boy (from the New York Times) 

"I want to know if my hair is just like yours," he 
told Mr. Obama, so quietly that the president 
asked him to speak again. 

Jacob did, and Mr. Obama replied, "Why don’t 
you touch it and see for yourself?" He lowered 
his head, level with Jacob, who hesitated. 

"Touch it, dude!" Mr. Obama said. 

As Jacob patted the presidential crown, Mr. 
Souza snapped. 

"So, what do you think?" Mr. Obama asked. 

"Yes, it does feel the same," Jacob said.  
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Barack Obama’s original sin: America’s post-racial illusion – Keenga-Yamahtta 
Taylor 

 
…Obama spoke quite eloquently about the nation’s “original sin” and “dark history” but has 
repeatedly failed to connect the sins of the past to the crimes of the present, when racism 
thrives, when police stop-and-frisk, when subprime loans are reserved for black buyers, 
when public schools are denied resources, and when double-digit unemployment has 
become so normal that it barely registers a ripple of recognition. 
 

…When Obama talks about absentee black fathers, he never mentions the disparity in arrests 
and sentencing that is responsible for the disproportionate number of missing black men. 
Few media discussions about Obama’s candidacy mentioned curbing the nation’s criminal 
justice system’s voracious appetite for black bodies: a million African Americans are 
incarcerated, and one in four black men between 20 and 29 are under the control of the 
criminal justice system. 

Over the course of his first term, Obama paid no special attention to the mounting issues 
involving law enforcement and imprisonment, even as Michelle Alexander’s The New Jim 
Crow described the horrors that mass incarceration and corruption throughout the legal 
system had inflicted on black families. 

The legacy of the ‘American spring’ 

There was one moment when black America collectively came to terms with Barack Obama’s 
refusal to use his position as president to intervene on behalf of African Americans. 

Troy Davis was a black man on death row in the state of Georgia. It was widely believed that 
he had been wrongfully convicted, which would mean that in the fall of 2011 he was facing 
execution for a crime he had not committed. 

Davis’s cries of innocence were not a voice in the wilderness: for years he and his sister, 
Martina Davis-Correia, had joined with anti-death-penalty activists to fight for his life and 
exoneration. By September 2011, an international campaign was under way to have him 
removed from death row. The protests grew larger and more frantic as the death date crept 
closer. There were protests around the world; support from global dignitaries rolled in as the 
international movement to stop Davis’s execution took shape.  

The European Union and the governments of France and Germany implored the United 
States to halt his execution, as did Amnesty International and the former FBI director 

William Sessions. A Democrat in the Georgia senate, 
Vincent Fort, called on those charged with carrying 
out the execution to refuse to do it: “We call on the 
members of the Injection Team: Strike! Do not 
follow your orders! Do not start the flow of the lethal 
injection chemicals. If you refuse to participate, you 
make it that much harder for this immoral execution 
to be carried out.” 

As Davis’s execution drew near on the evening of 20 September, people from around the 
world waited for Obama to say or do something – but, in the end, he did nothing. He never 
even made a statement, instead sending press secretary Jay Carney to deliver a statement on 
his behalf, which simply noted that it was not “appropriate” for the president to intervene in 
a state-led prosecution. 
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In the end, the black president succumbed to states’ rights 

 

If I had a son, he’d look like Trayvon’ 

The killing of Trayvon Martin in Sanford, Florida, in the winter of 2012 was a turning point. 
Like the murder of Emmett Till nearly 57 years earlier, Martin’s death pierced the delusion 
that the US was post-racial. 

Till was the young boy who, on his summer vacation in Mississippi in 1955, was lynched by 
white men for an imagined racial transgression. Till’s murder showed the world the racist 
brutality pulsing in the heart of the “world’s greatest democracy”. To emphasize the point, 
his mother, Mamie, opted for an open-casket funeral to show the world how her son had 
been mutilated and killed in the “land of the free”. 

Martin’s crime was walking home in a hoodie, talking on the phone and minding his own 
business. George Zimmerman, now a well-known 
menace but then portrayed as an aspiring security 
guard, racially profiled Martin, telling the 911 
operator: “This guy looks like he’s up to no good, or 
he’s on drugs or something.” The “guy” was a 17-year-
old boy walking home from a convenience store. 
Zimmerman followed the boy, confronted him, and 
eventually shot him in the chest, killing him shortly 
thereafter. When the police came, they accepted 
Zimmerman’s account. Martin was black and the 
default assumption was that he was the aggressor – so 
they treated him as such. They tagged him as a “John Doe” and made no effort to find out if 
he lived in the neighborhood or was missing.  

But the story began to trickle through the news media and, as more details became public, it 
was clear that Martin had been the victim of an unlawful killing. Trayvon Martin had been 
lynched. 

Within weeks, protests bubbled up across the country. The demand was simple: arrest 
George Zimmerman for the murder of Trayvon Martin. The anger was fueled, in part at least, 
by the overwhelming double standard: if Martin had been white and Zimmerman black, 
Zimmerman would have faced immediate arrest, if not worse. 

The protests were national, as they had been for 
Troy Davis, but they were much more 
widespread. This was the impact of Occupy, 
which had relegitimized street protests, 
occupations, and direct action in general. Many 
of the Occupy activists who had been dispersed 
by police repression the previous winter found a 
new home in the growing fight for justice for 
Martin. Protests in Florida and New York City 
reached into the thousands, with smaller 
protests in cities across the country. 

For weeks, Obama deflected questions, 
commenting only that it was a local case. It took 
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more than a month for Obama to finally speak publicly about the case, saying: “If I had a son, 
he’d look like Trayvon … When I think about this boy, I think about my own kids.”  

But he also said: “I think every parent in America should be able to understand why it is 
absolutely imperative that we investigate every aspect of this, and that everybody pulls 
together – federal, state and local – to figure out exactly how this tragedy happened.” 

In the summer of 2013, more than a year after his arrest, George Zimmerman was found not 
guilty of the murder of Trayvon Martin. His exoneration crystallized the burden of black 
people: even in death, Martin would be vilified as a “thug” and an aggressor, Zimmerman 
portrayed as his victim. The judge even instructed both parties that the phrase “racial 
profiling” could not be mentioned in the courtroom, let alone used to explain why 
Zimmerman had targeted Martin. 

Obama addressed the nation, saying: “I know this case has elicited strong passions. And in 
the wake of the verdict, I know those passions may be running even higher. But we are a 
nation of laws, and a jury has spoken. We should ask ourselves, as individuals and as a 
society, how we can prevent future tragedies like this. As citizens, that’s a job for all of us.” 

Out of despair over the verdict, the community organizer Alicia Garza posted a simple 
hashtag on Facebook: “#blacklivesmatter”. It was a powerful rejoinder that spoke directly to 
the dehumanization and criminalization that made Martin seem suspicious in the first place 
and allowed the police to make no effort to find out to whom this boy belonged. 

It was a response to the oppression, inequality and discrimination that devalue black life 
every day. 

It was everything, in three simple words. 

Zimmerman’s acquittal also inspired the formation of the important black Youth Project 100 
(BYP 100), centered in Chicago. Charlene Carruthers, its national coordinator, said of the 
verdict: “I don’t believe the pain was a result, necessarily, of shock because Zimmerman was 
found not guilty … but of yet another example … of an injustice being validated by the state – 
something that black people were used to.” 

In Florida, the scene of the crime, Umi Selah (formerly known as Phillip Agnew) and friends 
formed the Dream Defenders; for 31 days they occupied the office of the Florida governor, 
Rick Scott, in protest at the verdict. Selah said: “I saw George Zimmerman celebrating, and I 
remember just feeling a huge, huge, huge … collapse … I’ll never forget that moment … 
because we didn’t even expect that verdict to come down that night, and definitely didn’t 
expect for it to be not guilty.” 

…The black political establishment, led by Obama, had shown over and over again that it was 
not capable of the most basic task: keeping black children alive. 

The young people would have to do it themselves. 
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How America Changed During Barack Obama’s Presidency (January 2017) Pew 
Research Center 

The election of the nation’s first black president raised hopes that race relations in the U.S. 
would improve, especially among black voters. But by 2016, following a spate of high-profile 
deaths of black Americans during encounters with police and protests by the Black Lives 
Matter movement and other groups, many Americans – especially blacks – described race 
relations as generally bad. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


