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Series Foreword

In response to high school and public library needs, Greenwood devel-
oped this distinguished series of full-length biographies specifically for 
student use. Prepared by field experts and professionals, these engaging 
biographies are tailored for high school students who need challenging yet 
accessible biographies. Ideal for secondary school assignments, the length, 
format, and subject areas are designed to meet educators’ requirements 
and students’ interests.

Greenwood offers an extensive selection of biographies spanning all 
curriculum-related subject areas including social studies, the sciences, 
literature and the arts, history and politics, as well as popular culture, 
covering public figures and famous personalities from all time periods and 
backgrounds, both historic and contemporary, who have made an impact 
on American and/or world culture. Greenwood biographies were chosen 
based on comprehensive feedback from librarians and educators. Con-
sideration was given to both curriculum relevance and inherent interest. 
The result is an intriguing mix of the well known and the unexpected, the 
saints and sinners from long-ago history and contemporary pop culture. 
Readers will find a wide array of subject choices from fascinating crime 
figures like Al Capone to inspiring pioneers like Margaret Mead, from 
the greatest minds of our time like Stephen Hawking to the most amazing 
success stories of our day like J. K. Rowling.

While the emphasis is on fact, not glorification, the books are meant 
to be fun to read. Each volume provides in-depth information about the 
subject’s life from birth through childhood, the teen years, and adulthood. 



A thorough account relates family background and education, traces 
personal and professional influences, and explores struggles, accomplish-
ments, and contributions. A timeline highlights the most significant life 
events against a historical perspective. Bibliographies supplement the ref-
erence value of each volume.
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Introduction

In no other country on earth is my story even possible.

—Barack Obama, July 27, 2004

On July 27, 2004, Illinois State Senator Barack Obama delivered the key-
note speech at the Democratic National Convention. He said, “Tonight is 
a particular honor for me because, let’s face it, my presence on this stage is 
pretty unlikely.” When he finished his speech, the audience that listened 
with rapt attention excitedly waved their arms, hats, and signs, thrilled 
with what they had just heard. Afterward, those watching on television 
said that they had stood and cheered, many admitting they danced. Some 
wondered what had just happened. For many Democrats, the speech was 
electrifying and inspiring; for them, it was a joyful time. And those from 
the other side of the political aisle who watched and listened had to agree: 
this fresh face, this politico, unknown to nearly everyone in the coun-
try outside of his home state of Illinois, had just delivered a remarkable 
speech. Many asked, who is this man and where did he come from? They 
asked why he was selected to deliver such an important speech at the 
Democratic National Convention at a time described by many as a very 
contentious time in U.S. politics.

In the speech that evening—a speech that he wrote himself and de-
livered without the use of a teleprompter—Barack Obama introduced 
himself by first describing his father, born and raised in a small village in 
Kenya, and his paternal grandfather, a cook and domestic servant who, 
he said, had big dreams for his son. He told the immense crowd that his 
father, through hard work and perseverance, earned a scholarship to study 



in a magical place called America, which to his Kenyan countrymen was a 
place of freedom and opportunity. Barack told the excited crowd that July 
evening that his maternal grandfather worked on oil rigs and farms dur-
ing the Depression and, just after Pearl Harbor, joined the army, and that 
his grandmother, while raising their baby, worked on a bomber assembly 
line during the war. He described how his grandparents moved west from 
Kansas, seeking opportunities, ultimately moving to Hawaii. They too, 
he said, had big dreams for their daughter. He said his parents met while 
studying at the University of Hawaii and that they shared not only an im-
probable love, but also an abiding faith in the possibilities of this nation. 
Barack said that this country’s pride is based on a simple premise, summed 
up in the Declaration of Independence, as “the true genius of America, a 
faith in the simple dreams of its people, the insistence on small miracles.” 
The speech that evening undeniably catapulted this state senator from 
Illinois onto the national political scene. If Americans hadn’t heard of 
him before, they certainly knew about him now.

Barack Obama says that his story could take place only in America. He 
often adds that, like his parents and grandparents, anyone can achieve 
success through hard work and scholarship. His story is filled with good 
fortune, hard work, and a very good education. It is also a story of diver-
sity of heritage that he is proud of—that is, after he came to understand 
and accept it.

In the United States, many political leaders throughout history have 
come from powerful families. For Barack Obama, this is far from the truth. 
His upbringing was in humble circumstances, and, while he doesn’t fit 
any typical political mold, he is already considered by many to be one of 
the most dynamic figures in U.S. politics. His oratory skills, direct style, 
and ability to communicate are often compared with those of Abraham 
Lincoln, John F. Kennedy, and Robert Kennedy.

Barack Obama is truly a rising political star in the United States. With 
an African first name that means “blessed,” his name is often mispro-
nounced and sometimes ridiculed. However seemingly blessed, he states 
that he is meant to serve and to lead, and perhaps someday be president 
of the United States.

xii	 Introduction
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Timeline: Events  
Significant to the  

Life of Barack Obama

	 1863	� President Abraham Lincoln signs the Emancipation 
Proclamation. Barack often associates himself with Presi-
dent Lincoln. When he announced his candidacy for the 
2008 election, he spoke in front of the Old State Capitol 
Building in Springfield, Illinois, where Lincoln famously 
declared, “A house divided against itself cannot stand.”

	 1895	� Barack’s paternal grandfather, Hussein Onyango Obama, is 
born in Kenya.

	 1920	� August 18—The 19th Amendment to the U.S. Constitu-
tion is ratified, giving women the right to vote.

	 1929	� January 15—Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. is born.
	 1936	� Barack’s father, Barack Obama Sr., is born in Kenya.
	1940–1945	� During World War II, Barack’s paternal grandfather, Hus-

sein Onyango Obama, serves as a cook to a British captain.
	 	� Stanley “Gramps” Dunham, Barack’s maternal grandfa-

ther, and Madelyn “Toots” Dunham elope just prior to 
the attacks at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941. Stanley 
enlists in the army soon after the attacks, and Madelyn 
works on a bomber plane assembly line.

	 	� Barack’s mother, Stanley Ann Dunham (known as Ann), 
is born in 1942, while her father, Stanley, is posted at an 
army base.

	 1946	 August 19—President William Clinton is born.
	 1947	 October 26—Senator Hillary Clinton is born.
	 1953	 June 10—Senator John Edwards is born.
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	 1959	� Barack’s grandparents, Stanley “Gramps” and Madelyn 
“Toots” Dunham, and their daughter, Stanley Ann Dun-
ham, Barack’s mother, move to Hawaii.

	 	� Ann Dunham, after being accepted by the University of 
Chicago, decides to enroll at the University of Hawaii. 
She is 18 years old.

	 	� Barack Obama Sr. leaves Kenya to attend the University of 
Hawaii at the age of 23.

	 	� Ann Dunham and Barack Obama Sr. meet as students at 
the University of Hawaii. They are soon married.

	 1960	� September 26—The first Nixon-Kennedy debate is tele-
vised.

	 1961	� May 4—Civil rights activists known as the Freedom Riders 
ride interstate busses into the segregated South; they are 
subsequently arrested for trespassing and unlawful assem-
bly and are met with fire bombs and riots. Many suffer at 
the hands of racists.

	 	� August 4—Barack Hussein Obama is born in Hawaii.
	 1963	� Barack Obama Sr. accepts a scholarship to attend Harvard 

University. Ann and Barack stay in Hawaii.
	 	� Barack Obama Sr. leaves the United States to return to 

Kenya. He and Ann Dunham Obama are divorced.
	 	� August 28—Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. delivers his 

“I have a dream” speech in Washington, DC.
	 	 November 22—President John F. Kennedy is assassinated.
	 1964	� January 17—Michelle Robinson (Obama) is born.
	 	� July 2—President Johnson signs the Civil Rights Act into 

law.
	 	� October 14—Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. wins the 

Nobel Peace Prize for his work promoting human rights.
	 1965	� March 7—In what later is known as Bloody Sunday, state 

and local police attack 600 civil rights marchers with clubs 
and tear gas in Selma, Alabama.

	 	� March 21—Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. leads a civil 
rights march from Selma, Alabama, to Montgomery, Al
abama.

	 	� July 28—President Johnson commits 50,000 more troops 
to the conflict in Vietnam, taking the U. S. force to a total 
of 125,000.

	 	� August 6—President Johnson signs legislation to enact the 
Voting Rights Act.

xiv	 Timeline



	 1967	� Ann Dunham Obama marries Lolo Soetoro, an Indonesian 
student attending the University of Hawaii. Lolo leaves 
Hawaii for Indonesia; Ann makes plans for her and Barack 
to follow.

	 	� Barack leaves Hawaii to move to Jakarta, Indonesia, with 
his mother and his stepfather. Barack’s half sister Maya is 
born in Indonesia.

	 1968	� April 4—Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. is assassinated.
	 	� June 6—Senator Robert F. Kennedy is assassinated.
	 	� August 28—Antiwar protestors demonstrate at the Demo-

cratic convention in Chicago.
	 1969	� November 16—An estimated 250,000 people gather in 

Washington, D.C., to protest the Vietnam War.1

	 1970	� June 22—President Richard Nixon signs an extension of 
the Voting Rights Act that lowers the voting age to 18.  
Known as the 26th Amendment to the Constitution, it is 
ratified on July 1, 1971.

	 1971	� Barack leaves Indonesia to live with his grandparents in 
Hawaii. Ann and Barack’s half sister Maya stay in Indone-
sia. He is 10 years old.

	 	� Fall—As a fifth grader, Barack attends the prestigious prep 
school Punahou Academy.

	 	� Barack Obama Sr., recuperating from a serious car acci-
dent, visits Barack in Hawaii. Barack was two when his 
father left Hawaii for Harvard Law School.

	 1979	� Barack’s paternal grandfather, Hussein Onyango Obama, 
dies in Kenya.

	 	� Barack graduates from Punahou Academy. After being 
accepted by several schools, he enrolls in Occidental Col-
lege in Los Angeles.

	 	� Having always been called Barry by friends and family, he 
is now called Barack, which means “blessed” in Arabic.

	 1980	� As a sophomore, Barack gets involved with a South Afri-
can divestment campaign on campus and gives his first 
speech at a rally.

	 1981	� August—Barack, now 20 years old, transfers from Occi-
dental College to Columbia University in New York 
City.

	 1982	� Barack receives a call from Nairobi, Kenya. It is his Aunt 
Jane, whom he has never met, telling him that his father 
has been killed in a car accident. Barack is 21 years old.

	 Timeline	 xv
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	 1983	� Barack graduates from Columbia University. He takes a job 
in New York as a research assistant at a consulting firm.

	 1984	� President Ronald Reagan signs a policy directive designed 
to combat international terrorism. This gives the United 
States the power to launch preventive and retaliatory 
strikes against foreign terrorists.2

	 1985	� Barack accepts a position as a community organizer and 
moves to Chicago. During his three years on the job, his 
half sister Auma visits him and he learns about his father 
and the family in Kenya.

	 1988	� February—Barack is accepted by Harvard Law School. 
Prior to attending classes in the fall, he makes his first trip 
to Kenya.

	 	 Fall—At 27 years of age, Barack begins law school.
	 1989	� Summer—Barack returns to Chicago as an intern at a law 

firm. He meets Michelle Robinson, his future wife, who is 
assigned as his mentor. She graduated from Harvard Law 
School in 1988.

	 1990	� During his second year of law school, Barack is elected 
president of the prestigious Harvard Law Review. He is the 
first African American to be elected to the position in the 
Review’s 104-year history.

	 1991	� Barack graduates magna cum laude from Harvard Law 
School. After being heavily recruited by law firms across the 
nation, he returns to Chicago to practice civil rights law.

	 1992	� Barack and Michelle Robinson are married. Barack and 
Michelle visited Kenya prior to their marriage to meet 
Barack’s family. They move to Hyde Park, a suburb on Chi-
cago’s South Side.

	 	� Barack’s grandfather Stanley Dunham dies prior to Barack 
and Michelle’s marriage.

	 	� Barack becomes the director of Illinois Project Vote, help-
ing to register nearly 50,000 voters.

	 	� William Jefferson Clinton is elected president of the 
United States.

	 1993	� Barack goes to work at a public interest law firm to work on 
civil rights, employment discrimination, fair housing, and 
voting rights.

	 	� Barack is named in Crain’s magazine’s list of “40 under 40” 
outstanding young leaders in the city of Chicago.

	 	� Barack joins the faculty of University of Chicago Law 
School as a senior lecturer, teaching constitutional law.



	 	� Michelle Obama joins the Chicago Office of Public Allies, 
a program that assists young people to find employment in 
public service.

	 	� February 26—A bomb explodes in the World Trade Cen-
ter in New York.

	 1995	 Barack publishes his first book, Dreams from My Father.
	 1996	� Barack is elected to the Illinois State Senate as a Democrat 

representing the Illinois 13th legislative district.
	 1997	� January—State Senator Barack Obama arrives in Spring-

field, Illinois, to serve his constituency from the South 
Side of Chicago.

	 1998	� Barack and Michelle’s first daughter, Malia, is born.
	 2000	� Barack enters the race for the U.S. House of Represen-

tatives against the four-term incumbent Bobby Rush. He 
loses by a two-to-one margin.

	 	 George W. Bush is elected president.
	 2001	� Barack and Michelle’s second daughter, Sasha, is born.
	 	� September 11—Often referred to as 9/11, al Qaeda 

launches a series of coordinated suicide attacks in New 
York, Washington, DC, and Pennsylvania.

	 2002	� Midyear—Barack announces to his friends his decision to 
run for the U.S. Senate.

	 	� Fall—A majority of Americans are convinced that Sad-
dam Hussein has weapons of mass destruction and is per-
sonally involved in the 9/11 attacks.

	 	� October—The Senate votes to give President George W. 
Bush the power to go to war in Iraq.

	 	� October 2—Barack speaks to a crowd of antiwar activists, 
stating his opposition to the war.

	 2004	� March 16—Barack wins the primary election for the U.S. 
Senate with 53 percent of the vote. He would face Repub-
lican Alan Keyes in the general election.

	 	� July 27—Barack delivers the keynote speech at the Demo-
cratic National Convention in Boston, Massachusetts. 
The speech lasts approximately 15 minutes.

	 	� With a margin of victory of 70 percent over Alan Keyes’s 
27 percent, Barack is elected to the U.S. Senate. He is the 
only African American in the U.S. Senate and the fifth 
African American in U.S. history.

	 	� December—Barack signs a contract for three more 
books, including a children’s book to be written with 
Michelle.

	 Timeline	 xvii



	 2005	� January 4—Barack is sworn in as a member of the 109th 
Congress of the United States.

	 	� Shortly after his swearing in as the junior senator from Illi-
nois, Barack and his team begin making plans for a 15-day 
trip to Africa.

	 	� Upon his return from Africa, plans begin in earnest about 
a run for the presidency in the 2008 election.

	 	� Barack is one of two freshmen senators on the powerful 
Senate Foreign Relations Committee.

	 	� August—Barack travels to Russia with Republican Sena-
tor Richard Lugar and others to inspect nuclear and bio-
logical weapons sites. He then cosponsors a bill that will 
reduce the stockpiles of these types of weapons.

	 	� August—Hurricane Katrina devastates the southern 
coastal regions of the United States. Barack speaks out 
about poverty issues and the government’s handling of the 
devastation.

	 	� During his first two years as a senator, Barack travels 
around the world, studying nuclear proliferation, AIDS, 
and violence in the Middle East. Speculation continues 
about whether he is considering a presidential run.

	 2006	� Barack publishes his second book, The Audacity of Hope: 
Thoughts on Reclaiming the American Dream.

	 	� October 22—Barack appears on the NBC television show 
Meet the Press, where he tells commentator Tim Russert 
that it is fair to say he is thinking about running for presi-
dent in 2008.

	 	� October 23—Barack appears on the cover of Time maga-
zine in an article entitled “Why Barack Obama Could Be 
the Next President.”

	 	� November—After the Democrats take control of Con-
gress in the general election, discussions about Barack’s 
presidential bid take on more urgency, with Michelle 
Obama’s opinion the key to the decision on whether he 
will run.

	 	� December—Michelle determines she is on board with her 
husband running for president.

	 	� December—Barack visits New Hampshire, an early presi-
dential primary state, and tells an audience that the media 
describe as “rock-star size” that America is ready to turn a 
page and a new generation is prepared to lead.
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	 2007	� January—Barack tells U.S. News & World Report that he 
believes there is a great hunger for change in America.

	 	� January—Barack takes another step in a presidential bid 
by posting a message on his Web site and sending an e-mail 
message to his Web site subscribers that he is forming a 
presidential exploratory committee. He tells his supporters 
and subscribers that the decision to run for the presidency 
is a profound one and that he wants to be sure whatever 
decision he makes is right for him, his family, and the 
country.

	 	� January—Barack says he will tell his friends, neighbors, 
and Americans by February 10 what his plans are regard-
ing running for president.

	 	� February 10—On a frigid day in Springfield, Illinois, in 
front of a crowd estimated to be at least 10,000 people, 
Barack announces that he is running for president of the 
United States.

	 	� March—A USA Today/Gallup Poll finds that 1 in 10 say they 
wouldn’t vote for a woman or Hispanic, and 1 in 20 say they 
wouldn’t vote for a black, Jewish, or Catholic candidate.3

	 	� March—Barack announces his campaign has raised more 
than 100,000 donations totaling at least $25 million; 
$6.9 million is generated through Internet donations.4

	 	� March—Barack speaks at the Brown Chapel AME church 
in Selma, Alabama, on the anniversary of Bloody Sunday. 
He tells the assembly that the event in 1965, when state 
and local police attacked 600 civil rights marchers with 
clubs and tear gas, enabled his parents, a mixed-race cou-
ple, to marry.

	 	� April—Many in the media cast Barack as a candidate who 
has refused money from Washington lobbyists and who 
uses the Internet to garner support and contributions.

	 	� April—Barack announces the Five Initiatives: bringing 
the Iraq war to an end, modernizing the military, stop-
ping the spread of weapons of mass destruction, rebuilding 
alliances and partnerships, and investing in our common  
humanity.

	 	� May—Barack is placed under Secret Service protection, 
the earliest ever for a U.S. presidential candidate.

	 	� May—Barack is selected by Time magazine as one of the 
world’s most influential people.

	 Timeline	 xix



	 	� July—A Newsweek magazine poll finds that race is no lon-
ger the barrier it once was in electing a president. A clear 
majority, 59 percent, say that the country is ready to elect 
an African American president, up from 37 percent at the 
start of the decade.5

	 	� December—A report by the Pew Research Center finds 
that “fewer people are making judgments about candidates 
based solely, or even mostly, on race itself.”6

	 2008	� Barack is consistently considered to be a front-runner 
in national and state polls, along with Senator Hillary 
Clinton and Senator John Edwards.

	 	� January 3—Barack’s first test comes at the Iowa caucus. 
He sails to victory with 38 percent of the state delegate 
vote in a contest that features a record turnout of at least 
239,000. The win gives his presidential campaign an early 
and extremely important boost.7

	 	� January 8—In the first presidential primary for the 2008 
election, New Hampshire’s, the second test for his candi-
dacy, with polls suggesting an enormous victory, Barack 
takes second place behind Senator Hillary Clinton, with 
36 percent of the vote to Clinton’s 39 percent.8

	 	� January 15—Michigan holds its primary, but the votes do 
not count as the Democratic National Party stripped the 
state of its delegates for violating Party rules by holding the 
primary too early. Barack had withdrawn his name from 
the ballot; Hillary’s name remained, but no delegates are 
awarded.

	 	� January 19—The campaigns move to Nevada for the 
state’s caucus. More than 117,000 vote, compared to the 
9,000 that voted in 2004.9 Hillary wins the contest with 
51 percent of the vote to Barack’s 45 percent.10

	 	� January 25—South Carolina holds its primary. Voters 
come out in droves to hear Barack’s message. Barack wins 
55 percent of the vote, doubling Hillary’s share.11

	 	� January 29—Florida holds its primary. As in the Michi-
gan primary the votes do not count and the Democratic 
National Party strips the delegates for violating Party rules. 
Both Barack and Hillary had agreed not to campaign in 
the state, however Hillary had held fund-raising events 
there. No delegates are awarded.

	 	� February 5—Known as Super Tuesday, 22 states hold 
either a primary or a caucus. In all, there are more than 

xx	 Timeline
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2,000 delegates at stake including the delegate-rich states 
of California with 441, Illinois with 185, and New York 
with 281. When all the votes are counted, Barack wins 
13 individual states, including his home state of Illinois; 
Hillary wins 8 states, including her adopted home state of 
New York. The popular vote from Super Tuesday makes it 
a very close race. Clinton wins 7,427,700 popular votes, 
or 50.20 percent; Obama wins 7,369,709 popular votes, or 
49.80 percent.12

	 	� February 9—The states of Nebraska, Washington, Loui-
siana, and the Virgin Islands hold contests where excite-
ment is high and the turnout is record-breaking. With a 
total of 203 delegates at stake, Barack wins all four states.

	 	� February 10—Maine holds its caucus with 34 delegates at 
stake. Barack wins 59 percent of the vote; Hillary wins 40 
percent.13

	 	� February 12—Known as the Potomac Primaries, Wash-
ington, D.C., Maryland, and Virginia hold their primaries 
for a total of 240 delegates. Barack sweeps all three states 
winning 75 percent of the vote to Hillary’s 24 percent in 
Washington, D.C.; in Maryland, Barack wins 60 percent 
to Hillary’s 37 percent; and in Virginia, Barack wins 64 
percent to Hillary’s 35 percent.14

	 	� February 19—The campaigns move to Wisconsin for a pri-
mary with 121 delegates at stake, and to Hawaii with 20 
delegates. To no one’s surprise, Barack carries Hawaii with 
76 percent of the vote. In Wisconsin, Barack wins 58 per-
cent to Hillary’s 41 percent.15

	 	� March 4—Another Tuesday rich with delegates: Texas, 
Ohio, Vermont, and Rhode Island hold contests. Hillary is 
favored to win in Texas with 193 delegates and Ohio with 
141 delegates. When all votes are counted, Barack wins 
Vermont by 30 points, and Hillary wins the other three 
states.16

	 	� March 8—With 18 total delegates, Wyoming holds its pri-
mary. Barack wins 61 percent to Hillary’s 38 percent.17

	 	� March 11—Mississippi holds its primary with 40 delegates 
at stake. Barack wins 61 percent to Hillary’s 37 percent.18 
Both campaigns prepare for the next primary, in Pennsyl-
vania on April 22, 2008, where they will vie for 188 del-
egates. The primary calendar includes contests in Guam 
on May 3, Indiana and North Carolina on May 6, West 
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Virginia on May 13, Kentucky and Oregon on May 20, 
Puerto Rico on June 1, and Montana and South Dakota on 
June 3, 2008.

	 	� March 18—At the National Constitution Center in Phila-
delphia, Pennsylvania, Barack speaks for nearly 40 minutes 
about race and racial rhetoric. Afterwards, many compare 
it to Dr. Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” speech. 
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Chapter 1

Family History

What’s interesting is how deeply American I feel, considering this 
exotic background. Some of it is the Midwestern roots of my grand­
parents, my mother, and the values that they reflect. But some of it is 
also a deep abiding sense that what is quintessentially American, is all 
these different threads coming together to make a single quilt. And I 
feel very much like I’m one of those threads that belong in this quilt, 
that I’m a product of all these different forces, black, white, Asian, His­
panic, Native American. That, somehow, all this amalgam is part of 
who I am, and that’s part of the reason I love this country so much.1

Hussein Onyango Obama, Barack  
Obama’s Paternal Grandfather;  
Akuma Obama, Barack Obama’s  

Paternal Grandmother; Granny,  
Hussein Onyango Obama’s Third Wife

In 1988, before moving to Boston to attend Harvard Law School, Barack 
made an important trip to Kenya. He felt he needed a break from his two 
and a half years as a community organizer in Chicago; and, as he later 
answered his half brother Bernard when asked why he had finally come 
home, he said that he wasn’t sure why, but something had told him it was 
time. What he found in Africa was more than just a simple connection 
to family. Rather, it was a pilgrimage for this young man who grew up 
conflicted by his mixed race and by his father’s absence that came so early 
in his life.
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After traveling through Europe for three weeks, intending to see places 
he’d always heard about but had never seen, he realized he’d made a mis­
take in touring there first. Europe wasn’t a part of his heritage, and he felt 
he was living as if he were someone else, lending an incompleteness to 
his own history. He also thought spending time in Europe before his trip 
to Africa might be an attempt to delay coming to terms with his father. 
When Barack was two, his father returned to Africa, leaving him and his 
mother in Hawaii. He hadn’t seen his father since he was 10 years old.

With some relief at leaving Europe, and with more than a little ner­
vousness at the prospect of facing a family history he knew very little 
about, he flew from London to Nairobi, Kenya. Landing at the Kenyatta 
International Airport, his sister and aunt warmly greeted him and wel­
comed him home. His Aunt Zeituni told his half sister Auma, “You take 
good care of Barry now. Make sure he doesn’t get lost again.” Barack was 
confused by this greeting, and Auma explained that this was a common 
expression referring to someone who hasn’t been seen for a while or to 
someone who has left and not been seen again; they’ve been lost, she said, 
even if people know where they are.2 For Barack, known as Barry to his 
family and friends until later in his life, a pilgrimage had begun.

While in Kenya, Barack met members of his African family. He met 
his half sisters, half brothers, aunts, and cousins; he learned about his 
father and grandfather and what it meant to be an Obama—as many 
throughout Kenya remembered Barack Sr. and Hussein Obama, Barack’s 
grandfather. To know more about his grandfather Hussein, Barack and 
his aunts, sister, and brothers boarded a train to visit Granny, the third 
wife of Hussein Obama. The train, originally built by the British begin­
ning in 1895, was part of a 600-mile rail line from the city of Mombasa 
on the Indian Ocean to the eastern shores of Lake Victoria. This trip was 
an important part of Barack’s pilgrimage in Africa, because it would take 
him to what is known as “Home Squared,” the ancestral family home. 
Barack’s half sister Auma and her brother Roy, Barack’s half brother, 
had visited there many times. Auma told Barack that he would love 
Granny, adding that she had a wonderful sense of humor, something she 
said Granny needed after living with “The Terror,” her name for their 
grandfather. She said they called their grandfather that because he was so 
mean. Roy added that their grandfather would make them sit at the table 
for dinner, serve the food on china, like an Englishman, and if someone 
said the wrong thing or used the wrong fork, he would hit them on the 
head with his stick. Barack’s Aunt Zeituni assured Barack that she had 
many good memories about her father; he was strict, yes, but he was well 
respected.
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Barack’s grandfather’s compound, in the village of Alego, was one of 
the largest in the area. He was known to be an excellent farmer, and it was 
said he could make anything grow. Aunt Zeituni said that Hussein Obama 
had worked for the British during World War II, serving a captain in the 
British army. After working as a cook for many years, he learned their 
farming techniques and applied them to his own land.

 Auma suggested that if there were difficulties within the Obama fam­
ily, they all seemed to stem from Grandfather Hussein, saying he was the 
only person their father, Barack Sr., feared. To Barack, this seemed right 
somehow, and if he could learn more, fit the pieces of the story together, 
he thought everything might fall into place.3

Arriving at the village where Granny lived, Barack first met his father’s 
two brothers, Yusuf and Sayid. Sayid, his father’s youngest brother, said 
he had heard many great things about his nephew and warmly wel­
comed him. There, in a compound with a low, rectangular house with a  
corrugated-iron roof and concrete walls and bougainvillea with red, pink, 
and yellow flowers, a few chickens, and two cows beneath a mango tree, 
was what he came to know as “Home Squared.” A large woman with 
a scarf on her head and wearing a flowered skirt came out of the main 
house. She had sparkling eyes and a face like his Uncle Sayid’s. “Halo!” 
she said. Speaking in Luo, her African language, she said she had dreamed 
about the day when she would finally meet the son of her son and that 
his coming had brought her great happiness. Welcoming him home, she 
gave Barack a hug and led him into the house, where there were pictures 
of Barack’s father, his Harvard diploma, a picture of his grandfather, and a 
picture of another grandmother, Akuma, his father’s mother. After enjoy­
ing tea, Barack visited two graves at the edge of a cornfield. One had a 
plaque for his grandfather; the other was covered with tiles, but there was 
no plaque. Roy, Barack’s half brother, explained that for six years, there 
had been nothing to note who was buried there.

For the rest of the day, Barack was immersed in the daily life of Granny’s 
compound and the nearby village. Remembering each part of the day, he 
said, “It wasn’t simply joy that I felt in each of these moments. Rather, it 
was a sense that everything I was doing, every touch and breath and word, 
carried the full weight of my life; that a circle was beginning to close, so 
that I might finally recognize myself as I was, here, now, in one place.”4

It was in Granny’s compound—where his grandfather had farmed 
and where members of his family still worked the land—where he heard 
the stories. One day, in the shade of a mango tree, Barack asked Granny 
to start at the beginning and tell him about his family. He said that, as 
Granny began to speak, he heard all his family’s voices run together, the 



�	 Barack Obama

sounds of three generations were like a stream and his questions like rocks 
in the water.5 Granny told Barack that his great-great grandfather cleared 
his own land and became prosperous, with many cattle and goats. She said 
he had four wives and many children, one of which was Barack’s grandfa­
ther. Although the children didn’t attend school, they learned from their 
parents and elders of the tribe; the men learned how to herd and hunt, 
and the women learned how to farm and cook. The legend of his grand­
father, Granny said, was that he was restless and would wander off for 
days; he was an herbalist, learning about plants that could cure and heal. 
When he was still a boy, white men came to the area for the first time, 
and Onyango was curious about them. He left the farm for a few months, 
and when he returned he was wearing clothes like the white men—pants, 
shirts, and shoes on his feet, which made his family suspicious of him. He 
was banished by his own father and soon left, returning to the town of 
Kisumu, where he had lived and worked for the white people who had 
settled there. He learned to read and write and learned about land titles 
and accounting. His skills made him valuable to the British. Because Af­
ricans in those days couldn’t ride the train, he walked to Nairobi, a two-
week trip on foot, and began to work in a British household. He prospered 
in his job, which included preparing food and organizing the household. 
He became popular among his employers and was able to save his wages 
to buy land and cattle in Kendu, not far from Granny’s land.

On his land, Onyango built a hut, but it wasn’t like the traditional huts 
nearby. Instead, it was kept spotlessly clean, and he insisted that people 
entering remove their shoes. As well, he ate his meals at a table, using a 
knife and fork. He insisted that the food he ate be washed, and he bathed 
and washed his clothes every night. He was very strict about his property, 
but if asked, he would gladly give someone food, clothing, or money. If 
someone took something without asking, however, he became very angry. 
His manners were considered strange by his neighbors. By this time, he 
hadn’t married, and this too was unusual. At one point, he decided he 
needed to marry; however, because of his high housekeeping standards, no 
woman could maintain his home as he demanded. After several attempts 
at marriage, and after losing the precious dowries paid for women to be 
his wife, he found a woman who could live with him. After a few years, 
it was discovered that she could not bear children, and even though this 
was typically grounds for divorce among the Luo tribe, she was allowed to 
remain in the compound, living in a hut that was built for her. Barack’s 
grandfather was still living and working in Nairobi at this time, but he 
often returned to Kendu to visit his land. He decided he needed a second 
wife and returned to Kendu to inquire about the women in the village. He 
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chose a young girl named Akumu, who was known for her great beauty. 
They had three children; the second child was Barack’s father. Later, he 
married again; his third wife was Granny, who, at 16, married Onyango 
and lived in Nairobi with him. Akumu, living with her children in Kendu, 
was very unhappy, and her spirit, according to Granny, was rebellious. She 
found her husband too demanding. He was strict with the housekeeping 
and with child rearing. Life became easier for his second wife when, at the 
start of World War II, Onyango went overseas with the British captain, as 
his cook. He traveled with the British forces for three years and, upon his 
return, brought home a gramophone and a picture of a woman he said he 
had married in Burma.

By the age of 50, Onyango decided to leave the employ of the British 
and moved to Alego, the land of his grandfather, leaving his farm in the 
village of Kendu. Because he had studied British techniques and learned 
modern farming while in Nairobi, he put these methods to work on land 
that was mostly African bush. In less than a year, Onyango had enough 
crops to market. His grandfather planted the trees that Barack saw on 
Granny’s land. He built huts for his wives and children and built an 
oven for baking bread and cakes. He played music at night and provided 
beds and mosquito nets for the children. He taught his neighbors about 
farming and medicines and was well respected by them. When Barack 
Sr. was eight, his mother decided to leave her husband, leaving the chil­
dren in Granny’s care. She had tried to leave several times before, always 
returning to her family home; always Onyango had demanded that she 
return. This time, Onyango at first decided to let her go. However, be­
cause Granny had two children of her own, he went to Akumu’s family 
and demanded that his second wife be returned to care for their chil­
dren. This time, the family refused because they had already accepted a 
dowry from another man whom Akumu had married; the two had left for 
Tanganyika. There was nothing Onyango could do, and he told his third 
wife she was now the mother of all of his children. Sarah, Barack Sr.’s  
older sister, resented her father and remained loyal to her mother. Barack 
Sr. had a different view and told everyone Granny was his mother. Granny 
told Barack that his grandfather continued to be very strict with his chil­
dren. He did not allow them to play outside the compound, mostly be­
cause he felt the other children were dirty and ill mannered. She added 
that when her husband was away, she would let them play as they wished, 
believing they needed to be children.

By the time Barack Sr. was in his teens, life in Kenya was rapidly chang­
ing. Many Africans had fought in the war, and when they returned to 
their homeland, they were eager to use what they learned as fighters; 
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they were no longer satisfied with white rule. Many young Africans were 
influenced by discussions about independence. Barack’s grandfather was 
skeptical that talk about independence would lead to anything, and he 
thought Africans could never win against a white man’s army. He told his 
son, “How can the African defeat the white man when he cannot even 
make his own bicycle?” He said that the African could never win against 
the white man because the black man wanted to work only with his own 
family or clan, while all white men worked to increase their power. He 
said that white men worked together and nation and business were im­
portant to them. He said that white men follow their leaders and do not 
question orders, but black men think they know what is better for them. 
That is why, he said, the black man will always lose.6 Despite these opin­
ions, government authorities detained Onyango, declaring him a subver­
sive and a supporter of those demanding independence. He was placed 
in a detention camp and was later found innocent. When he returned 
home, after being in the camp for six months, he was very thin and had 
difficulty walking. He was ashamed of his appearance and his diminished 
capacity, and, from that time on, he appeared to be an old man, far from 
the vital man he had been prior to the false accusation.

Granny told Barack that what his grandfather respected was strength 
and discipline. And, despite learning many of the white man’s ways, he 
remained strict about his Luo traditions, which included respect for elders 
and for authority and order and custom in all his affairs. She thought that 
was why he had rejected the Christian religion, saying that, for a brief 
time, he had converted to Christianity and even changed his name to 
Johnson. He couldn’t understand the ideas of mercy toward enemies, she 
said, and then had converted to Islam, thinking its practices conformed 
more closely to his beliefs.7

After several years, Barack Sr. moved away from his father’s home to 
work in Mombassa. He later applied to universities in the United States. 
Onyango supported his son’s desire to study abroad but had little money 
to support his efforts. Barack Sr. was accepted at the University of Hawaii, 
and, through a scholarship and monies he received from benefactors, the 
funds were raised for him to leave Africa. When he met Ann Dunham, 
Barack’s mother, he proposed marriage. Onyango disapproved of the mar­
riage, feeling his son was not acting responsibly. He wrote to Barack Sr., 
“How can you marry this white woman when you have responsibilities at 
home? Will this woman return with you and live as a Luo woman? . . . Let 
the girl’s father come to my hut and discuss the situation properly. For this 
is the affairs of elders, not children.” He also wrote to Barack’s grandfather, 
Stanley Dunham, and said the same things.8 Onyango threatened to have 
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his son’s visa revoked. Despite his father’s opinions, the marriage took 
place. When Barack Sr. returned to Kenya without his wife and young 
son, Onyango wasn’t surprised and knew his predictions had come true. 
When Onyango died, Barack Sr. returned to his father’s home to make 
arrangements for his burial.

At the end of Granny’s story, told in the shade of the mango tree, Barack 
asked her if there was anything left of his grandfather’s belongings. Sort­
ing through the contents of an old trunk, he found a rust-colored book 
about the size of a passport. The cover of the small book said: Domestic 
Servant’s Pocket Register, Issued under the Authority of the Registration of Do-
mestic Servant’s Ordinance, 1928, Colony and Protectorate of Kenya. Inside 
were his grandfather’s left and right thumbprints. A preamble inside the 
book explained that the object of the book was to present a record of em­
ployment and to protect employers against the employment of those who 
were deemed unsuitable for work. The little book defined the term servant 
and stated that the book was to be carried by servants or they would be 
subject to fines or imprisonment if they were found without the docu­
ment. Barack’s grandfather’s name, Hussein II Onyango, his ordinance 
number, race, place of residence, sex, age, height, and physical attributes 
were all listed. His employment history was listed as well as a review of 
his performance in each capacity. Along with the little book was a stack 
of application-for-admission letters from Barack’s father, all addressed to 
universities in the United States. To Barack, this was his inheritance, the 
documents about his grandfather, some letters describing his father, and 
all the stories he heard on his pilgrimage to Kenya.

Stanley Dunham, Known as Gramps,  
and Madelyn “Toots” Dunham—Barack 

Obama’s Maternal Grandparents
Barack Obama writes affectionately about his maternal grandparents 

throughout his book Dreams from My Father. From the time he was born 
until he left for college in California, Barack frequently lived with his moth­
er’s parents, and they had an immeasurable influence on him. Madelyn, 
or Toots, a derivation of Tutu, the Hawaiian name for grandparent, grew 
up in Kansas. Her heritage included Cherokee and Scottish and English 
ancestors who homesteaded on the Kansas prairie. Stanley also grew up in 
Kansas, in a town less than 20 miles from Madelyn. In his book, Barack 
writes that they recalled their childhoods in small-town Depression-era 
America, complete with Fourth of July parades, fireflies, dust storms, hail­
storms, and classrooms filled with farm boys.9 They frequently spoke about  
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respectability, saying that you didn’t have to be rich to be respectable. 
Madelyn’s family, he wrote, were hardworking, decent people. Her father 
had a job throughout the Depression. Her mother, a teacher prior to hav­
ing a family, kept the home spotless and ordered books through the mail. 
Stanley’s parents were Baptists, and his mother committed suicide when 
Stanley was eight years old. Known to be a bit wild in his youth, Stanley 
was thrown out of high school for punching the principal in the nose. For 
the next three years, he did odd jobs and often rode the rail lines around 
the country. Winding up in Wichita, Kansas, he met Madelyn, after she 
moved there with her family. Her parents didn’t approve of their court­
ship. Barack describes his grandfather in the days before World War II 
as cutting a dashing figure, wearing baggy pants and a starched under­
shirt and a brimmed hat cocked back on his head. He describes his grand­
mother as a smart-talking girl with too much red lipstick, dyed blond hair, 
and legs that could model hosiery for the department store.10 Madelyn and 
Stanley eloped just prior to the attack at Pearl Harbor. Stanley enlisted 
in the army and, while he was posted at an army base, Barack’s mother 
Ann was born. Madelyn went to work on a bomber plane assembly line. 
After the war, the family moved to California, where Stanley enrolled at 
the University of California, Berkeley, using the benefits of the GI bill. 
After a time, Stanley realized that being in a classroom wasn’t right for 
him, and the family moved back to Kansas, then to Texas, and finally to 
Seattle, where Stanley worked as a furniture salesman and where Ann 
finished high school. Ann was offered early admission to the University of 
Chicago; however, Stanley forbade her to go, believing she was too young 
to live on her own.

At about this same time, the manager of the furniture company men­
tioned that a new store was about to open in Honolulu, Hawaii. He said 
that the opportunities seemed endless there, because statehood was immi­
nent. The Dunhams sold their home in Seattle and moved again. Stanley 
worked as a furniture salesman, and Madelyn began working as a secretary 
at a local bank. Eventually, she became the first woman vice president at 
the bank.

Barack describes the move to Hawaii as part of his grandfather’s per­
petual search for a new beginning. By the time they moved, Stanley’s 
character would be fully formed, with a generosity and eagerness to please 
and a mix of sophistication and provincialism. He writes that his grand­
father was typical of men of his generation—men who embraced freedom 
and individualism and who were both dangerous and promising. Stanley 
wrote poetry, listened to jazz music, and counted as friends many Jewish 
people he met in the furniture business. His grandmother, in contrast, was 
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skeptical by nature, with a stubborn independence, and deeply private 
and pragmatic. To Barack, they appeared to be of a liberal bent, although, 
he writes, their beliefs were never like a firm ideology. When his mother 
came home from the University of Hawaii, telling her parents that she 
met a man from Kenya, Africa, named Barack, their first impulse was to 
invite him over for dinner.11

After Barack was born, his grandparents loved him fiercely and fear­
lessly. They were proud of him, and his mixed parentage never seemed 
to be an issue for them. They encouraged him, disciplined him, and saw 
that he received his education and did his best in school. While Barack’s 
mother remained in Indonesia after sending her son back to Hawaii to 
attend school and when she later returned to Indonesia to further her 
anthropology studies, Barack lived with Stanley and Toots. Although she 
was more reserved than Stanley, Toots’s love for her grandson was never in 
question. She always encouraged Barack and enjoyed it when his friends 
came over to play or, later, to just hang out. Neil Abercrombie, a Demo­
cratic congressman from Hawaii and a close friend of Ann and Barack Sr.  
at the University of Hawaii, said he would frequently see Stanley and 
Barack about town and added, “Stanley loved that little boy. In the ab­
sence of his father, there was not a kinder, more understanding man than 
Stanley Dunham. He was loving and generous.”12

Barack Obama Senior, Barack  
Obama’s Father

A few months after Barack’s 21st birthday, when he was living in New 
York, a stranger called. It was his Aunt Jane, calling from Nairobi to tell 
Barack that his father had been killed in a car accident. She asked that 
he call his uncle in Boston and relay the news. Telling him she would try 
to call again, the line went dead. The news about a father he hadn’t seen 
since he was 10, the father who had returned to Africa in 1963 when 
Barack was only 2 years old, wasn’t easily processed. Now, at 21 years of 
age, he heard from an aunt he didn’t know that his father, who was some­
what more a myth than a man, was dead.

Barack writes in his book Dreams from My Father that, at the time of his 
father’s death, he really only knew him from the stories he had heard from 
his mother and grandparents. They each had their favorites that young 
Barack heard many times. His grandmother seemed to have a “gentler 
portrait” of Barack Sr. Barack’s mother said that his father could be a bit 
domineering and that he was an honest person and sometimes uncom­
promising. She told him the story of his father accepting his Phi Beta  
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Kappa key in his favorite outfit of jeans and an old knit leopard-print 
shirt. No one had said it was a big honor, and when he found everyone 
at the ceremony dressed in tuxedos, he was, for the first and only time in 
her memory, embarrassed. Barack’s grandfather said that Barack Sr. could 
handle just about any situation, a quality that made everyone like him. 
Barack’s grandfather said that one thing Barack could learn from his father 
was confidence, which he believed was the secret to a man’s success.13 The 
stories were often told in the evenings, and then stories about his father 
would be put away, to be brought up again at a later time. Later in life, 
Barack learned more about his father, the man he and his half sister Auma 
called the “old man,” from the stories he heard on his first trip to Kenya.

Barack’s father was a Kenyan, of the Luo tribe, born near Lake Victoria 
in a village called Alego. His mother Akumu, his father’s second wife, left  
the household when Barack Sr. was nine, leaving her first two children 
to be raised by his father’s third wife, known to her extended family as 
Granny, and taking her third child, an infant, with her. Granny described 
Barack Sr. as mischievous, appearing to be obedient in front of his father, 
but, outside of his father’s view, he usually did what he pleased. Even 
though he behaved badly sometimes, he was also very clever. At a very 
early age, he learned his alphabet and numbers.

As a young man, Barack Sr. tended his father’s goats and attended the 
local mission school that had been set up by the British. Learning came 
very easily to him, and he told his father he could not study there because 
he already knew everything the instructor had to teach him. He was sent 
to another school, and even there he knew all the answers and corrected 
his teacher. He soon became bored with school and would sometimes stop 
going altogether. He would find a classmate to give him the lessons and 
would learn everything he needed to know for the exam. He was almost 
always first in his class. This pleased his father, because, to him, knowledge 
was the source of white man’s power, and he wanted to make sure his son 
was as educated as any white man. Life in Kenya was changing by the time 
Barack Sr. was a teenager. Many Africans had fought in World War II,  
and when they returned home, they weren’t satisfied with living under 
the white man’s rule. There was talk of independence from the British. 
Barack Sr. was influenced by all the talk, and when he returned home 
from school he often talked about what he had seen. Although his fa­
ther, Onyango, agreed with many of the demands, he was skeptical of any 
sort of independence. He thought Africans could never win against the 
white man’s army. He said that the black man only wanted to work with 
his own family or clan, while all the white men worked to increase their 
power. “The white man alone is like an ant. He can be easily crushed . . .  



	 Family History	 11

the white man works together. His nation, his business—these things are 
more important to him . . . he will follow his leaders and not question 
order. Black men are not like this. Even the most foolish black man thinks 
he knows better . . . that is why the black man will always lose.”14 Despite 
these views, Onyango was thought to be a subversive and spent time in a 
detention camp. Even though he was later found innocent, he never fully 
recovered from the experience.

While his father was in a detention camp, Barack Sr. was away at 
school, some 50 miles south of his father’s home. He had taken a district 
exam and was admitted to a mission school that admitted only a small 
number of the brightest Africans. The teachers of the school, impressed 
by his intelligence, overlooked some of his pranks. However, it was his 
rebelliousness in the end that caused him to be expelled. He returned 
home, and when his father found out, he was furious. He told Barack Sr. 
that if he didn’t behave properly, he would have no use for him. His father 
arranged for him to travel to Mombassa to take a job as a clerk for an Arab 
merchant, telling his son that now he would see how much he could enjoy 
himself, now that he had to earn money for his own keep. Having no 
choice but to obey his father, he took the job, but after an argument with 
the merchant, he quit. To find another job, he had to accept less pay, and 
his father told him he wouldn’t amount to anything. Onyango told his son 
to leave because he had brought him shame.

Barack Sr. then went to Nairobi and found work as a clerk for the 
railroad. Influenced by Kenyan politics, he became bored with the job 
and began attending political meetings. After being arrested and put in 
jail for taking part in a meeting, he asked his father for bail, but his father 
refused. Upon his release, Barack Sr. was discouraged and began to think 
his father was right, perhaps he would amount to nothing. At 20 years old, 
he had no job, was estranged from his father, and was without money or 
prospects. And by now, he was married with a child, having met his first 
wife, Kezia, when he was 18. Attracted by her beauty, after a short court­
ship, he decided to marry her. Having no money for a dowry, he’d had to 
ask his father for help. When Onyango refused, Barack Sr.’s stepmother 
intervened, saying it would be improper for Barack to beg for help for a 
proper dowry. After a year of marriage, a son, Roy, was born. Two years 
later, a daughter, Auma, was born.

Barack Sr. took any work he could find to support his family. He was 
desperate and depressed because many of his classmates from the presti­
gious mission school were now leaving for university and some had gone 
to London to study. They all, he knew, could expect good jobs when they 
returned to a now liberated Kenya. Barack wondered if he would end up 
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working as a clerk for the rest of his life. Then good fortune struck. Barack 
met two American women who were teaching in Nairobi. They loaned 
him books and invited him to their home. When they realized how intel­
ligent he was, they suggested he continue his studies at university. Barack 
explained that he had neither a secondary school certificate nor sufficient 
funds to pay the tuition. The answer was to take a correspondence course 
to earn the needed certificate and pursue scholarship funds at a university 
in the United States. Once he began working on the lessons, he worked 
diligently, and a few months later, he sat for the exam at the American 
embassy. After several months, the acceptance letter came; he had earned 
the certificate. He still needed to gain acceptance to a university and find 
the funds to pay tuition and transportation expenses to the States. His 
father, once he saw how diligently Barack had worked, was proud and im­
pressed; however, he wasn’t able to raise the needed money. Determined 
to further his studies, Barack Sr. wrote letters to schools throughout the 
United States. The University of Hawaii responded, saying they would 
provide a scholarship for him to attend. Moving his pregnant wife and 
son to his father’s compound, he left Nairobi in 1959; at the age of 23,  
he became the first African student at the University of Hawaii, where he 
studied econometrics. A short time later, in a Russian language class, he 
met a young American woman named Ann Dunham and fell in love. A 
short time later they were married and, in August 1961, Ann gave birth  
to a son. He was named after his father and grandfather, but was called 
Barry. In 1963, after graduating in three years and first in his class, Barack 
Sr. won another scholarship to pursue his Ph.D. at Harvard University. 
He accepted the scholarship, moved to Boston, and left his wife and son 
in Hawaii. His son, Barack, was two years old. Barack Sr. and Ann di­
vorced. After leaving Harvard, Barack Sr. returned to Africa.

Ann Dunham, Barack Obama’s Mother
Barack’s grandparents eloped just before the start of World War II.  

His grandfather Stanley enlisted in the army, and he and his young wife, 
Madelyn, moved to an army base, where their daughter, Stanley Ann, was 
born. After the war, the family moved around, living in California, Kan­
sas, and Texas, before relocating to Seattle. Stanley Ann was often teased 
because of her first name (so named because her father wanted a son), 
and Madelyn sometimes worried about her, especially when she tended 
to spend so much time alone. Barack writes in his book Dreams from My 
Father that his mother was something of a loner, being an only child who 
had moved around a lot during her youth, but that she was always cheerful 
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and easy-tempered. He said she often had her head in a book and would 
sometimes wander off on a walk. When Madelyn came home from work, 
she often found Ann alone in the front yard, lying in the grass or on the 
swing, off in some world of her own.15

In his book, Barack also writes about racism and how his mother and 
grandparents were exposed to it while living in Texas. He tells the story 
of how Ann, at about 10 years old, made friends with a black girl. One af­
ternoon, his grandmother came home from work and found Ann and her 
friend in the front yard, where they were being taunted by other children 
who stood in the street, yelling and throwing rocks. Realizing how scared 
the two girls were, she said, “If you two are going to play, then for goodness  
sake, go on inside.” Madelyn reached for the black girl’s hand, but the 
girl instead ran out of the yard and down the street. Upon hearing about 
the incident, Ann’s father was angry, and the next day he visited Ann’s 
school principal to complain about the other children’s behavior. He also 
called the parents of the misbehaving children. The responses were all 
the same: white girls didn’t play with “coloreds in this town.” Whenever 
his grandfather spoke of racism to his grandson, he would add that he left 
Texas because of it. His grandmother felt a bit different, saying that racism 
wasn’t even a part of their vocabulary at the time, adding that they both 
felt they should treat people decently and that was all there was to it.16

From Texas, the family moved to Seattle, where Ann graduated from 
high school. She dreamed of studying at the University of Chicago, but 
Ann’s father said she was too young to live on her own, and so, in 1959, 
she moved to Hawaii with her parents and enrolled at the University of 
Hawaii. In one of her courses, Ann, a shy and awkward 18-year-old, met 
an African named Barack Obama. He was charming, with an acute intel­
lect, and when he was introduced to her parents, they were wary at first but 
were soon won over. Barack and Ann were married in a civil ceremony. 
Their son, given the name of his father, was born on August 4, 1961. Ann 
and Barack Sr. later divorced. She then married Lolo Soetoro, an Indone­
sian student at the University of Hawaii. When Barack was six, he moved 
with his mother and Lolo to Indonesia. They lived in Jakarta, where Lolo 
worked as a geologist and Ann taught English to Indonesian businessmen 
at the American embassy as part of the U.S. foreign aid package to devel­
oping countries. Barack writes that his mother was grateful for Lolo’s at­
tentiveness toward his new stepson and that she guessed he wouldn’t have 
treated his own son differently. He writes that his mother would picture 
herself at 24, moving with a child and married to a man whose history and 
country she knew little about, and that her very innocence was carried to 
another country right along with her passport.
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She expected the new life to be difficult, so she learned all she could 
about Indonesia, then the fifth most populated country in the world, and 
its many tribes and dialects. Early on, she realized life was tougher than 
she thought it would be, in a country with endemic dysentery and fevers 
and cold-water baths and a hole in the ground instead of a toilet. What 
had drawn her to Lolo, after Barack Sr. had left her and Barack, was the 
promise of something new and important and the idea of helping him 
rebuild a country. She wasn’t prepared, however, for the loneliness she en­
countered; her job at the embassy and the money she earned there helped, 
but they didn’t help the loneliness she felt.17

Ann concentrated on Barack’s education. There wasn’t enough money 
to send him to the International School, where most of the foreign chil­
dren were educated, so she arranged to supplement his Indonesian ed­
ucation with lessons from a correspondence course. Five days a week, 
beginning at four o’clock in the morning, she would make Barack his 
breakfast and give him English lessons for three hours before he left for 
school and she left for work. During these sessions, she also reminded 
Barack of his heritage. She described his grandparents’ upbringing and 
his father’s story, how he had grown up poor in a distant poverty-stricken 
country and how his life had been hard, how he had succeeded, and 
how he had lived his life according to his principles. She told him he 
should follow his father’s example, that he had no choice because it was 
in his genes. She said, “You have me to thank for your eyebrows . . . but 
your brains, your character, you got from him.” She brought home books 
on the civil rights movement, recordings of Mahalia Jackson, and the 
speeches of Martin Luther King. She told Barack stories of the school­
children in the South and how, even though they had to read the books 
discarded by the white children, they became successful doctors and law­
yers. Barack learned from his mother that “To be black was to be the 
beneficiary of a great inheritance, a special destiny, glorious burdens that 
only we were strong enough to bear.”18

The uneasy political situation in Indonesia and near constant loneli­
ness and worry made Ann feel more and more apprehensive about life 
there. As she learned more about the Indonesian government and the 
difficult life for many of the Indonesian people, she took some comfort 
in the fact that, as a white American, she was protected and could leave 
if she wanted to. Ann also considered what the environment was doing 
to and for her son, being of mixed heritage, part white and part African. 
What resulted from all this uneasiness was a distance between Ann and 
her husband. Lolo had learned to live with those who ran the country and 
to work within its boundaries. He was able to obtain a new job with an 
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American oil company with the help of his well-connected brother-in-
law. He moved his family to a better neighborhood, purchased a car and a 
television, and obtained a membership at a local country club. Although 
these luxuries made daily life easier, the additional demands of Lolo’s new 
job caused more difficulties between Ann and Lolo. Despite the difficul­
ties, Ann became pregnant and gave birth to a daughter, Maya. When 
Barack was 10, Ann sent him to Hawaii to live with her parents, deciding 
he needed to go to an American school. She stayed behind with Maya, 
promising her young son that she and his sister would soon follow. She 
separated from Lolo, and a short time later they were divorced. In the 
article “The Not-So-Simple Story of Barack Obama’s Youth,” which was 
published in the online edition of the Chicago Tribune, Barack’s half sister 
Maya Soetoro-Ng said of Barack, their mother, and their grandparents, 
Stanley and Madelyn (Toots), “Looking back now, I’d say he really is kind 
of the perfect combination of all of them. All of them were imperfect but 
all of them loved him fiercely, and I believe he took the best qualities from 
each of them.”19

There is no doubt that Barack’s mother and his grandparents were im­
portant influences in his life. In his book The Audacity of Hope, Barack 
writes extensively about family and specifically of his mother and grand­
mother. They were the ballast in his life, he writes, and it was the women 
who kept him and his family afloat and kept his world centered. He writes 
of his mother’s love and clarity of spirit; it was because of her and his 
grandmother that he never wanted for anything important, and, from 
them, he understood the values that have always guided him.20
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Chapter 2

Formative Years in Hawaii 
and Indonesia

I was raised as an Indonesian child and a Hawaiian child and as a 
black child and as a white child. And so what I benefit from is a mul-
tiplicity of cultures that all fed me.

—Barack Obama

In 1959, just after her high school graduation, Ann Dunham moved with 
her parents to Honolulu, Hawaii. Her father, Stanley, had been offered 
a job at a new furniture store, and her mother, Madelyn, began working 
at a local bank. Ann, a shy, extremely bright 18-year-old, enrolled in the 
University of Hawaii. In one of her classes, Ann met a 23-year-old man 
named Barack Obama, the first African student accepted to the univer-
sity. Studying econometrics, Barack was an intense scholar; he was also 
quite gregarious and had formed many friendships throughout the univer-
sity community. Ann and Barack fell in love and were married, despite 
the misgivings of Barack’s father, who wrote from Kenya that he didn’t 
approve of the marriage. Barack’s father threatened to have his son’s visa 
revoked, which would have required his immediate return to Kenya. He 
didn’t know the marriage had taken place until a few years later.

Ann’s parents were wary at first but soon accepted their son-in-law.  
His charm, his intelligence, and the couple’s obvious love impressed them. 
On August 4, 1961, Ann and Barack had a son they named Barack Hus-
sein Obama—Barack after his father and Hussein after his grandfather. 
The son, born to a white American woman and a black African man, 
was called Barry. In 1963, Barack Sr. was awarded a scholarship to study 
at Harvard University for a Ph.D. Although the scholarship money was  
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sufficient to support him, it was not enough to support Ann and their 
son. Barack Sr. went to Boston, leaving Ann and Barry, now two years 
old, in Hawaii. Ann and Barack Sr. divorced, and Ann continued her 
studies at the university. Ann’s parents, Stanley and Madelyn (known as 
Toots, short for Tutu, the Hawaiian word for grandparents), were a con-
stant presence in Barry’s life.

Barry didn’t know his father, except from the stories he heard from 
his mother and grandparents and from the photographs he found tucked 
away in closets. Barack writes in his memoir Dreams from My Father about 
an early memory of sitting on the floor with his mother staring at photos 
of his father’s dark laughing face, his prominent forehead, and his thick 
eyeglasses. His mother told him about his father growing up in Kenya, 
as part of the Luo tribe, in a village named Alego. Barack listened as 
his mother told him about his father tending goats and attending a local 
school, where he was thought to have promise. She described how he had 
won a scholarship to study in Nairobi and was selected by Kenyan leaders 
and American sponsors to attend a university in the United States. She 
added that his father was expected to learn about Western technology 
and return to Africa with the skills to help create a new, modern Africa. 
She explained that his father had returned to fulfill that promise to his 
country. And even though she and Barry stayed behind, the bond of love 
survived the distance.1 By the time Barry was old enough to listen to and 
remember the stories, his mother had begun a relationship with a man 
who would become her second husband.

After his father left to study at Harvard, Barry began to spend a good 
deal of time with his grandparents. He accompanied his grandfather to 
a park to play checkers and went fishing with him and his friends. All 
the while, he knew his father was missing. The stories he heard didn’t 
tell him why his father had left or what life might have been like if he 
had stayed. Barack didn’t blame his family for what was left out or what 
they didn’t tell him. Instead, he created his own picture of his father. In 
his memoir, Barack wrote about finding an article that appeared in the 
Honolulu Star-Bulletin at the time of his father’s graduation from the uni-
versity. In the picture that accompanied the article, Barack describes his 
father as guarded and responsible, a model student, and an ambassador 
for Africa. Barack Sr., he writes, scoffed at the school’s treatment of for-
eign students, who were forced to attend programs designed to promote 
cultural understanding, which he said was a distraction from the training 
the students were seeking. Barack writes that his father noted that other 
nations could learn from Hawaii how races are willing to work together 
toward a common development, adding that this was something whites 
in other places were unwilling to do. There is no mention in the article 
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of Ann or their son, Barack notes; the omission of this information made 
him wonder whether this was on purpose, based on his father’s pending 
departure from the family, or due to the fault of the reporter not asking 
more questions. Barack found the article about his father with his own 
birth certificate and vaccination records.2 For years, Barack pictured his 
father in his mind, always wondering why he left. Years later, memories 
of his “ghost” of a father were triggered, sometimes by reading an article 
about Africa or seeing a group of children on a street corner. Barack might 
wonder if any of the children were without their fathers.

In December 2007, Barack said that thoughts of his father would “bub-
ble up”; memories would come to him at random moments. “I think about 
him often. . . . Men often long for their fathers’ approval, to shine in their 
fathers’ light.” And when asked how he feels about his father today, what 
is the dominant emotion in these thoughts, Barack answers, “I didn’t 
know him well enough to be angry at him as a father. Mostly I feel a cer-
tain sadness for him, and the way that his life ended up unfulfilled, despite 
his enormous talents.”3

Living in Indonesia and a New Father
I have wonderful memories of the place [Indonesia], but there’s no 
doubt that, at some level, I understood that I was different. It meant 
that I was, maybe, not part of the community as much as I might have 
been, otherwise. On the other hand, it also gave me an appreciation 
of what it means to be an American.4

Barack was two when his father left for Boston and Harvard Law 
School. When he was four, his mother met an Indonesian man named 
Lolo Soetoro, also a student at the University of Hawaii. They dated for 
two years and were married. During the two-year courtship, Lolo spent 
a great deal of time at the Dunham household, and, by the time Ann 
told Barry that she and Lolo were to be married and would be moving to 
a faraway place, Barry, now six, wasn’t surprised and didn’t object. Lolo 
returned to Indonesia, and Ann remained in Hawaii to make necessary 
preparations to move. Arriving in Jakarta, Ann and Barry were met at the 
airport by Lolo and groups of soldiers wearing brown uniforms and carry-
ing guns. In anticipation of their arrival, a new home had been built, and 
Barry was already enrolled in a school. As they rode to their new home in 
a borrowed car, Barry gazed at the landscape of the new place—the vil-
lages, forests, rice paddies, water buffalo, congested streets and markets, 
and men pulling carts loaded with goods.

The new house, located on the outskirts of town, was made of stucco 
and red tile and had a mango tree in the courtyard. When he arrived at 
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the new home, Barry’s stepfather presented him with a gift: an ape named 
Tata, brought from New Guinea. Another surprise were the animals in the 
backyard, including chickens, ducks, a yellow dog, two birds of paradise, a 
cockatoo, and two baby crocodiles in a pond at the back of the property. 
Dinner on their first night in their new home included a hen that a friend 
of Lolo’s killed while Barry watched. Later, lying beneath a mosquito net 
canopy, Barry tried to sleep as he listened to chirping crickets. He could 
barely believe his good fortune.

Barack writes in his memoir that, after being with Lolo for two years, 
his face had become familiar. In less than two years, Barack had learned 
the language, customs, and legends of Indonesia. He survived chicken  
pox, the measles, and the scratches suffered from his schoolteachers’ bam-
boo switches. His best friends were the children of the farmers and the 
servants, and together they ran the streets, looking for odd jobs and fly-
ing kites. Lolo had taught him to eat raw green peppers, dog meat, snake 
meat, and grasshoppers. He wrote to his grandparents and gladly accepted 
the boxes of chocolate and peanut butter they sent. In his letters, Barack 
didn’t mention some aspects of his life—those that he found too difficult 
to explain—like the faces of the farmers when the rains didn’t come or 
when the rains lasted for over a month and the farmers had to rescue their 
goats and hens as their huts were washed away. He didn’t describe the fre-
quently violent world that he was quickly learning about, the world that 
was sometimes cruel and often unpredictable.

At the end of the day, when she returned from her work at the Ameri-
can Embassy, he talked with his mother about what he had seen, and she 
would stroke his forehead and try to explain to him as best as she could. 
He turned to Lolo for guidance and instruction, finding him easy to be 
with, glad that Lolo introduced him as his son to his family and friends. 
When Lolo explained the scars on his legs that came from the leeches that 
stuck to him and his fellow soldiers as they marched through the swamps 
in New Guinea, he told Barry that it hurt when the skin was singed after 
using a hot knife to remove the leeches. He said, “Sometimes you can’t 
worry about hurt. Sometimes you worry only about getting where you 
have to go.” He told Barry that he killed a man because the man was weak. 
He said, “Men take advantage of weakness in other men . . . better to be 
strong . . . if you can’t be strong, be clever and make peace with someone 
who’s strong . . . but always better to be strong yourself. Always.”5

Before Ann and Barry moved to Indonesia, she tried to learn all she 
could about life there. She was prepared for most of what she encoun-
tered, but she didn’t expect the loneliness. Lolo had changed since he left 
Hawaii. When he left Hawaii to prepare a home for his bride and her son, 
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they were apart for a year. During that time, he lost the energy he had as a 
student in Hawaii, and his dream of teaching at a university upon his re-
turn to Indonesia also vanished. Ann later found out that Lolo and all the 
Indonesian students studying abroad were ordered to return home by the 
Indonesian government. When he landed in Jakarta, Lolo was questioned 
by army officials and was conscripted to serve in the army in the jungles of 
New Guinea for a year. The vitality that had attracted Ann to Lolo while 
they were students at the university was gone, and, as a result, Ann was 
lonely; her life wasn’t what she’d hoped it would be.

Her job at the American Embassy helped her cope, as did the money 
she earned there and the friendships she made. At the embassy, Ann 
learned what was going on in the government—news and information she 
couldn’t get otherwise. Knowing she could leave if she wanted or needed 
to, and knowing her white race and American passport protected her, she 
felt some comfort. What worried her more was what the situation was 
doing or might do to her son. Lolo, who had been working as a geologist, 
obtained a job in a government relations office of an American oil com-
pany with the help of his well-connected brother-in-law. A higher income 
enabled the family to move to another neighborhood, purchase a car and 
a television, and obtain a membership in a country club. All this did little 
to help Ann understand and cope. She decided she needed to concen-
trate on Barry’s education, outside of what he learned at the Indonesian 
school. There was no money to send Barry to the International School 
that most of the foreign children attended, so she supplemented his edu-
cation with lessons from a U.S. correspondence course. Five days a week, 
at four o’clock in the morning, while Barry ate his breakfast, she gave him 
English lessons before he left for school and she left for work. As well, 
she would remind Barry of his heritage, describing how his father grew up 
poor in a poverty-stricken country, telling Barry that hard work and liv-
ing life according to strict principles was how his father lived, and Barry 
had no choice but to do the same. Besides the correspondence course, she 
brought home books on the civil rights movement, music recordings of 
black singers, and copies of speeches by Rev. Martin Luther King Jr.; she 
told him stories about the black children in southern U.S. states who were 
forced to read books discarded by the white children. They succeeded 
despite their hardships, she said. She told Barry that to be black was to be 
the beneficiary of a great inheritance and a special destiny.6

Ann spent many hours supplementing what Barry was learning in the 
Indonesian school. She was adamant that he learn about race, heritage, 
and about being an American. All of the information confused Barry 
about who he was, where he came from, and his mixed-race heritage. 
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When he looked in the mirror, he wondered if something was wrong 
with his reflected face. Watching television shows with black actors and 
thumbing through the Sears, Roebuck Christmas catalog his grandparents 
sent to him only confused him further. Most of what he felt and observed 
he kept to himself, believing that either his mother didn’t see or feel the 
same way or she was attempting to protect him. Through it all, he trusted 
his mother’s love for him, despite feeling that what she had taught him 
was incomplete somehow. Barack lived in Indonesia for four years. Dur-
ing that time, Ann gave birth to a daughter named Maya. When Barack 
was 10, Ann sent him back to Hawaii to live with her parents, believing 
he needed to attend school there rather than continue his education in 
Indonesia. She promised her young son that she and Maya would soon 
join him in Hawaii.

Barack’s time in Indonesia stayed with him long into adulthood. In 
his book The Audacity of Hope, published in 2006, he writes that he is 
haunted by memories of his life in Bali. He thinks about how packed 
mud felt beneath his bare feet as he walked through rice paddies, of how 
the sky at sunrise looked behind volcanic peaks, fruit stands along the 
road, and the muezzin’s call at night. He writes that he hopes to take his 
wife, Michelle, and their two daughters there someday, so he can share 
something of his life as a child with them. But his plans, he says, are al-
ways delayed, and he worries that what he might find there now wouldn’t 
match his memories. He adds that, even with today’s cell phones, direct 
flights, and 24-hour news coverage and Internet cafes, Indonesia feels 
more distant to him than it did 30 years ago. He fears, he says, that the 
land where he spent four years of his childhood has become a land of 
strangers.7

Moving Back to Hawaii and Living  
with Grandparents

Traveling by himself and confident that his grandparents would be at 
the airport to meet him, Barry arrived in Honolulu carrying a wooden 
mask that the Indonesian copilot, a friend of his mother’s, had given him. 
Sure enough, his grandparents Stanley and Toots were there, waving and 
anxious, welcoming their grandson home again. Toots put a garland of 
gum and candy around his neck, and Stanley, whom Barry called Gramps, 
put his arm around Barry’s slim shoulders. On the way to his grandparents’ 
apartment, Gramps and Toots talked about what they were having for din-
ner that evening and how Barry would need new clothes for school. Barry 
was 6 when he left Hawaii, and now he was 10. For four years, he’d lived 
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in a completely different place, and the change was dramatic. Suddenly 
he felt as if he would be living with strangers. While he had been away, 
his grandparents had sold their house and had moved into a two-bedroom 
apartment. His grandfather had left the furniture business and was selling 
insurance. He had landed in something familiar, but very different.

As he listened to his grandparents, Barry remembered how his mother 
had said it was time for him to attend an American school, since he had 
completed all the lessons from the correspondence course. She said she 
and Maya would join him soon, in a year at most, and that she’d try to be 
there for Christmas. She had reminded him of previous summers, filled 
with ice cream and days at the beach, and told him that he wouldn’t have 
to wake up at four o’clock in the morning to do his lessons. Over the 
course of the summer, Barry adapted to life with his grandparents. Every 
morning, Toots left the apartment in her tailored suit and high-heeled 
shoes to go to her job at the bank, and Gramps would make phone calls, 
trying to sell insurance policies. As the summer came to a close, Barry 
became anxious about starting school. The previous summer, while visit-
ing his grandparents, he had interviewed for admission to the prestigious 
Punahou Academy, a prep school started by missionaries in 1841. After 
one of the interviews, Barry and Gramps were given a tour of the school 
grounds by the admissions officer, a woman who had grilled Barry on his 
academic and career goals. The school’s green fields and shade trees spread 
over several acres and included tennis courts, swimming pools, and, in the 
glass-and-steel buildings, photography studios. On the tour, Gramps was 
so impressed that he told Barry, “Hell, Bar, this isn’t a school. This is 
heaven. You might just get me to go back to school with you.”8 Barry’s ac-
ceptance at the school was a contributing factor in his mother’s decision 
to send him back to Hawaii. The waiting list was long, the admission stan-
dards strict, and Barry’s admission was helped along by his grandfather’s 
boss, a graduate of the school.

On Barry’s first day of the fifth grade, Gramps took him to school and 
insisted that they arrive early. As the teacher took attendance, she read 
Barry’s name. There were giggles throughout the classroom. The teacher, 
who had called him by his African name, Barack, told him that Barack 
was a beautiful name and that she had lived in Kenya. She asked what 
tribe Barry’s father was from, and when he answered the Luo tribe, the 
children laughed. Throughout the day, Barry was in a daze, especially after 
one of his classmates asked to touch his hair and another asked if his 
father ate humans. When he returned home after school and was asked 
about his day, he went into his room and closed the door. As one of the 
few black students at the elite school, Barry stood out among the children 
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of Hawaii’s wealthy, most of whom were white and Asian. As Rik Smith, 
a black student two years older than Barack, described it for the Chicago 
Tribune in March 2007, “Punahou was an amazing school. But it could be 
a lonely place. Those of us who were black did feel isolated—there’s no 
question about that.”9

Barry’s novelty gradually wore off, yet his sense that he didn’t belong at 
the prestigious school lingered. His clothes were different, and the same 
shoes he wore in Jakarta were neither suitable nor the least bit fashion-
able. Many of his classmates had been together since kindergarten and 
lived in the same neighborhoods. For Barry, at 10 years of age, life seemed 
difficult. Slowly, he made a few friends, but his life, for the most part, con-
sisted of walking home from school, watching television while Gramps 
took his afternoon nap, completing his homework before dinner, and fall-
ing asleep listening to music on the radio. One day, a telegram arrived, 
announcing Barack Sr. was coming for a visit.

At school, Barry told his classmates that his father was a prince and that 
his grandfather was a chief of the tribe. He told them that his last name, 
Obama, meant “burning spear.”10 Because the story brought acceptance 
with his classmates, Barry began to believe the story he told; yet he knew 
he was telling a lie. His mother, who was visiting for Christmas as prom-
ised, seemed apprehensive of the pending visit and tried to reassure her 
son. She told him she had maintained a correspondence with his father 
and that he knew all about Barry’s life in Indonesia and in Hawaii. She 
told Barry his father had remarried and that Barry now had five brothers 
and a sister living in Kenya. She said his father had been in a car accident 
and that his visit was part of his recuperation after a long hospital stay. 
Ann said Barry and his father would become good friends, and she spent 
hours giving Barry information about Kenya. After listening to his mother 
talk about Kenya and his father’s life there, Barry visited the public library 
and read a book on East Africa. He read about his father’s tribe and how 
they raised cattle, lived in mud huts, and ate cornmeal and yams. He left 
the book open on the library table. On the day his father was to arrive, 
Barry left school early. Filled with apprehension, he stood at the door 
of his grandparents’ apartment and rang the doorbell. When his grand-
mother opened the door, there stood his father, a tall, dark figure who 
walked with a limp. His father crouched down and put his arms around 
Barry. He said, “Well, Barry, it is a good thing to see you after so long. Very 
good.” He led him by the hand into the living room and said he’d heard 
Barry was doing well in school. When Barry didn’t answer, his father said 
he had no reason to be shy about doing well in school and that his broth-
ers and his sister were also excelling in their schoolwork. He told Barry 
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this was in his blood. He gave Barry three wooden figurines: a lion, an 
elephant, and an ebony man in tribal dress beating a drum. When Barry 
mumbled a thank you, his father looked at the carvings, touched his son’s 
shoulder, and said, “They are only small things.”11 In his memoir, Barack 
writes that, after a week of seeing his father, he decided that he preferred 
the more distant image of his father—one that he could change or even 
ignore. His father, he wrote, remained something unknown, something 
volatile and somewhat threatening.12

Barack Sr. spent a month in Hawaii, recuperating from his injuries suf-
fered in the car crash and reconnecting with his son. Looking back on it, 
Barack writes in his memoir that he was often silent around his father, and 
he was fascinated by the power his father seemed to have over his mother 
and grandparents at first. Barack remembers his father’s laugh, his deep 
voice, and how he stroked his beard. Barry’s grandmother was more vocal 
about her opinions, and his grandfather seemed more energetic around his 
father. For the first time, Barry thought of a father as something real, and 
maybe even a permanent presence in his life. Then, after a while, tensions 
rose. His mother looked strained, and his grandmother would mutter to 
herself; his grandfather complained about this or that, until one evening 
talking turned to shouting over whether Barry should watch a holiday 
television show. Barack Sr. thought his son watched too much television 
and that he should work harder on his studies. Their voices grew louder, 
and Barry stayed in his room. After the argument was over, 10-year-old 
Barry began to count the days until his father would leave, hoping life 
would return to normal.

Before his father returned to Kenya, he was invited to speak at Barry’s 
school. Barack Sr. spoke to Barry’s class about boys proving their man-
hood, the elders of the tribe, and about his country’s struggle to be free 
from British rule. The class applauded his father and a few asked ques-
tions; one of the teachers said he had an impressive father, and a classmate 
thought his father was very “cool.” Two weeks after visiting Barry’s school, 
Barack Sr. returned to Kenya, leaving Barry with real images and genuine 
memories of his absent father.

Barack continued his education at the Punahou Academy. By the 
time he was in his teens, there were still only a few black students at the 
school. Since Barack Sr. had visited, life had been relatively calm, but, as 
Barry got older, life became more complicated. There were calls from the 
principal’s office, a part-time job, marginal report cards, and a few awk-
ward dates. There was also the usual comparison with friends and what 
they had and what Barry did not have. By this time, Ann and Lolo had 
separated and she and Maya returned to Hawaii to pursue her master’s 
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studies in anthropology. For three years, the three of them lived in a small 
apartment near the academy, supported by the grants Ann had received. 
She often reminded Barry that she was a single mother going to school and 
raising two kids, and the less than perfect housekeeping and the lack of 
food in the refrigerator were all a part of their life. Despite his claims of in-
dependence, and sometimes age-driven sullen attitudes, he did his best to 
help his mother with shopping, laundry, and looking after his sister. When 
the time came for Ann to return to Indonesia to complete her fieldwork 
in anthropology, she wanted Barry to return with her and Maya. His re-
sponse was an immediate no, knowing he could live with his grandparents 
again. According to his sister Maya, “I don’t imagine the decision to let 
him stay behind was an easy one for anyone. But he wanted to remain at 
Punahou. He had friends there, he was comfortable there, and to a kid his 
age, that’s all that mattered.”13 The arrangement to live with Gramps and 
Toots, who were very much like parents to Barry, was what he wanted. 
He realized he was growing up to be a black man in America; the trouble 
was, neither he nor anyone around him knew what this meant. His father 
had given him few clues in the sporadic letters he sent. The letters were 
about his family in Kenya and Barry’s progress in school and noted that 
he and his mother and sister were welcome at any time in Kenya. Neither 
Gramps nor his few black friends offered much advice.

One outlet for Barry was basketball. By the time he was in high 
school, Barry was on the varsity squad, but not a starter. Known as “Barry 
O’Bomber” because of his long jump-shot ability, it was on the court where 
Barry met other blacks whose confusion and anger would help shape his 
own. According to Alan Lum, who later coached at Punahou and also 
taught elementary school there, Barack was always the first to confront 
coaches when he felt they weren’t fairly allotting playing time, and he 
wasn’t shy about advocating for himself or his fellow players. He added, 
“He’d go right up to the coach during a game and say, ‘Coach, we’re killing 
this team. Our second string should be playing more.’ ”14 Barry also went 
to the gym at the university, where black men played. There he learned 
about an attitude that came from what one did, not from someone’s fa-
ther or family. On the court, Barry found a community where being black 
wasn’t a disadvantage.

By the time he was in high school, Barry was feeling what it meant to 
be black in Hawaii, and he was searching for his own identity. He writes 
in his memoir about giving a classmate a bloody nose when the boy called 
him a coon and about an elderly neighbor who felt scared when he got on 
the apartment building elevator and told the building manager that Barry 
had been following her. He writes about a tennis pro who told him not 
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to touch the schedule on the board because his color might rub off and 
then asked Barry if he could take a joke. He remembers his white assistant 
basketball coach whispering within earshot that his team shouldn’t have 
lost to a “bunch of niggers.” When Barry told him to shut up, the coach 
calmly explained that it was an obvious fact that “there are black people, 
and there are niggers . . . those guys were niggers.”15 Barry was learning 
about the term white folks, and it was uncomfortable for him. He was 
aware of the low expectations some white people had for him. He knew 
that people were satisfied as long as he was courteous and smiled and made 
no sudden moves. He wrote in his memoir, “Such a pleasant surprise to 
find a well-mannered young black man who didn’t seem angry.”16 When 
he would speak with his friend Ray, a black student two years his senior, 
he would refer to white folks, and then he would suddenly remember his 
mother, and his words would seem awkward or false. He would think of 
his grandparents and helping his grandfather dry the dishes after dinner 
and his grandmother saying she was going to bed, and the phrase white 
folks would flash in his mind. He had no idea, as a black man in a place far 
from the South, who he was. He just knew he was different. Moving back 
and forth between his black friends and his white family, living within the 
languages and cultures, he hoped the two worlds would somehow meet, 
despite always feeling that something wasn’t right.

When Barack was a senior at Punahou Academy, he stopped writing 
to his father and his father stopped writing back. He had put his studies 
aside, still struggling with who he was, and experimented with drugs and 
alcohol to try to put the struggle out of his mind. Her fieldwork com-
plete, his mother had returned from Indonesia, and she began to ask Barry 
questions about school, his friends, and where he was headed after high  
school. When he attempted to politely reassure her, she wasn’t at all as-
sured. She wondered whether he was being a bit casual about his future. 
His grades were slipping, and he hadn’t started on college applications. 
Wasn’t he concerned about the future? Answering that he thought he 
could stay in Hawaii and take some classes while working part-time, she 
responded that he could get into any school in the country with some ef-
fort. Barry graduated from Punahou and was accepted by several schools. 
He decided to attend Occidental College in Los Angeles, mainly because 
he had met a young woman vacationing with her family in Hawaii who 
lived in a suburb of Los Angeles. When asked by an old friend of his grand-
father’s, an elderly black poet named Frank who lived in a run-down part 
of Waikiki, what he expected to get out of college, Barack answered that 
he didn’t know. Frank told Barack, “Well, that’s the problem, isn’t it? All 
you know is that college is the next thing you’re supposed to do. And the  
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people who are old enough to know better, who fought all those years for 
your right to go to college . . . the real price of admission.” He added that 
Barack wasn’t going to college to be educated, but to be trained—about 
equal opportunity and the American way—and to keep his eyes open.17 
In the fall of 1979, Barack left Hawaii for California, feeling like he was 
going through the motions of attending college and armed with an atti-
tude he didn’t know how to change.
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Chapter 3

College and Community 
Activism in Chicago

Occidental College
In the fall of 1979, as Barack left Hawaii to attend Occidental College 
in Los Angeles, Jimmy Carter was president, a first-class stamp cost 15  
cents, and the average retail price of gasoline was 88 cents per gallon. In 
November, Iranian militants seized the U.S. Embassy in Teheran and held  
63 Americans hostage for 444 days. For Barack, his new home didn’t 
look, at least on the outside, much different from his home in Hawaii. It 
was sunny, there were palm trees, and the Pacific Ocean was nearby. On 
campus, the other students were friendly and the college instructors were 
encouraging; there were enough black students to form friendships—a 
sort of tribe where issues such as race and common concerns were dis-
cussed. However, he also found that many of his black friends in Los 
Angeles weren’t necessarily concerned with the same complaints as his 
black friends in Hawaii. Most had the same concerns of white students: 
continuing with classes and finding a good job after graduation. Barack 
continued to search for an identity and struggle with his mixed race.

In his memoir, Dreams from My Father, Barack wrote that growing up 
in Hawaii instead of the more difficult streets and neighborhoods where 
many of his friends had lived might have left him without the same feel-
ing of needing to “escape.” For him, there was nothing he had to escape 
except his own inner doubts. He felt more like the black students who had 
grown up in the safer environment of the suburbs; their parents had al-
ready escaped from more difficult circumstances. They, he wrote, weren’t 
defined by their color; they were individuals, refusing to be categorized. 
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One friend told Barack that she wasn’t black, but multiracial, born of an 
Italian father and a mother who was part African, French, and Native 
American. She didn’t feel she had to choose between them. She added 
that it wasn’t white people who asked her to choose, but black people 
who were making everything racial and who were trying to make her 
choose.1 Barack recognized himself in her and others who spoke the same 
way. And yet it caused him to question his race even more. As a result, 
he chose his friends carefully at Occidental, wanting some distance from 
those like his friend who pronounced herself a multiracial individual. He 
felt only white people were individuals and that others were confused. It 
was this confusion that made him keep questioning who he was, and he 
sought distance to prove to himself and others which side he lived on and 
where his loyalties were.

While at Occidental College, Barack went from being called Barry to 
being called Barack. This happened after he met a black student named 
Regina. He had seen her around campus, usually in the library or organiz-
ing black student events. At their first meeting, he was introduced by 
a mutual friend as Barack. “I thought your name was Barry,” she said. 
“Barack’s my given name. My father’s name . . . it means ‘blessed.’ In Ara-
bic. My grandfather was a Muslim.” Regina repeated the name a few times 
and told him it was a beautiful name and asked why everyone called him 
Barry. He responded that it was habit, that his father had used it when he 
came to the States, and that it likely was easier to pronounce and helped 
his father fit in. In Regina’s story, as she explained it the first time they 
met, he found a vision of the possibility of black life, a history that was 
fixed and definite. He envied her and her memories of a childhood in 
Chicago, with an absent father and a struggling mother, with her uncles, 
cousins, and grandparents laughing around a table. Her response to this 
was that she envied her new friend, wishing she had grown up in Hawaii 
like him. As a result of this friendship with Regina, Barack felt stronger 
and more honest with himself and that a bridge had developed between 
his past and his future.2

As a sophomore, Barack became involved with a divestment campaign 
at Occidental. As his role with the campus group expanded, he found 
his opinions were being heard, and, as a result, he searched for his own 
messages and ideas. When asked to give the opening remarks at a rally 
on campus, he explored his memories of his father’s speech to his class 
at Punahou Academy and his father’s power to transform words into real 
changes. At the rally, he was meek at first but then gained confidence as 
he looked out at the crowd. With a voice that at first was barely heard, 
he began to speak about the struggles, not between blacks and whites, not 
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between the rich and the poor, but in fairness, dignity, and injustice and 
servitude; between commitment and indifference and between right and 
wrong. The crowd watched and listened and then began to applaud. He 
quickly realized a connection had been made. When it was time for him 
to leave the stage, he was reluctant to do so because he had more to say. 
However, later, when he was offered congratulations on his speech that 
others said was delivered from the heart, Barack had already decided it 
was his last speech. He felt he had no business speaking for black people, 
deciding instead he had nothing to say; the applause, he thought, only 
made him feel better, not those about whom he was asked to speak.

His friend Regina told him he was naive to believe he could run away 
from himself and avoid what he felt. She told him he needed to stop 
thinking that everything was about him. It wasn’t about him, she told 
him; it was about people who needed his help, about children everywhere 
who were struggling, suffering, and who were not interested in his bruised 
ego. For Barack, this success on the stage and his feeling afterward of 
finding fault within himself were the result of fear—fear that he didn’t 
belong, that unless he hid or pretended to be something he wasn’t, he 
would remain an outsider, away from anyone who stood in judgment of 
him. He decided his identity might begin with his race, but it didn’t end 
there. But still, he asked himself where did he belong? He was two years 
away from college graduation and had no idea of what he would do then. 
His childhood in Hawaii felt like a dream, and he knew he wouldn’t re-
turn to settle there. And he felt that no matter what his father in Kenya 
might say, he couldn’t claim Africa as his home. What he needed, he 
determined, was a community, a place where he could put down roots 
and test his commitments. He decided to take advantage of a transfer 
program between Occidental College and Columbia University in New 
York City.

Columbia University
In August 1981, when he was 20 years old, Barack arrived in New York 

to study political science and international relations at Columbia as a ju-
nior transfer student. After finding a place to live, he acclimated himself 
to the city, finding it a far different place from Los Angeles and certainly 
poles apart from Honolulu. New York City dazzled him; the beauty and  
the ugliness, the excess and the noise, the wealth and poverty all amazed 
him. In his memoir, Dreams from My Father, Barack writes of the city’s 
allure and its power to corrupt. With the stock boom of the 1980s, he 
noticed that men and women barely out of their twenties were already 
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enjoying great wealth. Uncertain of his ability for self-control and to lead 
a moderate lifestyle, and fearful of falling into old habits of drugs and al-
cohol, he saw temptation everywhere. What he saw happening was remi-
niscent of the poverty he saw in Indonesia and the violent mood of the 
young people in Los Angeles. Whether it was because of the high density 
of people in New York or the very scale of the city, he began to grasp the 
problems of race and class in the United States. He had hoped to find 
refuge in the black community in New York. But instead of finding a 
satisfactory life for himself—a vocation, family, and a home—he noticed 
that, for the most part, blacks working in the offices were the messengers 
and the clerks, not the occupants of the high-rise offices. Discussing what 
he found with friends and associates, he tried to determine his future in 
a place that seemed out of control, a place where obvious divisions were 
natural. With money, he found he could have a middle-class life and orga-
nize his life around friends, favorite places to hang out, and political affili-
ations. But he knew that if he stayed in Manhattan, living a middle-class 
life like his black friends, at some point his choices couldn’t be changed. 
Unwilling to do this, he spent a year observing what the city had to offer, 
looking for a place he could enter and remain.3

Barack immersed himself in his studies, determined to buckle down 
and work hard. During his first summer in New York, Barack’s mother and 
sister Maya came to visit him. While he worked full-time on a construc-
tion site during the day, they went sightseeing, and they would all meet 
for dinner and talk about what they had seen or done that day. Noticing 
an envelope he had addressed to his father, Barack’s mother asked if they 
were arranging a visit and that it would be wonderful for them to get to 
know each other. She said she realized it might have been difficult for a 
10-year-old to understand his father, but now that he was older, it was a 
good time for them to meet again. She hoped he didn’t feel resentful, and 
she began to tell Barack that it wasn’t his father’s fault that he left, but 
that she had divorced him. She said her parents weren’t happy about the 
marriage in the first place, but they had agreed, and that Barack’s grand-
father didn’t approve of the marriage either. She said the three of them 
were to go to Kenya after Barack Sr. finished his studies. He chose to go 
to Harvard—despite receiving only enough money from the school for 
tuition and not enough to support a family—because he had to prove he 
was the best, and going to Harvard was the way to do it.

She told Barack that when his father came to Hawaii to visit, he wanted 
them to return to Kenya with him, but she was still married to Lolo, and 
it wasn’t possible. Barack heard in his mother’s stories about his distant, 
absent father and about the love between them, a black man and a white 
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woman, and she was trying to help her son see his father in the same way. 
A few months later, Barack’s father died. Instead of traveling to Africa for 
his father’s funeral, he wrote to his father’s family to express his condo-
lences. He wrote in his memoir that he felt no pain at his father’s passing, 
only a vague sense of a lost opportunity. Later, he wrote, he dreamed about 
his father and afterward dug out the letters he had received over the years. 
Remembering his father’s visit so long ago, he realized how, even in his 
absence, his father’s strong image gave him structure, something to live 
up to or to disappoint.4

Barack graduated from Columbia University in 1983. In his profile in 
a Columbia alumni magazine in 2005, Barack recalled his college years as 
“an intense period of study,” saying, “I spent a lot of time in the library. I 
didn’t socialize that much. I was like a monk.”5

Moving to Chicago
In 1983, Barack decided to become a community activist, even though 

he didn’t know anyone who made a living doing this job nor did he know 
what such a job’s duties might be. When asked about it, he would answer 
that there was a need for a change in the mood of the country. Change, 
he decided, happened at the grassroots level, and he would organize black 
people to effect change. He was congratulated for his ideas, but most of 
his friends were skeptical. Barack was about to graduate from college, and, 
while his friends were mailing off their applications for graduate school, he 
was thinking of his mother, his father’s death, about living in Indonesia, 
and Lolo; he thought about his friends at Occidental and at Columbia. 
All of these memories were a part of his story and his struggles and a 
part of the struggles of black people. He believed that through organizing, 
communities could be created and fought for, and through this, his own 
uniqueness could be defined.

To become an organizer, he wrote letters to every civil rights organi-
zation he could think of. He also wrote to elected black officials and to 
neighborhood councils and tenant rights groups. When he received no 
response, instead of being discouraged, he decided to find a job to pay 
off student debts and save some money. He was hired as a research as-
sistant at a consulting firm. He was soon promoted to a financial writer, 
with an office and a secretary. Eventually, he had money in his bank ac-
count. One day, as he was writing an article on interest rates, his half sister 
Auma called. Barack and Auma had been writing over the years, and he 
knew she had left Kenya to study in Germany. The idea of her visiting 
the United States or of him visiting her in Germany had been discussed, 
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but nothing came of it. For the first time, he heard his sister’s voice as 
she asked if she could visit him. Just before she was scheduled to arrive 
in New York, she called to say one of their brothers had been killed in a 
motorcycle accident, and she was going to fly home to Kenya. After the 
call, Barack thought about his family in Africa, wondering just who they 
were and why he wasn’t sad at the loss of his half brother. The timing of 
his first contact with his half sister Auma was a catalyst. The idea of being 
an organizer remained an idea that tugged at him. His personal wounds, 
his struggles to form an identity, and taking a path that he thought would 
relieve some of the pressures within him were all tied to being part of a 
community, a far more personal path than the one he was on as a financial 
writer. A few months after Auma’s call, he resigned from the consulting 
firm and looked for a job as a community organizer. Once again, he wrote 
letters. After a month or so, he received a response from a prominent New 
York civil rights organization. The director reviewed his credentials and 
said he was impressed with his corporate experience and offered a position  
organizing conferences on drugs, unemployment, and housing. Barack 
declined the offer, wanting a job that was closer to what was happening  
on the streets and in the neighborhoods. Within six months, Barack was 
still unemployed and broke. He had nearly given up when he received a 
call from Marty Kaufman, who had started an organizing drive in Chicago 
and needed a trainee. When they met, Kaufman asked why a black man 
from Hawaii wanted to be an organizer. He asked if Barack was angry 
about something, noting that anger was a requirement and typically the 
only reason someone would be a community organizer. Marty was white, 
Jewish, in his late thirties, and from New York. He had started organizing 
during the 1960s and was now attempting to join urban blacks and sub-
urban whites in the Chicago area to save manufacturing jobs. He needed 
someone to help him, and that someone had to be black. He told Barack 
that most of the work would be done through local churches. When he 
asked Barack what he knew about Chicago, one of Barack’s answers was 
that he had followed the career of Harold Washington, just elected mayor, 
a black man not accepted by the white people of a segregated midwestern 
city. He said he had written to Mayor Washington for a job but hadn’t 
received a response. Marty’s job offer included a salary of $10,000 for the 
first year, and a $2,000 travel allowance to buy a car.6 After giving the 
offer some thought, Barack packed his belongings and drove to Chicago.

For three years, Barack drove his battered Honda Civic to church and 
neighborhood meetings in an effort to effect changes. For him and the 
many other organizers working in Chicago, there were successes and fail-
ures, and, while progress was made in some areas, the goal of retaining  
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industry jobs and creating new jobs wasn’t accomplished. However, Barack 
kept at it with his positive outlook, determination, and drive to succeed. 
And what he did for three years on the South Side of Chicago affected 
him. He was 24 years old, doing what he felt he needed to do.

Barack had been to Chicago once before, just before his 11th birthday. 
The three-day visit was part of a summer trip touring the States with 
his grandmother, mother, and sister. When he returned to the city in his 
twenties to begin a new job, he remembered the visit, deciding this time 
the city seemed prettier to him. On his own for a few days, he drove 
around the city, visiting neighborhoods and landmarks, imagining other 
newcomers arriving there looking for work, or visiting the nightclubs to 
listen to legendary performers. Remembering the stories of people he had 
met in Hawaii, California, and New York, he looked for his own place and 
how he could take possession of the city.

As his new boss showed him around the South Side, Barack learned 
about the factories that had closed, industries that had left the area, and 
how, as a result, blacks, whites, and Hispanics had all lost jobs. They all had  
the same types of jobs at the factories and plants, and, despite living simi-
lar lives, they didn’t have anything to do with one another when they left 
work. When Barack asked how and why they would work together now, 
he was told that they had to if they wanted to get their jobs back. The 
job losses and layoffs had swept the South Side, leaving unemployment, 
poverty, loss of pensions, and fears of losing homes. There was a com-
mon sense of betrayal throughout these communities. An organization 
of 20 churches formed the Calumet Community Religions Conference, 
or CCRC, and another eight churches joined an arm of the organization 
called the Developing Communities Project, or DCP.7 And while the 
CCRC had been awarded a job placement program grant, Marty told 
Barack that things weren’t moving along as quickly as anyone hoped 
and that to keep momentum, to get jobs back to that part of suburban 
Chicago, they needed to get the unions on board and keep everyone 
working together. It was Barack’s job to get and keep everyone working 
together, to create some enthusiasm, and to provide steady progress so 
people in the affected communities would stay on board and jobs would 
return to the area.

Barack was handed a list of people to interview and was charged with 
the task of finding their self-interest. That was how people became in-
volved in organizations, Marty said, because they believed they would 
get something out of the process. Once he found an issue, a self-interest, 
that people cared about, he could get them to take action, and with ac-
tion, there would be power. Barack liked these concepts of issues, spurring 
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action, power, and people’s self-interest. For the first three weeks of his job, 
he worked around the clock. He soon realized that getting interviews was 
very hard work, and there was a lot of resistance to meeting. After a few 
interviews, he noticed common themes. Many people had grown up in dif-
ferent areas of the city but had moved to the South Side for work because 
homes there were more affordable, there were yards for their children, and 
the schools were better. People were searching for something better. When 
Barack turned in his first report of interviews, Marty told him, “It’s still too 
abstract . . . if you want to organize people . . . go towards people’s centers 
. . . what makes them tick . . . form the relationships you need to get them 
involved.”8 Barack wondered how he would ever steer what he was hear-
ing into any action.

After being in Chicago about two months, with a few missteps and no 
success at organizing or effecting change, Barack scheduled a meeting at 
Altgeld Gardens, a public housing project of 2,000 apartments located 
on the edge of the South Side. The area was surrounded by a landfill, a 
sewage treatment plant, an expressway, and closed factories. It was a place 
to house poor black people. With an occupancy rate of about 90 percent, 
many of the apartments were well kept, yet everything about the housing 
seemed to be in a state of disrepair. Managed by the Chicago Housing 
Authority, there were rarely any maintenance workers on-site to fix the 
broken pipes, ceilings, and backed-up toilets. Contrary to the project’s 
name, the children and others who lived there rarely saw anything that 
looked remotely like a garden.

Barack scheduled a meeting at a Catholic church at Altgeld to meet 
with leaders of the community to discuss the organizing efforts. He knew 
from his meetings with Marty and the local unions, and with organizers 
who lived in the communities he was trying to change, about unemploy-
ment, lack of job training, how desperate it was in the communities, and 
why morale was so low among organizers. When he walked into the meet-
ing, the leaders told him they were quitting. They assured him it wasn’t 
because of him or his work; it was because they were tired and frustrated, 
and they didn’t want to make promises to their neighbors and then have 
nothing happen. For Barack, at first there was panic, then anger. He was 
angry that he had come to Chicago in the first place, and he was angry 
with the leaders for being shortsighted. He told the small group of com-
munity organizers that he didn’t come to Chicago because he needed a 
job, but because he heard there were people there who were serious about 
doing something to change their neighborhoods. He said he was there and 
was committed to helping them, and if they didn’t believe anything had 
changed after working with him, then they should quit. Surprised at what 
he said, the group discussed what had and hadn’t happened in the past 
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and agreed they would give it a few more months. Barack agreed to con-
centrate on Altgeld Gardens and the problems facing the community.

After discussing the meeting with Marty, Barack stepped up his efforts 
to find more leaders in the neighborhood. One of the ideas was to hold a 
series of street-corner meetings. At first, Barack was skeptical that any of 
the area residents would come to meetings held out in the open on street 
corners. Slowly, however, people came. When they were told that the 
local church at Altgeld was part of a larger organizing effort and that the 
leaders wanted them and their neighbors to talk about what they always 
complained about while sitting at their kitchen tables, they answered 
that it was about time their complaints were heard. After a few corner 
meetings, the group numbered close to 30 people from the neighborhood. 
Slowly, there was some movement toward community organizing.

As Barack concentrated his efforts on Altgeld Gardens, he scheduled 
meetings to find solutions for the unemployment throughout the com-
munity. One such meeting was with an administrator of a branch of the 
Mayor’s Office of Employment and Training (MET), which helped to 
refer people to training programs. Unfortunately, the local office was a 
45-minute drive from Altgeld Gardens, hardly convenient for the neigh-
borhood or the people who lived there. By the time Barack and the three 
community leaders arrived for their appointment, the administrator had 
left the office. They were given brochures with a list of the programs of-
fered by the office throughout the city; none were located anywhere near 
Altgeld Gardens. Barack decided this was the issue he and his community 
leaders would concentrate on. They would push for a training center for 
the South Side and drafted a letter to MET. A director of MET agreed to 
meet with the organizers at the Gardens. At the meeting of close to 100 
people, the administrator promised to have an intake center in the area 
within six months. Feeling elated at his first success, Barack decided he 
could do the job of community organizing.9

As Barack continued his interviews, Marty encouraged him to take 
some time off and build a life away from his job. Personal support was im-
portant, he said; without it, an organizer could lose perspective and burn 
out. When he wasn’t working, Barack was mostly alone. Barack had devel-
oped friendships with some of the leaders of the organization, seeing them 
both professionally and socially. He writes in his memoir, Dreams from My 
Father, that the leadership was teaching him that the self-interest he was 
looking for extended beyond the issues and that beneath people’s opin-
ions were explanations of themselves. Their stories of terror and wonder, 
with the events that haunted and inspired them, made them who they 
were. This realization, he writes, was what allowed him to share more of 
himself with the people he was working with, to break out of the isolation 
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that he carried with him to Chicago. He was afraid, at first, that his prior 
life would be too foreign for their feelings and opinions. Instead, when the 
people he worked with listened to his stories of his grandparents, mother, 
father, and stepfather, of going to school in Hawaii and Indonesia, they 
would nod their heads or shrug or laugh. They wondered how someone 
with his background had ended up so countrified and were puzzled by him. 
Why would he want to be in Chicago when he could be back in Hawaii? 
Their stories, in response to his stories, helped him bind the two worlds 
together, and they gave him a sense of place and purpose that he’d been 
looking for. He found that Marty was right—there was always a commu-
nity there if you dug deep enough.10

Meanwhile, after writing to each other and speaking on the phone for 
years but never having met, Barack’s half sister Auma came to Chicago 
for a visit. Immediately, there was a connection; their conversation was 
natural and easy, and the love they shared was fierce. He told her about 
New York, his work as an organizer in Chicago, his mother and Maya, 
and his grandparents. She’d heard about all of them from their father 
and felt like she already knew them. Auma told Barack about studying in 
Germany and about finishing her Master’s degree in linguistics. As they 
talked, she referred to their father as the Old Man. The description felt 
correct to Barack: familiar, distant, and someone not understood. Barack 
took Auma on a tour of Chicago and introduced her to three members 
of the leadership. It was evident to Auma that her half brother was well 
respected and liked. She asked Barack if he was doing his work for them, 
the communities, or for himself.

As they spent time together, Auma told Barack stories of their father. 
She said she really didn’t know him and that maybe no one did. She 
told him about Roy, her brother (Barack’s half brother); Ruth, Barack 
Sr.’s white American wife; and Ruth and Barack’s two sons. Barack heard 
about how their father had made a trip to Germany to see Auma; it was a 
time when he began to explain himself to her. She told Barack that their 
father always talked about his namesake and how he would show Barack’s 
picture to everyone, telling them how well he was doing in school, that 
the letters Barack’s mother sent to Kenya comforted their father, and how 
he would read them aloud over and over again, shaking the letter in his 
hand and saying how kind Ann had been to him. When the stories ended, 
Barack felt dizzy with the all the new information about his father and 
his extended family in Africa. All his life he’d carried an image of his 
father—an image he had rebelled against and never questioned, and one 
he had later tried to take for his own. He writes in his memoir that his 
father had been a brilliant scholar, a generous friend, and a leader, and, 
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through his absence, he had never foiled this image. He hadn’t seen his 
father shrunken or sick, his hopes ended or changed, his face full of regret 
or grief. It was his father’s image, a black man from Africa, that he sought 
for himself, and his father’s voice had remained “untainted, inspiring, re-
buking, granting or withholding approval,” and he could hear him say his 
son wasn’t working hard enough and that he needed to help his people’s 
struggle. The image he had always had changed after hearing Auma’s sto-
ries. The curtain had been torn away, and he could now do whatever he 
wanted to do; his father no longer had the power to tell him otherwise. 
His father was no longer a fantasy and could no longer tell him how to 
live.11 After a 10-day visit, as she prepared to board her plane back to  
Germany, Auma told Barack that they both needed to go home, to see 
their father there. The idea gave Barack much to think about.

As the organization’s influence and successes grew, so did Barack’s 
reputation. He began to receive invitations to serve on boards and to 
conduct workshops, and he became familiar with local politicians. The 
leadership of the community organization—those with whom he had 
worked so closely and those with whom he shared the successes in the 
neighborhoods—saw him as someone who could do no wrong. He had 
found a home within a community. He developed his listening skills and 
learned about strategies and bringing varied people together. He discov-
ered the importance of personal stories in politics and a faith in ordinary 
citizens that continued to influence his work in politics in later years. He 
continued his work as an organizer, taking on asbestos contamination and 
cleanup at Altgeld Gardens, education and the state of the public schools 
on the South Side, and youth counseling and a network that would pro-
vide at-risk teenagers with mentoring and tutoring and involve parents 
in the planning process for reform. There were more successes and disap-
pointments, but he kept going.

Of his time as a community organizer in Chicago, Michael Evans, of the 
Developing Communities Project (DCP), remembers Barack saying, “ ‘You 
can only go so far in organizing. You help people get some solutions, but 
it’s never as big as wiping away problems.’ It wasn’t end-all. He wanted to 
be part of the end-all, to get things done.” Another member of the DCP, 
Loretta Augustine-Herron, said of Barack that he was “someone who al-
ways followed the high road,” and she remembered him saying, “You’ve 
got to do it right . . . be open with the issues . . . include the community 
instead of going behind the community’s back . . . you’ve got to bring peo-
ple together. If you exclude people, you’re only weakening yourself. If you 
meet behind doors and make decisions for them, they’ll never take owner-
ship of the issue.”12
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Barack maintained his ties to the DCP long after he had left the or-
ganization. At a DCP convention in 2004, he told the members, “I can’t 
say we didn’t make mistakes, that I knew what I was doing. Sometimes I 
called a meeting, and nobody showed up. Sometimes preachers said, ‘Why 
should I listen to you?’ Sometimes we tried to hold politicians account-
able, and they didn’t show up. I couldn’t tell whether I got more out of it 
than this neighborhood. I grew up to be a man, right here, in this area. It’s 
a consequence of working with this organization and this community that 
I found my calling. There was something more than making money and 
getting a fancy degree. The measure of my life would be public service.”13

After three years of community organizing in Chicago, Barack grew 
restless, and, in 1988, he decided to leave Chicago for Harvard Law 
School. Before he moved to Boston, Barack went to Kenya to see Auma, 
who had moved back there after finishing her studies in Germany, and to 
meet and get to know his father’s family. It was an important trip for this 
young man who continued to struggle with his identity, who needed to 
make sense of who he was, where he had come from, and where he wanted 
to go in the future. His father’s image still haunted him, and he hungered 
for a clearer picture.
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Chapter 4

A Trip to Kenya and  
Harvard Law School

Leaving the Developing  
Communities Project, Activism,  
and the South Side of Chicago

Barack received his acceptance to Harvard Law School in February 1988. 
He announced to his coworkers, volunteers, and church ministers that he 
would be leaving in May and moving to Boston in the fall. Months before, 
he had told Johnnie, the man he’d hired away from a downtown Chicago 
civic group, of his decision. Johnnie, Barack knew, would carry on the 
work of the organization. Hiring him had lightened Barack’s workload 
and had allowed him to believe that their hard work was making real dif-
ferences for the people living on Chicago’s South Side. Johnnie’s response 
to Barack’s leaving was more than positive. He told Barack that he knew 
it was just a matter of time before he left the Developing Communities 
Project, and he knew Barack had many options. He said that the choice 
between Harvard and the South Side wasn’t any choice at all, adding that 
he and the community leaders would be proud to see him succeed.1 Barack 
appreciated Johnnie’s support and confidence, and it made the decision 
to leave easier. Barack realized he needed a break from the work of com-
munity activism, and he wanted to visit Kenya. His half sister Auma had 
returned to Nairobi from Germany and was teaching at a university. Hav-
ing Auma in Kenya and having time before moving to Boston, it was the 
right time for an extended visit to his father’s homeland.

The plan to attend law school came out of knowing how much he could 
learn. He wanted to gain knowledge of interest rates, corporate mergers, 
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legislation, and how and why real estate ventures succeeded or failed. He 
also wanted to learn about influence and knowledge, vowing that, upon 
his return to Chicago, he would use what he learned effectively and pow-
erfully to effect real changes in the Chicago neighborhoods he had come 
to know so well. Along with this vow to bring more to his activism, other 
thoughts were also on his mind. By going to Harvard, he was following 
his father’s footsteps. Barack had dreams of effecting change in Chicago, 
and his father had dreams of using what he learned at Harvard to effect 
changes in Kenya.

From Johnnie and from the other leaders of the community organiza-
tion where he had spent the last two-and-a-half years, Barack realized that 
no one begrudged his success, and they applauded him for what he wanted 
and felt he needed to do. He knew they didn’t expect self-sacrifice, and 
they didn’t judge; they knew that Barack’s black heritage was enough of a 
reason for membership in their community. From these friends, support-
ers, and coworkers, he learned that his heritage was enough of a cross for 
him to bear. Barack had wanted to be part of a community, have a sense of 
belonging, and he had a desire for acceptance; this was, he realized, what  
drove him away from New York and to Chicago in the first place. Yet 
what he found in his work as a community activist was that, to be true to 
himself, he had to do what was right for others and have a commitment  
and faith. He also realized that to understand suffering required some-
thing else, too, but he had to find out what that something was. Faith in 
oneself wasn’t enough.

After three years in Chicago, Barack made sure Johnnie and the other 
leaders of the organization knew what they needed to know and could 
carry on the necessary work he had started. Believing he was leaving the 
work in good hands, he left for Kenya.

Kenya, Family, and a Father’s Legacy
Before going to Kenya, Barack planned a three-week trip to Europe, 

touring places he’d always heard about but had ever seen. However, instead 
of enjoying the trip, he felt edgy, nervous, and hesitant with strangers. By 
the end of the first week, he thought he’d made a mistake. Although 
Europe was beautiful, it wasn’t a part of his own history, a part of who he 
was. He began to realize that the three-week trip was just delaying his 
journey to his father’s home, a postponement of coming to terms with 
his father and his own past. He felt emptiness within, but would going to 
Kenya fill that space? His friends in Chicago assured him it would, that 
the trip was necessary, perhaps a pilgrimage of sorts, to find out about his 
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father and his roots, a trip that might fill a gap that had always been there 
between him and his father.

Landing at Kenyatta International Airport, the homecoming he’d imag
ined quickly dissipated. No one was there to meet him. Abandonment 
and exhaustion quickly overwhelmed him. Searching for lost luggage, he 
was introduced to a young woman who recognized his family name, say-
ing that Barack’s father had been a close friend of her family. Barack real-
ized this had never happened before. Never had anyone recognized the 
name Obama, nor had anyone ever remembered his father as Dr. Obama. 
For the first time, he felt comfort, an identity that name recognition 
provides. Suddenly, he realized that, in Kenya, no one would ask him to 
spell his name, nor would anyone mispronounce it. His name made him 
belong.

Not long after speaking with the African woman, Auma arrived. Trail-
ing behind her was Barack’s Auntie Zeituni, his father’s sister. Kissing him 
on both cheeks, Auntie welcomed him home. On that first morning, as 
Barack rode in the car with Auntie Zeituni and his half sister, what he saw, 
smelled, and felt was strange but vaguely familiar. Then he realized that it 
all reminded him of his days in Indonesia with his mother and stepfather, 
Lolo. It was the same smell of burning wood and diesel fuel and the same 
expressions on people’s faces as they made their way through the crowds 
going to work or to shop. Dropping off his Auntie at her job at a local brew-
ery, she told Auma to take good care of Barry and to not let him get lost 
again. Barack asked Auma what she meant, and she told him that it was a 
local expression—when someone who hadn’t been seen in a while returns, 
they are known as having been lost; she added that people who leave and 
never return, after promising to stay in touch, are thought to be “lost.”

Barack spent his first day resting at Auma’s apartment before absorbing 
Nairobi life by walking through the local marketplace. He saw Kenyans 
selling their wares, and he watched the tourists from Germany, Japan, the 
United Kingdom, and the United States shopping, eating, and setting 
themselves apart from the Kenyans selling their wares and serving them 
food. He remembered being a boy in Hawaii, making fun of the tourists 
with their pale white skin and skinny legs. He realized that the tourists in 
Kenya didn’t seem funny; their self-confidence, their expression of freedom 
to roam with an obvious sense of superiority, felt somewhat insulting.

After spending the day walking through the Nairobi marketplace, 
Auma and Barack were invited to dinner at Aunt Jane’s apartment. When 
he first met Jane, she reminded him that she was the one who had called 
him with the news that his father had died. At her home, a small crowd 
of family members had gathered to meet him. Besides his Aunt Jane, he 
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met Auma’s mother, Kezia. When she took his hand, she said in her na-
tive Swahili that her other son had finally come home. He shook hands 
with aunts, cousins, nephews, and nieces that evening, each greeting him 
cheerfully, each smiling as if meeting him was nothing new at all. After 
describing his work in Chicago, he told them he was going to study at 
Harvard in the fall. His Aunt Jane responded by saying it was good he 
was studying at the same place his father had studied. On the way back 
to her apartment, Auma told Barack about his Aunt Sarah, his father’s  
older sister. She said he should visit with Aunt Sarah but that she wouldn’t 
join him. When he asked why, Auma said there was a dispute over their 
father’s estate, and Aunt Sarah was bitter over her brother’s opportunities 
compared to the hard life she had experienced by being denied those same 
opportunities. She didn’t believe the estate was worth much, but many,  
including Aunt Sarah, had expected much from Barack Sr. Auma said their 
father had made everyone believe he had so much when in reality he had  
little. And now that Barack had come to Kenya, he, too, was part of what-
ever inheritance there was, and he was one of the many family members 
competing for a portion of an estate that remained in dispute.

After only a few days in Nairobi, Barack could feel his father’s presence 
in the streets where he walked, in the people passing by, in the laughter 
and the cigarette smoke. He thought the Old Man, as Auma called him, 
was there, asking his son Barack to see him and to understand. His fam-
ily seemed to be everywhere, fussing over him as Barack Sr.’s lost son, 
wanting to provide for his needs, keeping him occupied, not wanting him 
to be alone. At first, he was grateful, noticing that this attention and 
closeness of family was different from the isolation found so often in the 
United States. But the closeness was tinged with tension, and it occurred 
to Barack that some of the tension came from the good fortune he had 
enjoyed in the United States, fortune that was in contrast with how his 
family and most Kenyans lived day by day. Conditions in Nairobi were  
difficult for everyone. From unemployment to few educational opportu-
nities and living without a government safety net, there was truly only 
family to help in difficult circumstances. Now that Barack had an ex-
tended family, and with his good fortune, he had responsibilities. What 
they were, he did not yet know, because they were so different from the 
responsibilities he had back home.

As Barack struggled with his seemingly good life compared to a Ken
yan’s life and the resulting responsibilities to his Kenyan family, he was 
also learning more about his father and his father’s role as head of the 
family. Zeituni told him that his father suffered because his heart was too 
big; he gave to anyone who asked him for something, and they all asked. 
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She told Barack that his father was under enormous pressure and that he 
shouldn’t judge him too harshly; she cautioned Barack to learn from his 
father’s life, saying that if he has something, everyone will want a portion 
of it. She said he must learn to draw a line somewhere and that if everyone 
is family, then no one is family. She said his father never understood this, 
and she cautioned Barack that he must.2

While in Kenya, Barack visited Ruth, one of his father’s wives, and 
Mark, another half brother who was a student at Stanford University. 
While at Ruth’s home, Barack looked at an album of photos of his fa-
ther and Ruth and of Auma and her brother Roy. He saw pictures of his 
father and this part of his family on a beach vacation. They were seem-
ingly happy scenes—scenes he had always dreamed about—of what his 
life would have been like had his father taken him and his mother back to 
Kenya. The photos were reflections of his own long-held fantasies that he 
had kept secret, of living under one roof with his father and mother and 
all his brothers and sisters. It was to him what might have been and how 
wrong it had turned out. The photos made him sad enough to look away. 
After leaving Ruth’s, he and Auma talked about Mark and how difficult 
life was for him as a mixed-race child in Kenya. Barack then thought 
about his mother and his grandparents, and he realized once again how 
grateful he was for them—who they were and for the stories they told 
him. It was Zeituni’s words—that if everyone is family, then no one is 
family—that kept him thinking. He had come to Kenya to make sense of 
many worlds that might be made into a harmonious whole. Instead, what 
was divided seemed to multiply. He was learning about his father, getting 
to know him long after he had died; he was meeting his extended family 
and learning what they meant to him and what he meant to them; he 
was learning about Kenya and about stereotypes; he was questioning his 
own spirit, ideas, courage, and ambitions. The longer he stayed, the more 
he knew; he also knew there were many more questions than there were 
answers.

As part of his Kenyan pilgrimage, Barack, Auma, Kezia, Auntie Zeituni, 
and his half brothers Roy and Bernard left Nairobi by train for the town 
of Kisumu and then on to the village of Alego, which, for Barack and his  
family, was “Home Squared,” the ancestral home. In Alego was Granny, his  
grandfather’s wife, who welcomed Barack with open arms, saying she had 
dreamed about the day she would meet him, the son of her son. She told 
Barack, in her native Luo language, that his arrival and his finally com-
ing home had brought great happiness. Home Squared was a compound 
comprising a house with an iron roof and concrete walls, flowers, a large 
water tank, a few chickens, and a tall mango tree. Inside the small house 
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was his father’s Harvard diploma, photographs of Barack Sr. and an uncle 
who had moved to the United States and had never returned to Kenya, 
and photos of a young woman and two children standing behind an older 
man sitting in a high-backed chair. The picture was of Barack’s grandfa-
ther, and the infant in the young woman’s arms was Barack’s father. After 
tea, Roy took Barack to two graves at the edge of the compound, near a 
cornfield. One was his grandfather’s, whose headstone read Hussein On-
yango Obama, B. 1895, D. 1979; the other grave was covered with tiles, 
with a bare space where a plaque should have been. After six years, Roy 
told Barack, there still was no plaque to say who was buried there.3

For Barack, the simple joy of being with Granny at the ancestral home 
was enhanced by everything he was doing and touching, the full weight 
of a circle that was beginning to close and that he might finally recognize 
himself as he was in that one place. When he found he couldn’t com-
municate with Granny in the Luo language as he wanted to, and as she 
expected him to, he asked that Auma tell Granny that he wanted to learn 
Luo, but that it was hard to find time in the States, because he was very 
busy there. Granny said she understood but added that a man “can never 
be too busy to know his own people.” At this point, he knew that this, 
too, was part of the circle, the fact that his life was not tidy or static, that 
after this important trip to Nairobi and to Home Squared there would 
always be hard choices to make.4

It was in the compound of his ancestral home in Alego, under a mango 
tree, that Barack asked Granny to tell him about his father’s family. He 
asked her to start at the beginning. As Granny began to speak in Luo and 
Auma translated, Barack felt the wind lift and then settle, and he heard 
voices run together—three generations of voices running like a “current 
of a slow-moving stream . . . questions like rocks roiling with the water, 
the breaks in memory separating the currents, but always the voices re-
turning to that single course . . . a single story.”5

Before leaving Granny and Alego, Barack returned to the two graves 
at the edge of the compound. As he stood beside the grave without the 
plaque, Granny’s stories came to life and he wept. When his tears were 
spent, calmness came over him and he felt the circle close. He realized 
who he was, what he cared about. He knew his life in the United States, 
the black life and the white life, the sense of abandonment he felt as a 
boy, and the frustrations and hopes he witnessed in Chicago were all con-
nected to this place that was far away; it was a connection that was more 
than a name or the color of his skin. The pain he felt was the same pain 
his father felt, the questions were the same as his brothers’ questions, and 
the struggle was his birthright.6
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Barack returned to Nairobi with Auma. There were more family din-
ners, a few more arguments, and many more stories. He knew he would 
soon be returning to the United States and to another life altogether, and 
the trip became a true pilgrimage, a quest to find answers. And while some 
questions went answered, he knew that what he was looking for by going 
to Kenya he found in the stories he heard, the people he met, and what 
he saw and touched. The trip was like the baobab tree, he writes in his 
book Dreams from My Father, the tree that can go for years without flower-
ing and can survive on practically no rainfall, the tree that some believe  
possesses a special power and that houses spirits and demons. It is because 
of their odd shape, he writes, their outline against the sky, that each can 
tell a story, having a character that is neither benevolent nor cruel, but 
enduring, and that the tree might walk away, except for its knowledge that 
“on this earth one place is not so different from another—the knowledge 
that one moment carries within it all that’s gone on before.”7 Leaving his 
half sister Auma, and his father’s family that was now his own family, in 
Nairobi, Barack returned to the States, ready to study law at Harvard.

Harvard Law School
In the fall of 1988, Barack moved to Boston to attend Harvard Law 

School. He entered the prestigious school as an unknown man with an 
Afro hairstyle. His trip to Kenya had provided answers to many of his 
questions about his identity. Attending Harvard, just like his father, 
felt less complicated, and his reasons for attending seemed clearer. As a  
27-year-old first-year law student, he was older than his classmates and, to 
some degree, more experienced. He had grown up in Hawaii and Indone-
sia, had toured Europe, and had visited family in Africa; he had also spent 
more than two years as a community activist in Chicago, giving him more 
experiences than many of his fellow classmates, most of whom entered 
law school right after college graduation. As a result, with the exception 
of playing pickup basketball games, Barack spent much of his time alone. 
After his first year, he spent the summer in Chicago as an intern at a law 
firm where he met his future wife, Michelle Robinson, also a Harvard Law 
graduate and a practicing attorney. When he returned to Harvard to con-
tinue his studies, Barack surprised his classmates by entering the race for 
president of the Harvard Law Review. This position, coveted by law school 
students, involved appointing editors, mediating disagreements, and ac-
cepting and rejecting articles submitted to the Review. The position could 
influence careers and was also considered a ticket to a high-powered legal 
position or an academic career. Barack was known to be one of the most 
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driven students in his class. When his classmates first encouraged him to 
run for the presidency of the Review, Barack declined, stating he wanted 
to return to Chicago for the summer to continue his community organiz-
ing. A short time later, he agreed to add his name to the list of 19 can-
didates. Barack characterized his decision to compete for the position as 
almost impulsive: “It was probably one of those moments where I said, 
what the heck. I was an older student, 27. Most of my peers at the law 
review were a couple of years younger than I was. I thought I could apply 
some common sense and management skills to the job. I was already in-
vesting a lot of time in the law review, and my attitude was: Why not try 
to run the law review?”8

At the end of the day-long election process, Barack was one of two fi-
nalists for the job. In the end, the conservative faction, with its candidates 
already defeated, threw their support behind Barack. “Whatever his poli-
tics, we felt he would give us a fair shake,” said Bradford Berenson, a former 
associate White House counsel in the George W. Bush administration.9

When Barack was announced as the winner of the most coveted posi-
tion at one of the most prestigious institutions in the United States—the 
first black student to hold the spot in its 104-year history—he was in-
undated with interview requests from newspaper and magazine reporters. 
In the interviews, he was modest in his responses and careful with his 
answers. In one interview, he said, “The fact that I’ve been elected shows 
a lot of progress. It’s encouraging. But it’s important that stories like mine 
aren’t used to say that everything is O.K. for blacks. You have to remem-
ber that for every one of me, there are hundreds or thousands of black 
students with at least equal talent who don’t get a chance.”10 About his 
goals, Barack said, “I personally am interested in pushing a strong minor-
ity perspective. I’m fairly opinionated about this. But as president of the 
law review, I have a limited role as only first among equals.” He said he 
would concentrate on making the review a forum for debate and would 
bring in new writers and push for livelier, more accessible writing.11 Soon 
after his election to the Law Review, Barack was inundated with calls from 
publicists, publishers, and literary agents. Not long after beginning his 
post at the Review, Barack signed a contract with a publisher to write his 
memoir, Dreams from My Father.

For Barack, and likely any student who held the position as president 
of the Harvard Law Review, being elected was easier than serving. The 
climate at Harvard at the time was fractious, and there was a need for 
leadership. Barack found himself having to reject articles submitted by 
famous Harvard professors and having to get the editors to stop argu-
ing and keep working. Bradford Berenson said, “I have worked in the 
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Supreme Court and the White House and I never saw politics as bitter as  
at Harvard Law Review in the early ’90s. The law school was populated 
by a bunch of would-be Daniel Websters harnessed to extreme political 
ideologies.”12

Barack, a now famous minority student, was part of a campus rife 
with racial politics. The Law Review was also struggling with the issue of 
whether affirmative action should be a factor in the selection of editors 
and whether voice should be given to those who argued that the legal sys-
tem was biased against minorities. Barack had difficult choices to make. 
If he used his position to criticize Harvard, he would anger blacks and 
liberals. By speaking out, he risked putting himself and the Law Review in 
the center of debates. He found himself walking a delicate line. For the 
most part, each side listened to him, and both sides somehow felt Barack 
was endorsing their side. Both sides could often find justification in what 
Barack said. When he acknowledged that he had benefited from affirma-
tive action, those who supported affirmative action were happy. Those 
who opposed affirmative action viewed his presidency as a triumph of 
meritocracy. In his speeches, he tried to steer clear of contention, stick to 
safe topics, and listen to others’ opinions.13

Barack wrote in Dreams from My Father that, while he was in law 
school, he spent a lot of time in poorly lit libraries reading statutes and 
cases. He reflected that the study of law can be disappointing and a mat-
ter of applying narrow rules and difficult-to-understand procedures to re-
ality. He observed that law is memory and a recording of long-running 
conversations and of a country that argues with a conscience.14 Barack 
found answers in the law books and listening to the lectures and debates 
in the classrooms and within the law community. However, the answers 
he found at law school didn’t always satisfy him. And often they only 
made him dig deeper to understand and find solutions. He also realized 
that, as long as the questions are being asked, what binds people together 
would always prevail.

In 1991, Barack graduated magna cum laude from Harvard Law School. 
He returned to Chicago to practice civil rights law and teach constitu-
tional law at the University of Chicago Law School.
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Chapter 5

Teaching Constitutional 
Law, Marriage, Family, and 

Illinois State Politics

There are times when I want to do everything and be everything. I 
want to have time to read and swim with the kids and not disappoint 
my voters and do a really careful job on each and every thing that I 
do. And that can sometimes get me into trouble. That’s historically 
been one of my bigger faults. I mean, I was trying to organize Project 
Vote at the same time as I was writing a book, and there are only so 
many hours in a day.

—Barack Obama

In 1991, Barack graduated from Harvard Law School. Because of his posi-
tion with the Law Review and graduating magna cum laude, he was heav-
ily recruited by numerous law firms and also by a chief judge of the U.S. 
Court of Appeals for the Washington, D.C., circuit, a very powerful and 
prestigious position. Judd Miner, a partner in a firm specializing in civil 
rights cases, read about Barack in a Chicago publication and decided to 
give him a call at the Law Review. Miner was told that Barack was un-
available and was asked if he was making a recruiting call. When Miner 
said that he was, he was told he would be put on a list and that he was 
number 643.1 Despite being heavily recruited, Barack was determined to 
return to the South Side of Chicago. One of his motivations in attend-
ing law school had been to gain knowledge that would make him a more 
effective leader. With his law degree and working in civil rights, as well 
as continuing to be a community organizer and representing victims of 
housing and employment discrimination, he believed he could effect real 
changes. He also wanted to be part of a community and put down roots in 
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Chicago. The call Miner made to Barack turned out to be quite fortuitous. 
After several discussions, Barack decided to join Miner’s firm because he 
felt it fit with his commitment to community work.

After law school, when Barack moved back to Chicago, he found that 
the South Side had continued to slide toward decay. The neighborhoods 
were shabbier, the children less controlled, and some middle-class fami-
lies that he’d come to know and that were part of the foundation of his 
community activism were moving out of the area to the suburbs. The jails 
were at capacity, and too many people were living without prospects, di-
rection, or the ability to support themselves.

While a student at Harvard Law, Barack worked as a summer law as-
sociate at a Chicago law firm. There he met Michelle Robinson, a gradu-
ate of Princeton University and Harvard Law School and a practicing 
attorney at the firm. Michelle, a product of Chicago’s South Side public 
schools, says her working-class parents sacrificed to put her and her brother 
through Princeton University. Michelle said of her parents, “I marvel at 
the level of commitment and sacrifice that they must have made to get 
us to achieve our dreams.” Of meeting Barack at the law firm, Michelle 
said she was ready to “write him off ” when she first met him. “His name  
was Barack Obama, and I thought, ‘Well, I’m sure this guy is weird, right?’ ” 
And when she learned he grew up in Hawaii and spent his formative years 
on an island, she thought, “Well, you’ve got to be a little nuts.” Barack, 
she says, quickly changed her mind after their first conversation.2

Barack was mesmerized by Michelle and vowed to go out on a date with 
her. According to Michelle, “He made the first move. I was skeptical at 
first; everyone was raving about this smart, attractive, young first-year as-
sociate they recruited from Harvard. Everyone was like, ‘Oh, he’s brilliant, 
he’s amazing and he’s attractive.’ I said, ‘Okay, this is probably just a Brother  
who can talk straight.’ Then I heard that he grew up in Hawaii. Weird 
background, so I said he’s probably a little odd, strange. I already had in 
my mind that this guy was going to be lame. Then we went to lunch that 
first day and I was really impressed. First, he was more attractive than his 
picture. He came in confident, at ease with himself. He was easy to talk 
to and had a good sense of humor.” Michelle also says she was impressed 
by Barack’s commitment to the community, yet for a month she refused to 
go out with him.3 Michelle finally relented, and on the couple’s first date 
they went to dinner and saw a movie. For his part, Barack says he knew 
almost immediately upon meeting Michelle that she was the woman he 
would marry. He was swept off his feet, but she needed more convincing; 
in fact, she thought he was too good to be true and thought about setting 
him up with a friend. She thought that it wasn’t appropriate to date some-
one at the law firm she was assigned to train.4



	 Teaching Constitutional Law	 53

Later, after they were engaged to be married, Barack took Michelle to 
Kenya. His family welcomed her with open arms. While there, they helped 
Auma, Barack’s half sister, with a film project and spent time listening to 
Granny’s stories. Barack learned that the inheritance fight remained un-
resolved and that, because the economy and life in Kenya had become 
even more difficult since his trip a few years before, many members of his 
family had not yet found steady work. Barack and Michelle also visited 
Barack’s grandparents, Gramps and Toots, in Hawaii. Gramps described 
Michelle as “a looker,” and Toots thought Michelle seemed very sensible, 
which Barack knew, coming from Toots, was very high praise.5 Before they 
were married in 1992, Michelle’s father died, as did Gramps. After their 
marriage, Barack and Michelle moved to Hyde Park, located on Chicago’s 
South Side, and, in 1998, their first daughter, Malia, was born. Sasha, 
their second daughter, was born in 2001.

Barack had vowed when he left for law school to return to the South 
Side neighborhoods and effect change, and so he went to work. He was 
already known as a good organizer throughout the South Side through 
his work with the Developing Communities Project; however, not long 
after he returned from law school, Barack was noticed by ACORN, the 
Association of Community Organizations for Reform Now, one of the 
largest community organizations in the United States.6 They asked him 
to help with a lawsuit to challenge the state of Illinois’s refusal to abide 
by the National Voting Rights Act. At the time, Illinois did not allow for 
mass-based voter registration. Barack took the case, known as ACORN v.  
Edgar (Jim Edgar was the governor of Illinois at the time), and he won 
it.7 In 1992, Barack became the director of Illinois Project Vote, help-
ing register nearly 50,000 voters, many of whom were low-income  
minorities.8

In 1993, Barack went to work for a public interest law firm, where he 
worked as a civil rights attorney. Working on employment discrimination, 
fair housing, and voting rights issues, he essayed to effect real changes in 
the same neighborhoods where he had been a community organizer years 
before. While working at the law firm, he was named in Crain’s magazine’s 
list of “40 under 40” outstanding young leaders in the city of Chicago.9 
Barack also joined the University of Chicago Law School as a senior lec-
turer, teaching constitutional law. After three years of teaching and work-
ing as a civil rights attorney, Barack decided to enter politics.

Illinois State Senator
In 1996, Barack was elected to the Illinois State Senate as a Democrat 

representing the Illinois 13th legislative district. His arrival in Springfield 
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in January 1997 wasn’t met with a red carpet or open arms. Instead, many 
of his fellow senators cast a rather cold eye on the new senator from the 
South Side. Many ensconced in the senate chamber thought of Barack 
as an aloof Ivy Leaguer who spent a lot of time talking about his years as 
a community organizer and his Harvard Law degree. Kirk Dillard, a Re-
publican from suburban Chicago, said that Barack’s Harvard Law degree 
and his position as a law professor made some eyes roll.10 Some described 
Barack as an elitist and noted that many of his speeches were focused on 
policy and were highly intellectual—qualities welcomed by Barack’s uni-
versity colleagues but often poorly received by working-class voters, even 
though, during his state senate campaign, his platform included helping 
working families on Chicago’s South Side, an area that is described by The 
Almanac of American Politics as “the nation’s largest urban black commu-
nity for nearly a century.”11

When asked by Ronald Roach, in his 2004 article entitled “Obama 
Rising” in Black Issues in Higher Education, how he assessed the impact 
of having been a community organizer on choosing politics as a career 
and making a predominantly black urban community his political base, 
Barack answered, “I became a community organizer as a direct result of 
my work and study in college. I was greatly inspired by the civil rights 
movement . . . my coming back to Chicago, I think, opened up my  
potential—I consider (the experience) an extension of my college edu-
cation because a lot of the things that I had read about in books I had to 
try to implement. It wasn’t always as easy as I thought, but it also con-
firmed my belief in the need to give everyday folks a handle on their own 
destiny. And all my work since that time has been shaped by the values 
that were forged during those years as a community organizer.” When the 
author asked Barack how his experience as a law professor shaped him 
as a political leader, Barack responded, “One of the things that an effec-
tive professor learns is how to present both sides of an argument . . . and 
I think that being able to see all sides of an issue, having been trained in 
presenting all sides of an issue in the classroom, actually helps me ques-
tion my own assumptions and helps me empathize with people who don’t 
agree with me.”12

When Barack, a Democrat, was elected, the state capitol was under 
Republican control. He was known as a committed liberal and a progres-
sive Democrat. He wrote later that he understood state politics “as a full-
contact sport, and minded neither the sharp elbows nor the occasional 
blind-side hit.”13 Paul L. Williams, a lobbyist in Springfield, Illinois, and 
a former state representative, said that Barack “came with a huge dose 
of practicality,” and characterized Barack’s attitude as, “O.K., that makes 
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sense and sounds great, as I’d like to go to the moon, but right now I’ve 
only got enough gas to go this far.”14

As senator, Barack served on the public health and welfare committee 
and the judiciary and local government committees. Still in his thirties, 
Barack soon became a leader, developing a style that was methodical, in-
clusive, and often pragmatic. Working with those on the other side of the 
political aisle, he had a prominent role in drafting bipartisan legislation 
and health care reform. He also worked to make changes designed to curb 
racial profiling in Illinois and to make capital punishment more impartial. 
State Senator Kirk W. Dillard, a Republican, stated, “When you come in, 
especially as a freshman, and work on something like ethics reform, it’s 
not necessarily a way to endear yourself to some of the veteran members 
of the Illinois General Assembly. And working on issues like racial pro-
filing was contentious, but Barack had a way both intellectually and in 
demeanor that defused skeptics.” Cynthia Canary, director of the Illinois 
Campaign for Political Reform, said of Barack, “He wasn’t a maverick. 
There were other legislators I would turn to if I just wanted to make a lot 
of noise. That wasn’t his style.”15 Barack worked on such issues as repro-
ductive rights, gun control, and banning assault weapons.

While in Springfield, Barack worked long hours and was dedicated to 
the issues of the day. In his first two years, he introduced or was a chief 
cosponsor of 56 bills, with 14 becoming law. He worked on campaign 
finance and ethics legislation, measures that compensated crime victims 
for certain property losses, and on a law that prevented early probation 
for gun-running felons. In his third year, he was even more successful in 
getting bills introduced and passed. He cosponsored nearly 60 bills, 11 
of which became law.16 A major reason for his success in the senate was 
directly related to his ability to reach across political party lines. Over the 
years in the state senate, Barack persuaded Republicans to go along with 
many initiatives and was able to garner across-the-aisle support. Barack 
said of his time in the state senate that the most important thing he could 
do in Springfield was to bring all sides of an issue together, get it on the 
table, and make sure everyone feels they are being listened to. This ability, 
he said, was something he learned back in the days of community organiz-
ing, when he learned how to get things done.17

Like many of his colleagues, he also played golf, pickup basketball, and 
made the rounds at the parties. He was also known to join the weekly 
poker game with legislators and lobbyists. One of his colleagues, State 
Senator Larry Walsh, described him as competitive yet careful, and always 
hard to read. Walsh said, “One night, we were playing . . . and I had a real 
good hand and Barack beat me out with another one. I slammed down 
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my cards and said, ‘Doggone it, Barack, if you were a little more liberal in 
your card playing and a little more conservative in your politics, you and 
I would get along a lot better.’ ”18

Very aggressive when he first came to the senate, despite the Demo-
crats being in the minority, Barack asked for any difficult assignments. He 
favored ambitious changes in campaign law, including limits on contribu-
tions. According to the director of the Public Policy Institute at Southern 
Illinois University, Barack’s ability to work with people of the opposite 
party and his definite ideas about what he thought should be in campaign 
finance reform were impressive. He noted that Barack was always willing 
to recognize he wasn’t going to get everything he wanted.19

After five years, Barack worked on what became his signature effort: a 
push for mandatory taping of interrogations and confessions. Opposed by 
prosecutors, police organizations, and the governor, Barack believed that 
no innocent defendant should be on death row, and no guilty defendant 
should be set free. The bill that Barack worked on was unanimously ap-
proved by the Illinois Senate. When the governor reversed his position 
on the issue, Illinois became the first state to require taping by statute. 
Carl Hawkinson, the Republican chairman of the Judiciary Committee, 
stated that Barack would always take suggestions when they were logical 
and was willing to listen to other points of view. Offering his opinions in 
a professional and lawyer-trained way, the chairman noted that, when 
Barack spoke on the floor of the senate, he spoke with and from convic-
tion, adding that everyone knew that, regardless of whether they agreed 
with him.20

Barack took his legislative responsibilities seriously; however, he knew 
that his family always came first. In 1999, Barack missed an important vote 
relating to gun control. At the time, he and his family were visiting his 
grandmother in Hawaii for the Christmas holiday, and his daughter, Malia, 
then 18 months old, was sick and unable to fly. The vote was narrowly 
defeated, and, while his vote wouldn’t have made a difference in the bill’s 
demise, the missed vote was a factor when Barack ran against Bobby Rush, 
a popular Chicago Democrat, for the U.S. House of Representatives.

Entering the Race for the  
U.S. House of Representatives

From the beginning of his time in the state senate, Barack was no-
ticed. The senate chamber’s minority leader, Emil Jones, took an interest 
in Barack’s career and sent one of his aides to manage Barack’s press and 
strategy. By 1999, Barack made the decision to enter the race for the U.S. 
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House of Representatives. He’d been groomed for higher office for nearly 
two years, and he believed he was ready to challenge the four-term incum-
bent Bobby Rush. Representative Rush was a former Black Panther and 
a community activist well known on Chicago’s South Side. Despite the 
expectations for higher office, the race was a clear disaster. Bobby Rush 
portrayed Barack as an overeducated technocrat from Harvard. And while 
Barack responded to Rush’s cynicism about educational achievement, the 
question arose, for the first time, as to whether Barack was “black enough.” 
Rush stated that Barack “hadn’t been around the first congressional dis-
trict long enough to really see what’s going on,” making racial identity an 
issue for the voters of Chicago’s South Side.21 Barack lost the race by a 
two-to-one margin. As he describes it, he took quite a “spanking” in his 
bid to unseat the incumbent congressman. Using a $9,500 personal loan 
to help finance the campaign, he found himself broke and fielding ques-
tions from the Federal Election Commission about his campaign finances. 
He later lent his campaign committee $11,100 more to cover refunds to 
donors who had inadvertently given too much. It took him two years to 
repay the loans.22

Another Run for National  
Office: The U.S. Senate

After his stinging loss, Barack returned to his job at the University of 
Chicago and to Springfield as a state senator. It wasn’t long before he grew 
restless in his political career, and he began having conversations with his 
senate colleagues about a run for the U.S. Senate. One person he had to 
convince about yet another race was his wife, Michelle. Her agreement 
and support were vital.

In mid-2002, Barack announced to his friends that he planned to run 
for the United States Senate. Their first question was how he would ever 
be able to raise the required millions of dollars, especially after the last 
campaign that left him paying off personal loans. According to the Sep-
tember 15, 2003, edition of Crain’s Chicago Business, when Barack entered 
the U.S. Senate race, there was no doubt that he had “the makings of a 
formidable Democratic candidate—intelligent, articulate, progressive—
with the potential for a strong base of support among African American 
voters in the Chicago area.”23 Despite these attributes, the question re-
mained: could he raise enough money to mount the kind of statewide 
battle against several well-funded and better-known candidates? While 
in the state senate, he’d never had to spend more than $100,000 on a 
race. He had, in fact, coauthored the first campaign finance legislation  
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to pass in 25 years; the bill called for refusing meals from lobbyists and 
rejecting checks from gaming and tobacco interests. Now in a race for the 
U.S. Senate, his budget called for heavy reliance on grassroots support 
and what is called “earned media,” meaning the ability of a candidate 
to make his or her own news. One week of advertising in the Chicago 
media market, Barack was told by his media adviser, would cost nearly 
half a million dollars; ad coverage in the rest of the state of Illinois for a 
week would cost approximately $250,000. To run a race to the primary, 
it would cost about $5 million. If he won the primary, the cost to run a 
general election campaign would be another $10 million to $15 million.  
For Barack, this information was daunting. He tallied the amount he 
might expect from supporters. That came to $500,000. The question of 
whether he could raise the money to make a run for the U.S. Senate was 
a real one. For the first three months of his campaign, he and an assistant 
made cold calls for support. At the end of those three months, he had  
raised $250,000. To make matters worse, his two opponents comprised a 
candidate with seemingly bottomless pockets and another well-known 
state politician.24

As petitions to get on the ballot began to circulate for the March pri-
mary, Barack wasn’t winning in the money-raised category; however, he 
was making a surprisingly strong showing in the campaign reports. Many 
political observers began to take notice, wondering if he could or would 
keep it up. By the second quarter of the campaign season, Barack had 
raised twice as much as one of his opponents, and only $69,000 less than 
the front-runner, Daniel Hynes. Noting his success, Barack said that a 
lot of people were surprised at his efforts and that his fund-raising had 
exceeded his own expectations. He felt he could keep up the pace and be 
competitive with the other candidates.25

While Barack was campaigning for the Senate, there was heated de-
bate all across the country and within Congress and the Bush adminis-
tration regarding Saddam Hussein and whether he possessed weapons of 
mass destruction. By the fall of 2002, most Americans were convinced 
that indeed Saddam had these weapons and that he had been person-
ally involved in the 9/11 attacks. President Bush’s approval ratings 
were about 60 percent, and polls showed that a majority of Americans 
were behind his call to invade Iraq. In October 2002, the Senate voted  
to give the president the power to go to war. At the time, Barack ques-
tioned this vote and the motives behind going to war. He felt, as most 
people did, that Saddam had chemical and biological weapons. He also 
believed, as did most people, that Saddam had snubbed the United 
Nations’ resolutions and weapons inspectors; he also believed that the 
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region and the world would be better off without such a vile dictator 
known to have killed his own people. Barack just didn’t believe Saddam 
posed an imminent threat, and the administration’s reason for going to 
war wasn’t based on rationale that he could agree with. Barack knew that 
part of his campaign would include his stance on a possible war in Iraq. 
The question of whether he should take a position on the war was a big 
consideration. After all, an invasion and toppling Saddam Hussein were 
popular in Illinois and across the country. If this wasn’t his position, if 
he couldn’t support such an invasion, would this hurt his chances to win 
the election?

That same month, a group of antiwar activists invited Barack to speak 
at a rally in Chicago. His friends and supporters didn’t encourage his at-
tendance at such a rally; however, Barack decided he would attend. At 
the October 2, 2002, rally, Barack took a position on what was a popular 
war. To a crowd of approximately 2,000 people, Barack said, “What I am 
opposed to is a dumb war. What I am opposed to is a rash war . . . what 
I am opposed to is the attempt . . . to distract us from a rise in the unin-
sured, a rise in the poverty rate, a drop in the median income—to distract 
us from corporate scandals and a stock market that has just gone through 
the worst month since the Great Depression. That’s what I’m opposed to. 
A dumb war. A rash war. A war based not on reason but on passion, not 
on principle but on politics.”26

While campaigning in 2003, Barack was adamantly liberal in his views, 
and he continued to be outspoken in his opposition to the Iraq war. He 
was proud of the legislation he’d passed as a state senator, including a 
bill to reduce the rate of wrongful executions by requiring homicide con-
fessions to be videotaped and another that was intended to crack down 
on racial profiling. He also claimed some credit for extending the life 
of a state-sponsored health insurance program for children and empha-
sized his efforts to create a job-training program for unskilled workers.27 
As well, Barack used his community activism efforts, his heritage of a 
black father and white mother, and being the first black president of the  
Harvard Law Review to call attention to race and to provide, for some at 
least, a hopeful theme of pulling down barriers and, for others, appropriate 
credentials for being a legislator. White liberals and African Americans 
listened closely as Barack spoke about issues such as jobs, health care, and 
education. His campaign caught fire. In the election primary, running as 
a black progressive in a field of seven candidates that included multimil-
lionaire Blair Hull, Dan Hynes, the state comptroller and a member of 
a prominent Chicago political family, another African American, and a 
prominent Latino candidate, Barack won the state primary election with  
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53 percent of the vote. It was then on to the general election, where he 
would be the Democratic candidate against Republican Alan Keyes for 
the U.S. Senate.

Reclaiming the Promise to the People:  
A Brighter Day—The Keynote Address  

at the Democratic National Convention
When Barack was selected to give the speech that vaulted him into 

political orbit, the Democratic Party was looking for a fresh voice. John 
Kerry, the party’s presumptive presidential nominee at the time, had met 
Barack twice and was impressed with his ability to connect with an audi-
ence and his smooth, methodical manner. Barack was still a state sena-
tor, but his win in the primary for U.S. Senate was considered promising, 
because, at the time, he didn’t have a Republican opponent. Past key-
note speakers included Mario Cuomo, Jesse Jackson, and Bill Clinton— 
esteemed company for a relatively unknown state politician from Illinois. 
In 2000, the keynote speech was delivered by Harold Ford of Tennessee. 
Ford, like Barack, was a young, dynamic African American, but, for many, 
his speech had fallen flat. When considering such an important speech he 
would give to an enormous national audience, Barack knew he wanted to 
deliver a speech that came from his heart, and he didn’t want anyone else 
to write it. He wanted to have control over what he would say. Once he 
began writing, in longhand, while campaigning and while in his state sen-
ate office, the words came easily. About writing the speech, Barack said, 
“This was not laborious, writing this speech. It came out fairly easy. I had 
been thinking about these things for two years at that point. I had the op-
portunity to reflect on what had moved me the most during the course of 
the campaign and to distill those things. It was more a distillation process 
than it was a composition process.”28 Before giving the speech, Barack 
practiced it a few times. He’d never used a teleprompter before and had 
never spoken in front of such a large crowd. Once he stood at the podium, 
he knew what he wanted to say.

“I was shivering, it was so good,” said MSNBC’s Chris 
Matthews.

Barack “. . . electrified the crowd here,” according to CNN’s 
Wolf Blitzer.

A woman descending an escalator as Barack and his entou-
rage were ascending enthused, “I just cannot wait until you are 
president.”
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To those gathered at the convention in Boston on July 27, 2004,  
Barack said, “Tonight is a particular honor for me because, let’s face it, my 
presence on this stage is pretty unlikely.”29 The enormous crowd, many 
decked out in colorful hats and T-shirts and adorned with campaign but-
tons, were more than galvanized. They were dizzy, they were mesmerized, 
and they were thrilled. Many asked, “Who is that tall, lanky black man?” 
Barack told the crowd, “I stand here today, grateful for the diversity of my 
heritage, aware that my parents’ dreams live on in my precious daughters. 
I stand here knowing that my story is part of the larger American story, 
that I owe a debt to all of those who came before me, and that, in no other 
country on earth, is my story even possible.”30 At the end of his speech, 
the Democratic crowd was frenzied. They wanted to know more about the 
man, the senator from Illinois whom John Kerry had chosen to give one 
of the most important speeches of the convention. And many watching 
at home were cheering in their living rooms. Some said they stood and 
applauded after listening to a relatively unknown man enter the political 
stage. As columnist Anna Quindlen wrote in her article entitled “A Leap 
into the Possible,” in the August 9, 2004, edition of Newsweek maga-
zine, “As much of the country knows by now, the Senate candidate from 
Illinois is a born orator, passionate yet reasonable in a venue that seems 
to bring out the inner screamer in even the most seasoned politician. He 
galvanized a gathering long on orchestration and short on surprises. And 
one more thing: he revived the power and the glory of American liberal-
ism just by showing up.” Anna Quindlen also wrote that she was alone in 
her den, looking like a “solitary lunatic, certain that she wasn’t alone in 
her reaction, standing up and cheering at the TV.”31

When Barack delivered the keynote address, he was in the midst of his 
U.S. Senate campaign. Although he wasn’t expected to win the primary 
election amid a field of seven candidates, in fact, he did win, and he won 
big, with 52 percent of the vote. However, it was the keynote address to 
the millions of television viewers that unexpectedly made him a national 
celebrity. Suddenly, there were invitations from across the country asking 
him to appear at campaign events. As the November 6, 2004, edition of 
The Economist described him, Barack was “the candidate America’s liberal 
elite has long dreamed of—poised, thoughtful, eloquent, internationally 
minded, intellectual—and black. . . . Mr. Obama is unlike any politician 
to emerge in years.”32 To win the seat against the Republican candidate, 
Alan Keyes, Barack had to appeal to blacks and white liberals and to 
rural and urban voters. He also had to rise above the expectations that 
suddenly surrounded him. He did all of that and more. Barack’s margin of 
victory in the Senate race was 70 percent to 27 percent. In January 2005, 
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Barack became the only African American U.S. senator and only the fifth 
in history to hold a seat in the U.S. Senate.
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This undated photo released by Obama for America shows Barack Obama and his father, 
also named Barack Obama. Barack’s father left the family to study at Harvard Uni-
versity when Barack was two years old, returning only once. Barack wrote poignantly 
about this visit in his memoir, remembering the basketball his father gave him, the African 
records they danced to, and the Dave Brubeck concert they attended. Obama, then 10, 
never saw his father again. Courtesy AP Photo/Obama for America.

Barack Obama, holding his daughter Malia, 6, and his wife, Michelle, holding their 
daughter Sasha, 3, are covered in confetti after Barack delivered his victory speech 
in Chicago on November 2, 2004, following his race for the U.S. Senate. Courtesy  
AP Photo/M. Spencer Green.
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Barack Obama and his wife, Michelle, wave to delegates after he delivered the key-
note address at the Democratic National Convention in Boston on July 27, 2004. 
Some call it “The Speech,” a 17-minute star-making event. Courtesy AP Photo/Charlie 
Neibergall, File.

Barack Obama teaching at the University of Chicago Law School. Barack arrived in 
Chicago in 1985 with a college degree, a map of the city, and a new job as a community 
organizer. When he returned to Chicago after attending Harvard Law School, he joined a 
small civil rights firm, ran a voter registration drive, and lectured on constitutional law at 
the University of Chicago Law School. Courtesy AP Photo/Obama for America.
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Democratic presidential hopefuls—from left, New York Senator Hillary Rodham 
Clinton, Illinois Senator Barack Obama, and former North Carolina Senator John 
Edwards—participate in a debate in Myrtle Beach, South Carolina, on January 21, 
2008. Courtesy AP Photo/Mary Ann Chastain.
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Chapter 6

The Senator from the  
State of Illinois

Barack writes in his memoir The Audacity of Hope that his campaign for 
the Senate was indicative of some of the changes that have taken place 
in white and black communities over the past 25 years. Illinois, he writes, 
already had a history of blacks elected to statewide office and had also 
elected another black senator, Carol Moseley Braun, and, thus, his cam-
paign wasn’t a novelty. Barack writes that his race didn’t preclude the 
possibility of his win, nor was his election aided by the evolving racial 
attitudes of Illinois’s white voters. His senatorial race, he concludes, also 
reflected the changes in black communities.1

However, in Barack Obama, there was always something different and 
exciting; for many voters, Barack meant a change, a breath of fresh air, 
and a new possibility. It didn’t matter to Illinois voters that Barack was a 
black man with an unusual heritage: son of a white woman and a black 
African man. Barack was an orator, a teacher, a legislator, and many gravi-
tated to him, believing in what he had to say. To many, he signaled some-
thing new, and that was enough for them. The new U.S. senator from the 
state of Illinois was a celebrity almost overnight.

In the Democratic primary, Barack had two formidable opponents. 
One was a multimillionaire who used his own cash for the race; the other 
was a well-known state official. As a result, Barack was expected to lose. 
Instead, he won the election by an overwhelming margin. In the general 
election, his margin of victory was 70 percent to 27 percent—once again, 
an enormous victory and, for many involved in Illinois state politics, a 
rather surprising margin. Along with these margins, and in a race that pur
posely had been a clean, no-negative-advertising race with consistently  
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positive messages, it was the keynote address to the millions of television 
viewers that unexpectedly made him a national celebrity.

The day after the general election, Barack was inundated with phone 
calls. Nearly all at once he was a political star. Senator John Kerry called. 
The Democratic national chairman, Terry McAuliffe, called, as did Sena-
tor Tom Daschle from South Dakota. The phone kept ringing. From 
within the political arena to mainstream media, people were talking. The 
chairman of the Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee and sena-
tor from New Jersey, John Corzine, said, “I think Barack Obama is one 
of the most interesting and capable individuals that is running this time, 
if not in any election. Frankly, he will be one of the easier candidates to 
raise resources for.”2

Yet even with all this sudden popularity, it seemed to some at least that 
Barack’s victory, for several unusual reasons, was considered somewhat of 
a fluke; the contest was run like few others in history. Barack had run his 
race without leveling any negative ads against his opponents, and he was 
determined to be elected based on a clean race in which he would stay 
focused on the issues, resolutely stating what he thought clearly and con-
cisely. In a primary contest among seven fellow Democrats, there weren’t 
any negative TV ads. As well, one of his Democratic opponents, a wealthy 
securities trader, saw his candidacy fade when his divorce papers were 
made public. One of his Republican opponents, a former Goldman Sachs 
partner turned inner-city school teacher, was beset by his own divorce- 
related scandal, and his campaign never really got off the ground. Then, 
as a result, the Republican Party selected Alan Keyes as their candidate to 
run against Barack in the general election. Keyes didn’t reside in Illinois 
and had such strict, unyielding political positions that even the most hard-
ened Republicans steered away from his candidacy. Some media observ-
ers declared Barack Obama one of the luckiest politicians and described  
his run for the U.S. Senate as the easiest race in history. To Barack and 
his advisers and staff, this was far from the truth. They felt these pundits 
discounted their hard work and their consistent message, that Illinois vot-
ers wanted something different, that politics could indeed be different, 
and that Barack’s messages of hope and common sense made a real differ-
ence. His margin of victory in the primary and the general election should 
have proven his points.3 To the ballroom packed with his supporters the 
night of the election, Barack said, “I think it’s fair to say that the con-
ventional wisdom was we could not win. We didn’t have enough money. 
We didn’t have enough organization. There was no way that a skinny guy 
from the South Side with a funny name like Barack Obama could ever 
win a statewide race. Sixteen months later we are here, and Democrats 
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from all across Illinois—suburbs, city, downstate, upstate, black, white, 
Hispanic, Asian—have declared: yes, we can! Yes, we can! Yes, we can!”4 
Indeed, the Democratic Party and many Illinois voters who voted him 
into office agreed.

Upon his arrival in Washington, D.C., his Democratic colleagues were 
beat up and discouraged. Barack’s victory in Illinois, party officials said, 
was one of the few bright spots in otherwise difficult campaigns, and, 
suddenly and quite unexpectedly, Barack was a prized commodity in the 
Democratic Party, not only because he delivered the state of Illinois for 
the party, but also because he was now the only black member of the Sen-
ate. Barack, at the age of 42, swiftly felt the heat of national expectations. 
He didn’t seem to show any of the stress and pressure when, on the day 
after the win, he flew around the state of Illinois to thank voters. While 
shaking hands with supporters that day, Barack said he thought the elec-
tion signaled a maturing of not just black voters, but Illinois voters all 
across the board. He added that people in his home state showed that they 
were more interested in the message than the color of the messenger: “I 
have an unusual name and an exotic background, but my values are essen-
tially American values. I’m rooted in the African-American community, 
but I’m not limited by it. I think this election shows that.”5

As only the fifth African American ever to hold a seat in the U.S. 
Senate, Barack represented the emergence of a new generation of na-
tional political leaders. His keynote speech at the Democratic National 
Convention, which he wrote himself, placed him in the national spot-
light. Drawing rave reviews for its eloquence and patriotic message, com-
mentators were already calling him the first black U.S. president. Ronald 
Walters, a political scientist at the University of Maryland, wrote, “He was 
put there to support the ticket, to hit the themes, and he did his job. And 
on that he got, I think, an accolade of a rising star and so forth. I tend to 
think that speech was one that tried to identify [Obama] as a non-racial 
politician that tried to connect with his immigrant roots, and tried to 
meet the theme of diversity that was thrust upon him. It was a theme 
that went over great with everybody in the convention—Blacks, Whites, 
everyone.”6 Barack was suddenly being compared to Abraham Lincoln, 
Martin Luther King Jr., and Bill Clinton, and many Democrats were al-
ready wondering if he should run for president in 2012 or 2016.

The expectations were high and seemed to be getting higher by the 
day. Some questioned whether he would be able to fulfill the expecta-
tions suddenly thrust upon him. Donna Brazile, a Democratic strategist 
who ran Al Gore’s campaign in 2000, said of Barack, “My greatest fear for 
Barack is that he’ll be in the background, another black face in the sea  
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of whiteness. For now he doesn’t have to become the next black leader. 
He has to become a great Senator from the state of Illinois.”7 For his 
part, Barack was meticulous in his self-awareness and felt that the frenzy 
surrounding him didn’t entirely make sense. At a rally for Senator Russ 
Feingold in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, in October 2004, Barack was enthu-
siastically introduced by Gwen Moore, a Democrat running for Congress: 
“He’s all of us! He’s not black! He’s not white! He’s not you know . . . I 
was going to say, ‘he’s not male, he’s not female,’ ” she laughed as Barack 
strode onto the stage wearing a black blazer and a white collared shirt 
as the huge crowd cheered. Squinting in the sun, Barack surveyed the 
crowd and said, “My wife knows whether I’m a man or a woman. I just 
wanted Gwen to know that.” Speaking louder to the cheering crowed, he 
continued to say that until recently no one knew his name, and if people 
knew it, they couldn’t pronounce it. Then, establishing his humility, he 
described his vision for the Democratic Party: “There is another tradition 
in politics that says we’re all connected. I don’t just have to worry about 
my own child. I have to worry about the child that cannot read. It’s not 
enough that I am part of the African-American community. I’ve got to 
worry about the Arab-American family that John Ashcroft is rounding 
up, because I might be next.”8

To that crowd, Barack was an everyman, and the crowd was mes-
merized. People everywhere, it seemed, were feeling the same way. But 
what was riding on the shoulders of this tall, lanky, rail-thin man with 
defined facial features, a thin neck, and a smooth, articulate voice that 
seemed to always stay on message? People wondered: was he the great 
black hope? For all his brilliance and eloquence, could he really be 
such a huge national figure at such a young age? For some Americans, 
it was a confirmation that the United States was finally working. After 
all the oppression and divisions, here was a black man who drew votes 
from both blacks and whites and represented a national racial unity; 
the racial gap was finally beginning to close. A handful of politicians—
Cory Booker, the mayor of Newark, New Jersey; Colin Powell, who 
once considered a run for president; Representative Harold Ford Jr., 
a Democrat from Tennessee; and now Barack Obama—were African 
Americans who, through their speech, demeanor, personal stories, and 
career achievements, were sharing the culture and values of mainstream 
America and were transcending race.9

By the time Barack spoke at the Democratic National Convention and 
after he won a seat in the U.S. Senate a few months later, some consid-
ered the expectations too high, perhaps not achievable. Yet America was 
now seeing a politician it had never quite encountered before. The son 
of a white woman and a black African man, he was black, but not quite 
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black. He was hard to peg politically, casting himself as a politician who 
didn’t submit typically liberal solutions to cultural problems. He said in 
his speech at the convention, “Parents have to teach 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.”10 He argued that his party could see beyond big government: “The 
people I meet in small towns and big cities and diners and office parks, 
they don’t expect government to solve all of their problems. They know 
they have to work hard to get ahead. Go to the collar counties around 
Chicago, and people will tell you they don’t want their tax money wasted 
by a welfare agency or the Pentagon.”11

Barack was casting himself as an unorthodox intellectual indepen-
dent, closing his address to the convention and to viewers all across the 
country by saying, “There’s not a liberal America and a conservative 
America . . . a black America and white America and Latino America 
and Asian America; there’s the United States of America. The pundits 
like to slice and dice our country into red states and blue state. . . . But 
I’ve got news for them, too. We worship an awesome God in the blue 
states, and we don’t like federal agents poking around our libraries in the 
red states.”12 The audience was thrilled; his attack didn’t seem mean or 
cynical because it wasn’t leveled against any individual. In his speech, 
Barack used his race to unite America. In January 2005, Barack was the 
only African American in the U.S. Senate, and only the fifth black U.S. 
senator in history. What else could he or would he do now?

Taking the Oath of Office
On January 4, 2005, cheered on by members of his family who had 

traveled from Illinois, Hawaii, London, and Kenya, Barack was sworn in 
as a member of 109th Congress of the United States. He writes in his 
memoir The Audacity of Hope that the day was a “beautiful blur.” The 
sun was bright and the day was unseasonably warm as he and his new 
colleagues raised their right hands to take the oath of office.13 On that 
day, he shook hands with Vice President Cheney and, afterward, his two 
daughters played on the Capitol steps. It was a day of smiles, thanks, and 
ceremony—warm feelings that everyone familiar with the politics of the 
day knew wouldn’t last. At the time, the country was deeply divided on  
issues, including the Iraq war, immigration, education, energy policy, abor-
tion, the environment, taxes, and the role of the courts in the legislative 
process. All across the United States, there was disagreement. The No-
vember 2004 election had seen the Democratic leader of the Senate, Tom 
Daschle of South Dakota, lose his race to a Republican and Max Cleland, 
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a disabled Vietnam war veteran who had lost his seat in the previous  
election, be accused of not being a patriot. Senator John Kerry of Massa-
chusetts and his running mate, Senator John Edwards of North Carolina,  
lost the election to a reelected George W. Bush. Democrats all over the 
country, and in the House and the Senate, were feeling bruised. The Re-
publicans had a majority in the Senate of 51 to 48 Democrats. President 
Bush, feeling buoyant in his victory, declared that he had political capital 
and he intended to use it.

Two days after his swearing in as the freshman senator from Illinois, 
Barack cast his first vote to install George W. Bush for a second term as 
U.S. president. He immediately received his first negative phone calls 
and mail. For Barack, there was no notion whatsoever that his life as 
the freshman senator would be easy. But then Barack wasn’t a typical or 
normal first-time senator by any means. The unusual and near constant 
media attention he received after his speech at the convention and his 
overwhelming and unexpected victory in Illinois saw to that. It seemed 
that everyone wanted to know what he was thinking and where he stood 
on issues. All eyes were seemingly on this man with an unusual heritage, 
a foreign sounding name, and so much charisma that he couldn’t help but 
be noticed.

Barack had few doubts about his role in the Senate and within his own 
party. He knew who he wanted to be and who he could be: a force in shap-
ing the future. In the article entitled “Great Expectations” that appeared 
in the American Prospect in February 2006, author Jodi Enda notes that 
in Barack there is a sense of destiny, and his background and charm, his 
intellect and his way with words, all mark him as someone special. She 
adds that he is ever mindful to show respect for his colleagues, some of 
whom had been in the Senate for most of Barack’s life.14 Barack wrote in 
his memoir The Audacity of Hope that when senators are asked to describe 
their first year in Congress, they often say it is like drinking from a fire 
hose; Barack says that is an apt description for his first months in the Sen-
ate. Everything, he wrote, seemed to come at him all at once. He had to 
set up an office, hire staff, negotiate for committee assignments, and learn 
about pending issues.

Then, Barack notes, there was life away from his home and family.15 
After a great deal of discussion with Michelle and other advisers, the 
family decided to remain in Chicago. The plan was for Barack to stay 
in Washington three nights per week and then fly home to Chicago. He 
rented an apartment and tried to settle into a more solitary, but very busy, 
life away from Michelle and his two beloved daughters. There were other 
senators with young families at home, and this common experience gave 
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them the desire to compare notes on what works and what doesn’t. As he 
spoke with colleagues, advisers, and new friends, comparing notes, getting 
advice, and making decisions, he was often told he needed to schedule 
time to meet with Senator Robert Byrd. Byrd, from West Virginia, was 
the veritable dean of the Senate and known as a passionate expert on 
the Constitution. At the swearing-in ceremony, Barack listened first to 
Senator Harry Reid and then to Senator Byrd. At nearly 90 years of age, 
Byrd rose slowly to speak about his many years in Congress, dating back to 
1952. Barack, the new senator from Illinois, felt the full force of tradition 
and how not many years before, someone who looked like Barack couldn’t 
be seated within the hallowed walls of Congress. After listening to Sena-
tor Byrd, Barack decided to unpack his constitutional law books from his 
teaching days at the University of Chicago Law School and reread the 
document. For, as Senator Byrd had said, to understand Washington in 
2005 and to know what his new job as senator from Illinois meant, he 
needed to understand what had happened when that document was en-
acted and how those first debates and all the debates that followed deter-
mined where he, a black man, and America as well, was today.16

During the first hectic months, Barack was determined to have a fo-
cused agenda. At first, he took careful, slow steps. He turned down many 
invitations for appearances. He deliberately focused on several issues, such 
as veteran’s disability pay and money for locks and dams in Illinois. He 
sought to demonstrate to the voters who had sent him to Washington that 
he was working for their interests. He also hired a knowledgeable staff, 
including an experienced policy adviser. Despite an experienced staff, 
Barack moved slower than perhaps he could have during his first year.

Author Jodi Enda, for her February 2006 American Prospect article, vis
ited Barack in his office in the Hart Senate Office Building. Lining the 
walls, the author observed, were pictures of some of Barack’s heroes: Abra-
ham Lincoln, John Kennedy, Mahatma Gandhi, Martin Luther King Jr., 
Thurgood Marshall, and Nelson Mandela. She saw a White Sox baseball 
cap on his desk. And Barack, his long, lean frame clad in a finely tailored, 
charcoal-gray suit, appeared both energetic and exhausted. Following a 
question about the future of the Democratic Party, Barack closed his eyes 
and turned his face upward, as if to “contemplate the world’s problems 
from a place deep inside himself.” The question, the author noted, isn’t 
one typically asked of a first-term senator. Barack’s answer was at first typi-
cal as he listed the issues important to the party: education, health care, 
and energy independence. Then he said, “Where I probably can make a 
unique contribution is in helping to bring people together and bridging 
what I call the ‘empathy deficit,’ helping to explain the disparate factions  
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in this country and to show them how we’re joined together, helping 
bridge divides between black and white, rich and poor, even conservative 
and liberal. The story I’m interested in telling is how we can restore that 
sense of commitment to each other in a way that doesn’t inhibit our indi-
vidual responsibility, but does promote collective responsibility.”17

A senior aide to Barack told Enda that if Barack could name one regret 
during his first year, it would be that occasionally he was too slow, noting 
that Barack regretted not signing on as a cosponsor to an immigration bill 
sponsored by fellow senators Edward Kennedy and John McCain. Despite 
his staff ’s encouragement, Barack felt that since he didn’t have a hand 
in crafting the bill, he shouldn’t add his name to it. After it was clear 
that immigration would be a contentious topic across the country and 
in Congress, he ultimately attached his name to the legislation, stating 
he wanted to strengthen a section in the bill relating to border security.18 
When Barack was asked what he was most proud of after his first year in 
office, he responded, “I am really proud of the work we did on veterans 
affairs, because it’s an issue that affects people across the state of Illinois. 
We were able to help close the gap in disability payments going to Illinois’ 
disabled veterans, compared to other states.”19

One of Barack’s favorite responsibilities as a senator was hosting town 
hall meetings. During his first year in the Senate, he attended nearly 40 
of them all across the state of Illinois. After shaking hands with everyone, 
he listened to concerns, answering those who sent him to Washington. 
Barack writes in his memoir The Audacity of Hope that looking out at 
the diverse crowds—Democrats and Republicans, young and old, rich and 
poor—he was encouraged because he felt hope, and his time with people 
in his home state cleansed him and made him glad in the work he had 
chosen to do. He writes that sometimes, after a town hall meeting, peo-
ple came up to him and gave him notes, articles, tokens, and good-luck 
charms, and they asked him not to change, not to be taken in by people 
in power; they also asked him not to disappoint them.20

Supporters in Illinois and around the country say that Barack often 
projects an “everyman” sentiment, and as often these supporters project 
their viewpoints onto him, saying they see themselves in him. Valerie 
Jarrett, a longtime friend and treasurer of his political action committee, 
said in February 2006 that the danger of this is that supporters assume 
he will do what they would do and vote the way they would vote. She 
adds that he has the ability to touch diverse crowds and, because of this, 
the expectation is that he will agree with them.21 This universality and 
personal appeal keeps him from being put into a specific category. When 
asked whether he was a liberal, a progressive, or a centrist, Barack an-
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swered that he likes to believe he’s above all that. He says, “The way I 
would describe myself is I think that my values are deeply rooted in the 
progressive tradition, the values of equal opportunity, civil rights, fighting 
for working families, a foreign policy that is mindful of human rights, a 
strong belief in civil liberties, wanting to be a good steward for the envi-
ronment, a sense that the government has an important role to play, that 
opportunity is open to all people and that the powerful don’t trample on 
a less powerful.”22

While campaigning for the Senate and after arriving in Washington, 
Barack was often a fierce critic of the George W. Bush administration 
policies. He considered the Bush administration’s tax cuts for the wealthy 
to be fiscally irresponsible. He criticized the administration for its lack of 
a health care agenda and energy policy. In 2002, before he announced his 
candidacy for the Senate, Barack spoke at an antiwar rally in Chicago, 
where he questioned the administration’s evidence of weapons of mass 
destruction in Iraq. He suggested in the speech that an invasion of Iraq 
would be a costly mistake. He said that day, “I don’t oppose all wars. What 
I am opposed to is a dumb war. What I am opposed to is a rash war. What 
I am opposed to is the cynical attempt by Richard Perle and Paul Wolfo
witz and other armchair, weekend warriors in this administration to shove 
their own ideological agendas down our throats, irrespective of the costs 
in lives lost and in hardships borne.”23

During his first year, he continued to speak out against the war in Iraq, 
although his speeches were more moderate. After a number of his Demo-
cratic colleagues had begun calling for a quick withdrawal, Barack told 
the Chicago Council on Foreign Relations that the military is a part of 
the solution in Iraq. He stated his support for a phased withdrawal of 
forces and that an exit needed to be undertaken in a responsible way, with 
the hope of leaving a stable foundation for the future.24

After the devastation of Hurricane Katrina in August 2005, Barack 
began to speak out more. As the only African American senator and 
someone who had worked on and was passionate about poverty issues, he 
felt it necessary to give his voice to what had happened to the region. He 
also knew many of the citizens living in the southern coastal areas would 
be looking to him for leadership. Speaking on ABC’s Sunday show This 
Week, he stated that whoever was in charge of planning was detached 
from the realities of inner-city life in New Orleans and they couldn’t con-
ceive of the idea that people there couldn’t easily leave. He later noted 
that Democrats, too, must accept some of the blame because they also 
had downplayed poverty as a national issue.25 At the time, he also began 
to speak out on other issues, such as avian flu and health care costs for 
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automakers, and he began to work on bipartisan issues, such as no-bid 
contracts for Katrina reconstruction projects. He traveled to Russia with 
Republican Senator Richard Lugar to inspect nuclear and biological weap-
ons sites in August 2005 and then cosponsored a bill that would reduce 
the stockpiles of conventional weapons. As well, he encouraged members 
of his party to speak more about the issues typically associated with Demo-
crats, such as energy, health care, global issues, and education. And after 
perhaps a slower beginning to his time in the Senate than he envisioned, 
it didn’t take long before he was more outspoken and more active in the 
issues plaguing both parties and his Illinois constituents. Senator Richard 
Durbin, Barack’s fellow senator from Illinois, said of Barack in early 2006 
that there was no doubt about the future of his state’s most popular politi-
cian, adding that he was an odds-on favorite to run for higher office. He 
also stated that if anyone wanted to invest in a Barack IPO (initial public 
offering), it would be a solid investment in U.S. politics.26

Barack also raised his standing within his party by raising money for 
individual congressional colleagues’ campaigns and the Democratic 
Party. On one evening alone, he raised nearly $1 million for the Arizona 
Democratic Party at a dinner attended by nearly 1,400 people. He also, in 
2005, raised an estimated $1.8 million for his own political action com-
mittee, known as the Hopefund. And for Senator Robert Byrd of West 
Virginia, first elected to the Senate nearly three years before Barack was 
born and who was once a Ku Klux Klan member, Barack raised $800,000 
with one e-mail message.27

In his first two years in the Senate, Barack traveled around the world, 
visiting Russia, Iraq, and Kenya again. According to CNN.com, his trav-
els were more costly to taxpayers than any other senator who entered 
the Senate with him. Although other freshmen members also took trips, 
private groups funded them; Barack does not accept such funding. In his 
travels, he studied such issues as nuclear proliferation, AIDS, and vio-
lence in the Middle East. Of his trip to Kenya, Barack told the Associated 
Press that the trip held “symbolic power” because he is the only black 
senator, adding, “What a trip like this does is it allows me to really target 
a wide range of issues that come up on the international stage and help 
Americans appreciate how much our fates are linked with the African 
continent.” In Africa, Barack was treated like royalty, with crowds gath-
ering everywhere he went. While there, he met with AIDS researchers 
and activists, and he and his wife, Michelle, publicly took an AIDS test, 
hoping to encourage Kenyans to do the same. While in Russia, he toured 
weapons factories and watched workers destroy explosives, and he visited 
sites where nuclear missiles were being dismantled. In the Middle East, 
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he met Israel’s foreign minister, spent two days in Iraq talking to officials 
and military commanders, and visited the Palestinian territory, Jordan, 
and Kuwait.28

Barack’s travels and the issues he studied and spoke about were unusual 
for such a young senator, but they would not be so unusual for someone  
considering a run for the presidency. As well, Barack was one of two fresh
men members of the powerful and highly visible Senate Foreign Rela
tions Committee. As his first two years in the Senate came to a close,  
Barack was under pressure and was certainly under speculation. Would 
he be a candidate for the presidency in 2008? For someone with so much 
charm, drive, initiative, and dedication, the prospect of running for the 
highest office in the land, and being elected as the leader of the most 
powerful nation in the world, seemed like an easy decision.
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Chapter 7

Best-Selling Author,  
Michelle Obama, and  

Another Trip to Africa

By the time Barack was elected to the U.S. Senate, the financial aspects 
of his life were set; part of this financial security came from being a best-
selling author. Four years after graduating from law school, he published 
his first book, a memoir entitled Dreams from My Father, A Story of Race 
and Inheritance. That book, written while running Project Vote in Illinois, 
didn’t initially sell well. But after his momentous speech at the Demo-
cratic National Convention and his resulting sudden fame, 85,000 new 
copies of the book were sent to bookstores, and it began a climb to the top 
of the bestseller list.

When Barack was elected to the prestigious post of president of the 
Harvard Law Review, he was the first black student to hold the position. 
This gave him certain celebrity. There were stories in the New York Times 
and in Time magazine. There were calls for interviews and requests for him 
to appear at conferences. And, not unusual to someone with newfound 
fame and notoriety, there were calls from publishers and literary agents. 
What was published four years after his graduation from Harvard Law was 
one of many memoirs published at the time; Barack’s, however, was some-
what different. According to a February 2007 article in the Weekly Stan-
dard, author Andrew Ferguson notes that, at the time, there were many 
writers penning detailed accounts of their lives. By 1995, when Dreams 
from My Father was published, the author notes that bookshelves were 
filled with memoirs, some virtually unreadable, others good. Of the many 
memoirs, Barack’s first book was considered better than most. But it wasn’t 
the book he intended to write. According to Ferguson, Barack intended 
to write a book examining U.S. race relations and civil rights litigation, 
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a book based on his experience as the son of a white woman from Kansas 
and a black man from Kenya. His experiences, and the stories he wrote 
about those experiences—including stories about his grandparents, child-
hood friends, and school and work life—kept him writing. Barack said, 
“Next to this human material, all my well-ordered theories seemed in-
substantial and premature.”1 Sales of the book were underwhelming, and 
Barack later wrote, “And after a few months I went on with the business 
of my life, certain that my career as an author would be short-lived.”2

Immersed in his life in Chicago after graduation, Barack worked at a 
law firm, taught at the University of Chicago Law School, and eventu-
ally was involved in state politics. He ran for the state senate and won. 
Later, he ran for the U.S. Congress and lost. And then he ran for the 
U.S. Senate and won by a landslide after delivering what was described 
as an electrifying speech at the 2004 Democratic National Convention. 
Once his popularity soared, his first book was published in paperback,  
and sales topped bestseller lists. It was because of this celebrity status and 
popularity that Barack was able to sign a contract in December 2004 for 
three more books, including a children’s book to be written with his wife, 
Michelle. The advance for this contract was nearly $2 million, allowing 
him to stabilize his family’s financial situation for his lifetime.3

Barack’s second book, The Audacity of Hope: Thoughts on Reclaiming the 
American Dream, was published in 2006. This book, like his first, climbed 
to the top of the bestseller lists. Barack talked about the book on a pub-
licity tour that included television talk show appearances, including an 
appearance on Oprah with Michelle. To one reviewer, the second book is 
closer to the book a much younger Barack Obama intended to write. Ac-
cording to Andrew Ferguson of the Weekly Standard, the second book is 
“high-minded and abstract, pumped with the helium of political rhetoric 
and discussions about policy—health care or budgeting, for example—
that seem just serious enough to bore any reader except someone who 
knows enough about policy to find them tendentious and superficial.” 
The author adds that the book is filled with folksiness and anecdotes and 
that it is only a little more memorable, though better written, than John 
Kerry’s A Call to Service and George W. Bush’s A Charge to Keep.4

David Mendell, in his book Obama: From Promise to Power, writes that 
the second book’s content wasn’t nearly as raw as Barack’s first book. The 
Audacity of Hope, Mendell writes, is the work of a man in his mid-forties 
who by now had made concessions and reconciliations, and much of the 
book wrestles with how a politician can hold on to his ideals amid a forceful,  
ever-present press core and a media culture that feeds on personal con-
flicts and a political system that makes it a requirement to continually 
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raise money. He adds that this book, from the point of view of a man 
eyeing the presidency, is candid, with struggles, insecurities, and failures 
acknowledged.5

The two books together tell Barack’s unique story. The first book is a 
compelling, interesting story in the voice of the young man who is angry, 
funny, and a bit of a dreamer. The second is the story of a somewhat 
seasoned politician with lessons learned and with stories to tell from the 
campaign trail; it contains anecdotes about what he learned growing up 
and how he has applied them to who he is since taking the oath of office 
as a freshman senator from Illinois with an eye toward becoming the man 
occupying the White House. According to the reviewer from the Weekly 
Standard, “An admirer of Dreams from My Father can only marvel at the 
crudity of passages. . . . Has there ever been a better display of the destruc-
tive effects—the miniaturizing effects—of professional politics? For the 
only thing that separates the writer of the one book from the writer of 
the other is ten years of life as a politician. You’re not ten pages into The 
Audacity of Hope before you begin to long for the writer of that earlier 
memoir—an artist, really—who never bragged of his contempt for cari-
cature but still managed to demonstrate it on every page. Because Obama 
remains such an appealing figure, you want to wave him off and to thrust 
his own memoir at him.”6

Michelle Obama
By the time Barack was elected to the U.S. Senate, he was a best-selling  

author with contracts to continue writing. The writer aspect of his life 
enabled him to provide financially for his wife Michelle and their two 
daughters. There is no doubt how important family is to Barack. As with 
many couples, Barack and Michelle have weathered difficult times over 
the years. Of the time just after their first daughter was born, Barack says, 
“I was just getting into politics. There were a lot of stresses and strains. We 
didn’t have a lot of money. I couldn’t be as supportive of her at home as I 
wanted to be . . . but she knows how deeply I love her and the girls. I try 
to be more thoughtful. Sometimes it is just the little gestures that make 
a big difference.” A mutual respect is important to Michelle. She says of 
her husband, “He’s my biggest cheerleader, as a mother, as a wife and as 
a career person. He is always telling me how great I’m doing. That helps 
keep you going when you realize that you have someone who appreci-
ates all the hard work that you are doing.”7 Michelle Robinson Obama 
is described as feisty, cool, and certain. She is also said to be intensely 
competitive, often blunt, and always says what she means. Barack says of 
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his wife, “She’s smart. She’s funny. She’s honest. She’s tough. I think of 
her as my best friend.”8

Michelle grew up on Chicago’s South Side in a small apartment behind 
windows and doors reinforced with iron bars. Her father, Fraser Robinson, 
was a pump operator for the Chicago water department, working there 
before and after a diagnosis of multiple sclerosis. Her mother, Marian 
Robinson, worked at a bank after raising their two children, Craig and 
Michelle. Craig Robinson graduated from Princeton and is the men’s bas-
ketball coach at Brown University. Always with a competitive spirit and 
a commitment to perseverance and hard work—attributes she learned 
from her father—Michelle learned early how to be book strong and street 
smart. Michelle’s friend, Valerie Jarrett, an executive in Chicago, said 
Michelle’s childhood instilled in her the idea that family comes first. 
Michelle grew up in a family where her father and mother were ever pres-
ent in their lives, not just emotionally, but physically as well.9

Like her older brother, Michelle graduated from Princeton Univer-
sity, then she went on to Harvard Law School. After graduation in 1988, 
Michelle returned to Chicago to work at Sidley Austin Brown & Wood, a 
corporate law firm. As an associate attorney, she was assigned to mentor a 
Harvard Law summer intern, Barack Obama. Unsure what to expect, she 
did wonder about the intern with a funny name who grew up in Hawaii. 
Barack had been much talked about prior to his arrival; the law firm sec-
retaries gossiped about how handsome he was, and her colleagues talked 
about how outstanding the intern’s first year at Harvard had been. Senior 
partners pointed to a memo Barack had written introducing himself, de-
scribing it as nothing short of brilliant. Michelle grew skeptical, recalling 
that the intern sounded much too good to be true.10

Barack quickly changed Michelle’s opinion. He asked her out several 
times, but Michelle kept turning him down, believing it wasn’t proper  
for her to date an employee, especially someone she was asked to mentor. 
She eventually relented, and the two went on a date that included dinner 
and a movie. Michelle was skeptical of Barack’s first move, but she was 
soon impressed by his confidence and his commitment to community. 
She also liked that he was easy to talk to and had a good sense of humor. 
Barack knew almost immediately upon meeting Michelle that she was 
his choice for a spouse. According to author David Mendell, in his book 
Obama: From Promise to Power, Michelle was far less sure of Barack as a 
choice for a husband. He writes that his own assuredness and her lack of 
it say much about Barack and Michelle. Barack, he writes, is the roman
tic dreamer; Michelle is a balanced realist. Upon meeting her, Barack was 
swept off his feet, but Michelle took some convincing.11
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In 1992, Barack and Michelle were married. A few years later, Michelle 
left her position at the law firm and worked for a deputy chief of staff to 
Chicago’s Mayor Richard M. Daley. In 1993, she joined the Chicago office 
of Public Allies, a program that helps young people find employment in 
public service. Michelle’s career has been a mix of public service and pri-
vate practice. As the wife of a man so much in the public eye, she is both 
admired and criticized for having a successful career and being a working 
mother of two young daughters. She has said that her experiences influence 
her latest risky role, that of stepping onto a political ledge and into the con-
stant, sometimes unmerciful public eye. While there is always a chance that 
she and Barack may slip, a chance that they may fall, in her own down-to-
earth way, she says it is a risk they will take. “Our challenges get publicized, 
and I see that as a gift to let people know there is no magic to this.” On tak-
ing a backseat to her husband’s political career and his ambitions, she says 
she doesn’t listen to critics, “I know who I need to be. I’ve come to know 
myself . . . but I’m grown up. And I’ve seen it up, and I’ve seen it down, and 
I know who I need to be to stay true to who I am and to keep my family on 
track. We don’t always figure that out for ourselves as women.”12

On the campaign trail, Michelle often tells audiences that her hus-
band, while extraordinary, is also quite ordinary. She has the ability to 
humanize her husband, to make those listening to her feel that, while he 
is that charming, smart, cool politician with a lot to say, he is also some-
one who tucks their two girls into bed at night and a man who forgets to 
pick up his socks. She also adds that her husband isn’t “the next messiah, 
who’s going to fix it all,” telling audiences that he will stumble, make mis-
takes, and say things you don’t agree with. Sometimes, however, Michelle 
is criticized for being dismissive of her husband or for scaling back her 
career while her husband achieves his political ambitions. To this, she 
responds that she is well aware she can’t do everything herself and also 
be involved in her husband’s campaign; she can’t hold down a full-time 
executive-level position and care for her two daughters while taking care 
of herself by exercising and eating right. She is human, she says, and she 
has realized that she is sacrificing one set of things for something else that 
is potentially very positive. That something is her husband in the White 
House as the nation’s first African American president.13

Another Trip To Africa
This is where he belongs. He just goes there [the United States] to 
work, but he should and will come back home to be one of our own.

—a Kenyan woman
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Vowing to return to Kenya after visiting there prior to entering law 
school, Barack went a second time with Michelle so she could meet his 
father’s family. He vowed he would return again and often dreamed of vis-
iting the continent as a U.S. senator. In early 2005, shortly after he took 
the oath of office as the junior senator from Illinois, he and his political 
team—including his media consultant, David Axelrod, and his chief of 
staff, Pete Rouse—began planning another trip to Africa. By this time, 
Barack’s political advisers had put together a defined plan for his time in 
the Senate and all the possibilities beyond, including a possible run for 
the presidency. A trip to Africa this time wouldn’t be one just to connect 
with his father’s family. Instead, it would be as a United States senator. 
This heightened the awareness of the trip, nationally and internationally. 
The trip was a part of an evolving plan based on Barack’s continually ris-
ing popularity in the Democratic Party. Within his own circle, and among 
the party’s elite, a possible run for the White House was constantly in 
the forefront. Bill Clinton, still admired and even beloved by many after 
leaving the White House, made a highly publicized trip to Africa in 1998. 
As well, Robert Kennedy made a trip to Africa in 1966. While there, he 
forcefully denounced apartheid, sending a clear message to blacks in the 
United States. The images of Senator Kennedy being mobbed by Africans 
were seen in newspapers and on television in the United States. The simi-
larities between Barack and Robert Kennedy, two young, charismatic, and 
idealistic senators with presidential aspirations reaching out to the poor-
est of blacks in Africa, were compelling and noted by many.14

The plan for the 15-day trip included visits to five countries, including 
South Africa and Kenya. Barack had become very popular in Africa, where 
he’d been adopted as a native son. His ascent in popularity and his elec-
tion to the Senate hadn’t been missed. To Kenyans, he was a living hero. 
The crowds were expected to be enormous wherever he traveled. What-
ever he did and whatever he said would be noted by the media. After ar-
riving in South Africa, Barack toured Robben Island and the prison where 
Nelson Mandela had spent most of his 27 years in prison. He also visited 
a community health center in Cape Town that treated AIDS patients. 
At the time, South Africa was suffering through one of the most severe 
AIDS epidemics in the world. Barack was outspoken in his criticism of 
the nation’s leaders for their lack of initiatives to combat the epidemic. 
He announced while at the clinic that he would take an AIDS test in 
Kenya in hopes of erasing the stigma about the disease among Africans.15 
Barack also met privately with Nobel Peace Prize winner Desmond Tutu. 
Praising Barack, Tutu stated that Barack would be a very credible presi-
dential candidate, adding, “But I am glad you are black.”16
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Michelle and their two daughters joined Barack when he arrived in 
Kenya. Amid songs that had been composed for his visit, many in the 
huge crowd that gathered at the Nairobi State House for a ceremony wore 
welcoming T-shirts. A group of Kenyans sang that when Barack was in 
Kenya, the day is blessed.17 While in Kenya, Barack had a meeting with 
Kenyan president Mwai Kibaki and met with government officials and 
business leaders. The intensity of emotions displayed by the enormous 
crowds that followed Barack and his entourage everywhere clearly dem-
onstrated that Barack was indeed a favorite son in Kenya. He had risen 
to power in the United States, known to most Kenyans as a great and 
powerful nation. This gave them all hope that, as he succeeded, so could 
they. It also made them feel that Barack belonged in Kenya, not in the 
United States.

The trip was planned to include Barack’s third trip to his father’s fam-
ily compound in western Kenya. He had visited in 1988 and again before 
his marriage to Michelle in 1992. As in other African countries, in the 
area where his father grew up and where his family still lived, the crowds 
came out to greet Barack, Michelle, and their two daughters. The motor-
cade also included a large entourage of advisers, escorts, and media repre-
sentatives. Every street was lined with waving, joyous people all hoping 
to get a glimpse of the senator. Barack had announced earlier that he and 
Michelle would take an AIDS test when he arrived in the western Kenyan 
province where the family farm was located. It was hoped that by Barack 
and Michelle taking the AIDS test in an area with a high rate of infection 
(second only to South Africa), many would take the test themselves.

After his AIDS test, Barack and his entourage made their way toward 
his father’s farming compound. Near the compound, he was greeted by a 
group of schoolchildren who attended a school named in Barack’s honor. 
From his donations, there were chalkboards, wooden desks, and science 
equipment. Because there was more work to be done for the school, 
Barack told the children that he hoped he could provide more assistance 
in the future. At the farm, Barack’s grandmother, known to everyone as 
Granny, greeted him in front of the main house that had been refurbished 
with Barack’s financial support. It was his first visit with Granny in 14 
years. Although their visit was scheduled to last two-and-a-half hours and 
include a visit to his father’s and grandfather’s graves, due to the huge 
crowds and a rather chaotic atmosphere, the visit had to be shortened to 
about 40 minutes. Taking questions from the media as he stood with his 
Granny and his sister Auma, Barack told the crowd he had enjoyed a meal 
with his family. When the press asked if his grandmother had any words of 
wisdom, the answer was that Barack shouldn’t trust reporters.18 The trip to 
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Africa was an overwhelming experience. The crowds, the adoration, and 
the constant attention were intoxicating. Upon his return to the States, 
Barack and his team of advisers began to think seriously about a run for 
the presidency in 2008.
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Chapter 8

Obamamania, an  
Exploratory Committee, 
and the Announcement

This is a profoundly personal decision that I’m going through. I’m 
looking at the external factors: money, organization, calendar, all 
those things. But the most important thing I’m looking at is, Do I 
have something unique to bring to a presidential race that would jus-
tify putting my family through what I think everybody understands 
is a grueling process?

—Barack Obama, Chicago Tribune, November 20, 2006

I never had doubt about what Barack could offer, and that’s what 
kind of spiraled me out of my own doubt. I don’t want to be the per-
son that holds back a potential answer to the nation’s challenges.

—Michelle Obama, USA Today, May 11, 2007

Barack’s Stand on the Issues
Barack’s voting record was considered to be one of the most liberal in the 
Senate, but he appealed to many Republicans because he spoke about 
liberal issues and goals, but did it using more conservative language. His 
stand on the issues typically matched that of the Democratic Party plat-
form, although Barack was known to be conciliatory and was always deter-
mined to reach across the political aisle for compromise, to move forward, 
and do what he believed was best for the American people.

According to his senatorial Web site (http://obama.senate.gov) in 
December 2007, Barack’s stand on issues was as follows: On tax reform, 
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Barack believed the federal tax code was increasingly complex and unfair. 
Although he believed everyone should pay their fair share, reform options 
should focus on creating a system that was simple, progressive, and easy to 
comply with and without abusive shelters. On the issue of good govern-
ment and responsible spending, he has worked on drafting and ultimately 
passing the Federal Funding Accountability and Transparency Act. On 
energy, Barack believes the United States must commit to a new national 
energy policy focusing on improvements in technology, investments in 
renewable fuels, and greater efforts toward conservation, efficiency, and 
waste reduction. On Iraq, Barack has, since 2002, continued to criticize 
the Bush administration’s handling of the war and believes there could 
be no military solution. On defense, Barack stated that it was essential 
that our military continue to be the best in the world and that the United 
States must adapt to face twenty-first-century threats such as global ter-
rorists and loose nuclear weapons. On the environment, as a member of 
the Senate Environment and Public Works Committee, Barack worked 
to ensure environmental laws and policies to balance America’s needs for 
a healthy, sustainable environment with economic growth. On immigra-
tion, Barack shares the growing concern about illegal immigration in the 
United States. As a member of the Senate Health, Education, Labor and 
Pensions Committee, Barack was committed to providing every Ameri-
can with the opportunity to receive a quality education, from prekin-
dergarten to college or vocational school to job retraining programs. On 
health care, Barack wrote that he promotes affordable, accessible, and 
high-quality health care and believes that health care should be a right 
for everyone, not a privilege for the few. Barack was a member of the 
Senate Veterans’ Affairs Committee and was committed to helping the 
military that defends the nation today and the veterans who have fought 
in years past.1

“Obamamania”: The Almost Surreal  
Desire by Many People to See  
Senator Barrack Obama Run  

for President in 2008
From the moment he finished his electrifying speech at the Democratic 

National Convention in August 2004, Barack was a political star. A few 
months later, an overwhelming majority of Illinois voters elected him to 
the U.S. Senate. Naturally, there were discussions about a run for the U.S. 
presidency. Suddenly, Barack seemed to be everywhere, and people were 
talking about the tall, lanky politician from Illinois. Late in 2006, Time 
magazine had a cover article entitled “Why Barack Obama Could Be the 
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Next President.” In November 2006, the Washingtonian magazine featured 
an article titled “The Legend of Barack Obama.” In December 2006, Ken 
Rudin, of National Public Radio, wrote in his article “Obama, or a History 
of Black Presidents of the U.S.” that “a quick Google search came up with 
no shortage of positive adjectives, everything from ‘superstar’ and ‘rock 
star’ to ‘electrifying,’ ” and added a quote from a Republican operative who 
said Barack is a “walking, talking hope machine.”2 It seemed the country 
was clamoring for change, and many thought Barack Obama represented 
what was needed. The question was whether this change, and Barack run-
ning for president prompting a change, would be in the 2008 election or 
the 2012 election. Many believed the 2008 race was a once-in-a-lifetime 
opportunity because the nation seemed to long for a fresh face, new ideas, 
and a new direction. It might be the election year to run because, for 
the first time in many years, there was no incumbent president or vice 
president running for reelection; there was no lock-in front-runner for the 
office. If Barack waited until 2012, when he would have more experience 
from more time in the Senate, he would likely have to run against an in-
cumbent president, making the race possibly more difficult.

Questions swirled around Barack and a possible candidacy. Many won-
dered whether he was simply a first-term liberal Democrat enjoying new-
found fame. Was he truly a new brand of politics, a new sort of politician 
representing a change? After all, he was half black and half white; he was 
born in Hawaii to a white woman from Kansas and a black man from 
Africa—rather unique to many, an odd combination to others. Was Barack 
part of a postracial, post–civil rights, post–baby boom United States, and 
did this make any difference to the electorate? It was also noted that he 
wasn’t a product of the civil rights movement, but rather a beneficiary of 
the movement. Among many voters, the question was whether he was 
“black enough” to earn the votes of African Americans or whether he was 
too black to earn the votes of white Americans. As well, many wondered 
whether he had the drive and discipline to survive what was likely to be, 
compared to past elections, a very difficult, and some might say nasty, 
presidential campaign.

The questions and the speculations about whether he would run and 
whether he was a viable candidate continued. According to a Democratic 
Party strategist in November 2006, Barack had yet to be tested or scruti-
nized, and the Republicans had yet to pore over his past. Barack would, 
the strategist determined, be a stronger candidate if he had been through 
the fire and had more experience, noting, “If he had gone from state sena-
tor to governor, and he had served one term as governor and was running 
for president, it would be a much more compelling case (for running in 
2008). Then he would have been in a situation in which he was a final 
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decision-maker.”3 Barack hadn’t managed a corporation, governed a state, 
and had less than two years in the U.S. Senate. Many questioned his 
foreign policy credentials, a matter considered to be one of the most im-
portant issues of the 2008 election. Still, Barack was being urged to run by 
many who believed in him. They also believed it was a unique moment 
in U.S. politics and that there would never be a better time for him to 
pursue the office.

Barack found himself at the center of the future of the Democratic  
Party not long after he was elected to the Senate. He was clearly being 
urged, or even arm-twisted, to throw his hat in the ring. In October 
2006, Barack appeared on the NBC television show Meet the Press with 
commentator Tim Russert. In an attempt to get a straight answer about 
whether he would run, Russert’s interview went like this:

Russert:	� But it’s fair to say you’re thinking about running for 
president in 2008?

Barack:	 It’s fair, yes.
Russert:	� And so when you said to me in January [2006], “I will 

not.” That statement is no longer operative.
Barack:	� The—I would say that I am still at the point where I 

have not made a decision to, to pursue higher office, 
but it is true that I have thought about it over the 
last several months.

Russert:	 So, it sounds as if the door has opened a bit.
Barack:	 A bit.4

For Barack, there were other issues to reflect upon in considering a run 
for the presidency. While he certainly possessed many attributes—a gradu-
ate of Harvard Law School, the first black president of the Harvard Law 
Review, a state senator, a U.S. Senator, a charming, self-effacing, family 
man—he was also half Kenyan and half white, and many considered him 
too inexperienced to hold the highest office in the land. As well, he had 
to consider his family going through the grueling process of running for 
president. Did he really want to put his family through what running for 
political office entails? Could he and his family endure what is described 
as wearing an x-ray machine 24 hours per day? When David Mendell, a re-
porter who covered Barack’s Illinois political career for several years, asked 
David Axelrod, Barack’s chief political strategist, about this, the candid 
reply was that he didn’t know whether Barack could handle the scrutiny, 
but that he knew Barack understood what it would be like. He stated that 
Barack was a normal man in many ways, that he loved to watch football 
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on Sundays, that he treasured time with his wife and children, that he had 
an inner toughness that was reflected in the road he had traveled to get 
where he was, and that his struggles and challenges made him who was. 
He reminded Mendell that Barack was a man raised by a single mother 
who wasn’t there to help him all the time because she couldn’t be and that 
Barack had fought his way through many difficult times.5

A few days after the November 2006 election when the Democrats took 
control of Congress, discussions for a presidential bid began in earnest. 
The key to any discussion was Michelle Obama, and she seemed resistant 
to the idea at first. Barack said of her reluctance to get on board with him 
running was that together they hadn’t had much peace and quiet. He 
added that Michelle has always had veto power, and always would, over 
the decisions that have direct impact on her. David Axelrod said that 
Michelle’s veto power came into play during the weeks leading up to the 
decision to run. He said that she wondered whether the idea of Barack’s 
running for president was crazy, adding that she wasn’t into crazy ideas. 
Michelle said of her husband’s possible run for the presidency, “I took my-
self down every dark road you could go on, just to prepare myself before we 
jumped out there.” She wondered whether they were really emotionally 
and financially ready, and she had dreamed out all the scenarios she could 
think of. She concluded that the bottom line was that the little sacrifice 
they had to make was nothing compared to the possibility of what they 
could do if his campaign caught on.6

David Axelrod, who had also known Barack for several years from 
Illinois politics, knew that if Barack were to run for president, he would 
need Michelle’s full support. For that reason, Axelrod brought Michelle 
in as a full partner to the strategy team. This meant that her voice and 
her opinion would matter as much as anyone else’s. By December 2006, 
Michelle was on board, asking only that Barack quit smoking, which he 
agreed to do. At the time of her decision to support her husband, Mi-
chelle was a vice president at the University of Chicago Hospitals, with 
an annual salary of more than a quarter of a million dollars. She also 
sat on the board of a food supplier to Wal-Mart Stores, Inc., a position 
where she earned another $50,000 per year. Considering that Barack 
had been critical of Wal-Mart’s labor practices in the past, her board seat 
had the appearance of hypocrisy, not something the campaign would 
want to deal with at any time in the future. As campaign plans formed, 
Michelle quit the food supplier’s board and cut back on her hours at the 
university.7

And so the beginnings of a real campaign began, although by Decem-
ber 2006, Barack hadn’t yet formally announced his candidacy. Clearly, 
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however, he was making strides to at least test the political waters, trav-
eling to Iowa and New Hampshire, important early caucus and primary 
states. On a visit to New Hampshire in December 2006, to an audience 
described as rock-star size, Barack said, “America is ready to turn the 
page. America is ready for a new set of challenges. This is our time. A 
new generation is prepared at lead.”8 In a Wall Street Journal article, au-
thor Peggy Noonan stated that Barack was “obviously planning to run.” 
She described Barack’s visit to New Hampshire, where he was greeted 
with “rapturous reviews, sold out fund-raisers.” She wrote about Barack 
taping the introduction to Monday Night Football, where he sat behind 
a gleaming desk in flattering lighting, showing Barack as an actor who 
can absorb the script and knows by nature what a camera is. Barack, 
Noonan noted, has obvious appeal, has an uncompromised past, and is 
someone unburdened by a record and unworn by achievement. She also 
asked, “What does he believe? What does he stand for? This is, after all, 
the central question.” Barack’s rise in popularity, she wrote, isn’t about 
a stand or an issue or a question, but it is about Senator Obama himself, 
and people project their hopes on him. When Noonan asked a young 
Democratic college student why he liked Barack Obama, stating that 
obviously Barack had little experience, the student replied that that was 
part of what he likes, that he’s not an insider, not just a Washington, 
D.C., politician. Barack, the author decided, would eventually show who 
he is, that the man from nowhere of whom little is really known believes 
in the power of good nature, a need for compromise, and the possibil-
ity of comprehensive and sensible solutions achieved through good-faith  
negotiations.9

By December, despite not having formally announced a run, among 
the discussions and speculations, there were comparisons to other presi-
dential races and other politicians. And while Barack’s race was often 
discussed, his deemed inexperience to be president was also a matter of 
discussion. One comparison was to John F. Kennedy. Theodore Sorensen, 
JFK’s speechwriter and political adviser, said, “He [Obama] reminds me in 
many ways of Kennedy in 1960. The pundits said he was Catholic and too 
young and inexperienced and wasn’t a member of the party’s inner circle. 
They forgot that the nomination wasn’t decided in Washington but out 
in the field.”10 His style was compared to another former president, Bill 
Clinton: a natural ease with people and an ability to win people over. Like 
Clinton, Barack presented himself as “a new kind of politician who can 
rise above and bridge partisan differences.”11

Barack was also compared to other African Americans with fame and 
wider appeal, including Oprah Winfrey and Tiger Woods, and to other 
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African Americans such as Colin Powell, fellow Illinois politician Carol 
Moseley Braun, Harold Ford Jr. from Tennessee, and Shirley Chisholm. 
But for Barack, unlike many of these other prominent African Ameri-
cans, the questions included speculation about whether he could meet 
the great expectations, especially after his electrifying speech at the 2004 
Democratic National Convention. This, to some of his supporters and to 
detractors, too, was one of Barack’s biggest challenges. He was a celebrity 
candidate, and few knew what he stood for. Despite his race, his seeming 
inexperience, and his celebrity status, there was a clear intensity about 
the tall, lanky man from Illinois. “Obamamania” was rampant throughout 
the country, and the political and societal forces clamoring for new ideas, 
a new face, and politics of hope offering a less bitter brand of politics 
were gathering speed. In January 2007, Barack told U.S. News & World 
Report, “I think there is a great hunger for change in the country—and 
not just policy change. What I also think they are looking for is change 
in tone and a return to some notion of the common good and some sense 
of cooperation, of pragmatism over ideology. I’m a stand-in for that right 
now.”12 By this time, former North Carolina Senator John Edwards had 
announced his candidacy, as had Iowa Governor Tom Vilsack. And by 
this time in the national polls, Barack was considered in striking distance 
of Senator Hillary Clinton for the Democratic nomination, even though 
he had yet to throw his hat into the presidential ring and despite being 
considered the most charismatic politician to come along in years. Ev-
eryone seemed to believe his announcement was imminent. Republican 
pollster Frank Luntz said of Barack in January 2007, “Everyone can see 
themselves in Obama. He is the definition of the American dream, the 
definition of the American promise. . . . Conservatives see him as clean-
cut and businesslike, while moderates see him as a problem solver. Liber-
als see him as a man from a multicultural background who breaks down 
racial and other barriers.”13

The Exploratory Committee
On January 16, 2007, Barack took another step toward a presidential 

bid by posting a message on his Web site and sending an e-mail message to 
his Web site subscribers about forming a presidential exploratory commit-
tee. Addressing the message to his “friends,” he wrote, “As you may know, 
over the last few months I have been thinking hard about my plans for 
2008. Running for the presidency is a profound decision—a decision no 
one should make on the basis of media hype or personal ambition alone—
and so before I committed myself and my family to this race, I wanted to 
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be sure that this was right for us and, more importantly, right for the coun-
try.” He went on to say he didn’t expect to find himself in the position of 
exploring the possibility of a presidential run just a year before, but that 
he had spoken to so many people who were hungry for a different kind 
of politics. Describing decisions made in Washington during the prior six 
years and the problems that he said had been ignored, he said that, while 
all the problems facing the United States were challenging, what he con-
sidered the most challenging was the smallness of America’s politics, and 
that is what he wanted to change first—a change of politics and a coming 
together around common interests and concerns as Americans. In the 
last paragraph of the message, Barack told his readers that he intended to 
file papers to create a presidential exploratory committee, and during the 
next several weeks he intended to talk with people around the country, 
listening and learning about the challenges and opportunities. He added 
that on February 10, in his home state of Illinois, he would share his plans 
with his friends, neighbors, and fellow Americans. He asked in the mean-
time for suggestions, encouragement, and prayers, ending the message by 
saying he looked forward to continued conversations in the weeks and 
months to come.14

Although his announcement of an exploratory committee was low-
key, the message gained speed quickly. His supporters were eager to hear 
his decision, believing he was the future for America and the alternative 
to the status quo; his detractors were quick to note his lack of experience 
and noted over and over that they didn’t know what he stood for. Barack’s 
appeal on the campaign trail, his unique background, his opposition to 
the Iraq war, and his fresh face set him apart from the others already in 
the race; this, combined with the fact that many Americans were hun-
gry for a political change, made him a confirmed top contender for the  
nomination.

Kenya’s Reaction to Barack’s Candidacy
Barack’s decision to run for president would be no surprise to the citizens 

who lived in western Kenya, Barack’s ancestral home. They knew their 
favorite son was destined for great things. Barack’s grandmother, now in 
her mid-eighties, who encouraged his father to study in the United States, 
said, “I have had a dream you see, a recurring dream. . . . I have seen Barack 
surrounded by soldiers in dress uniform. At first I did not understand it, 
but now I realize it is because he is president.” His grandmother added 
that when she first met Barack on his first visit to Kenya, she knew he 
was special and “praised God” that he had been able to have such a good 
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education. “Here we all believe education is the key . . . his father had al-
ways talked about how well he was doing at school. When he came to stay 
with us the first time it must have been difficult, but he never let it show. 
He ate the same food as the rest of us, eggs, goat, sometimes fish.”15

The Announcement
On a frigid February day in front of the Old State Capitol building 

in Springfield, Illinois, in front of an estimated 10,000 people, Barack 
told the United States, and indeed the world, that he was running for 
president of the United States. With Michelle at his side and his two 
young daughters trailing right behind, a confident Barack walked to the 
podium and gazed out at a crowd filled with supporters and the media, 
all anxiously waiting. Wearing an overcoat to ward off the stiff wind and 
single-digit temperatures, the gloveless Barack presented himself as an 
agent for generational change and as someone who intended to transform 
a government in shambles from cynicism, corruption, and a “smallness of 
our politics.” He told the crowd, “The time for that politics is over. It is 
through. It’s time to turn the page.”16

Barack spoke comfortably to the crowd. It was obvious he was in his 
element, and what he wanted to say came easily and confidently. Portray-
ing his candidacy as a movement rather than a campaign, he said, “Each 
and every time, a new generation has risen up and done what’s needed to 
be done. Today we are called once more, and it is time for our generation 
to answer that call.”17

While the speech galvanized the crowd and announced his intentions 
to the country, Barack’s political life up to that point was one of charm 
and nearly even rock-star status. What would come next, and for many 
months to come, wouldn’t be quite as easy and certainly less than charm-
ing. Barack’s advisers and the Democratic Party, determined to run a posi-
tive campaign built totally around Barack and all he had to offer, were 
determined to run something other than a conventional campaign with 
a conventional candidate. They prepared for the many questions about 
his lack of experience in national politics, the level of his knowledge 
of foreign policy, and a past that hadn’t been scrutinized or even exam-
ined. To be sure, Barack’s public persona was more about his biography 
and charisma than about how he would seek to use the powers of the 
presidency. His entry into the race for president included whether, with 
all his strengths and limitations, he could win or whether he could even 
run an effective race against a political field dominated by Senator Hillary 
Clinton, a politician with experience in presidential politics, a command  
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of policy and political history, and an extraordinary network of fund-
raisers and advisers.18

But Barack spoke directly about his experience in his speech on that 
frigid day in Springfield, Illinois, stating that he would use his limited time 
in Washington as an asset and reiterating that he was an agent of change 
and not someone tainted by years of being a political insider and special 
interests. He assured the crowd and the country that he wasn’t interested 
in politics as usual, stating, “I recognize there is a certain presumptuous-
ness in this—a certain audacity—to this announcement. I know that I 
haven’t spent a lot of time learning the ways of Washington. But I’ve been 
there long enough to know that the ways of Washington must change.” 
Barack told the crowd that he knew his appeal would take him only so 
far and that his campaign was built from the ground up and that it would 
build and grow and give his supporters a sense of ownership in seeking a 
change in America. As a grassroots political outsider, he said, his cam-
paign can’t only be about him; it must be about the people and about what 
he and the American people can do together, and that together, he added, 
they could transform a nation.19

After announcing his candidacy in Springfield on February 10, 2007, 
Barack took his powerful voice and the message that he would often refer 
to as the politics of hope and began his campaign for the presidency of the 
United States.
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Chapter 9

The Campaign for  
the Presidency

I like to believe that we can have a leader whose family name is not 
Bush or Clinton. I like what Obama had to say.

—53-year-old retired software engineer after hearing Barack speak in 
New Hampshire1

I think that there’s the possibility—not the certainty, but the pos-
sibility—that I can’t just win an election but can also transform the 
country in the process, that the language and the approach I take to 
politics is sufficiently different that I could bring diverse parts of this 
country together in a way that hasn’t been done in some time, and 
that bridging those divisions is a critical element in solving problems 
like health care or energy or education . . .

—Barack Obama2

The 2008 presidential race has been described as unprecedented and as 
a history-making event. For the first time, an African American was a 
Democratic front-runner with a legitimate opportunity to be the presi-
dent. Senator Hillary Clinton was also a front-runner, another first in 
U.S. presidential politics. There were also other firsts in this history- 
making race for president: the first Mormon, the first Hispanic, the first 
person to have been married three times, and a person over 70 years of age 
could be elected president. After 218 years of U.S. history and 42 presi-
dents, all white men, the field in the 2008 election included candidates 
whose race, gender, ethnicity, religion, or personal history likely would 
have, in the past, ruled them out from running for president. The candi-
dates in 2008 reflected broad trends in American life that also were affect-
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ing the nation’s schools, work places, and neighborhoods. The civil rights 
and feminist movements, the influx of immigrants from Latin America 
and Asia, and more public discussion of what were typically prohibitive 
topics such as divorce, mixed marriage, gay marriage, and abortion were 
causing the rules to be rewritten about who could be elected president.

According to a March 2007 article in USA Today, a USA Today/Gallup 
Poll found that one in five Americans were “completely comfortable” with 
all of the breakthrough traits represented by the leading contenders in 
the 2008 field. Nearly a third had reservations about the candidates. The 
article notes that many voters wouldn’t necessarily support a candidate 
that looks like them; that women were no more likely than men to be 
comfortable voting for a woman, and women over 50 were among the most 
skeptical of all. As well, blacks were no more likely than whites to be com-
fortable voting for a black, and seniors were less likely than the middle-aged 
to be comfortable voting for a 72-year-old to become president. Overall, the 
author states that four times as many Americans expressed concerns about 
a candidate’s age than they did about race, religion, or gender. Sociologist 
Robert Lang, director of the Metropolitan Institute at Virginia Tech, stated 
that, in the United States, barriers still exist, but they don’t necessarily have 
the same meaning as even a decade ago. “Because people are exposed to dif-
ferent races, ethnicities and sexual orientations in their workplace, in their 
neighborhoods, in their communities, they are much more comfortable . . . 
what used to make them raise their eyebrows now makes them shrug their 
shoulders.”3 A half-century ago, a significant number of Americans said in 
a Gallup Poll that they wouldn’t vote for a generally qualified candidate 
for president if the candidate was Catholic, Jewish, female, black, or an 
atheist. According to the USA Today/Gallup Poll of March 2007, this kind 
of resistance had plummeted but had not vanished. Now, according to the 
poll, 1 in 10 say they wouldn’t vote for a woman or a Hispanic candidate, 
and 1 in 20 say they wouldn’t vote for a black, Jewish, or Catholic candi-
date.4 What these opinions and poll results suggest and what their impact 
would be on the Barack Obama campaign remained to be seen. But with 
full knowledge of these trends, and with an enormous amount of personal 
courage and confidence, calling himself the candidate for the common 
man, Barack and his team moved forward.

After his announcement in Springfield, Illinois, Barack left for Iowa 
to jump-start his campaign. The seven Democratic opponents were for-
midable, and Barack wasted no time hitting the campaign trail, knowing 
he needed to quickly convey his message. His opponents included Senator 
Hillary Clinton of New York, Representative Dennis Kucinich from Ohio, 
former Senator John Edwards of North Carolina, who ran for vice president 
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with John Kerry in 2004, Senator Joe Biden of Delaware, Senator Chris 
Dodd of Connecticut, and the governor of New Mexico, Bill Richardson. 
Nearly everyone in the field of candidates, except for Clinton, was deemed 
to have more experience in national politics, all serving in various capaci-
ties, including in the U.S. House of Representatives, the U.S. Senate, the 
United Nations, as ambassadors, and, in the case of Richardson, as the 
incumbent governor of New Mexico. Barack was determined to use all of 
his experience, including his years in state politics and the two years as a 
U.S. senator, as an asset, disregarding claims that he didn’t have enough 
experience to be president. He was ready for the questions about his lack 
of foreign policy and global affairs experience; he was ready for his life and 
his family to be scrutinized. And he was ready to use his public persona, 
his eloquence, and his ability to fire up a crowd to his advantage.

Barack also knew that he couldn’t use only his many attributes to con-
vince voters. He had to have a clear message with clear answers. And he 
was determined to run a campaign based on hope, concentrating on giving 
the American people a new face and new ideas in Washington. He told the 
crowd in Springfield, and would tell other bigger and smaller crowds, that 
he knew he hadn’t spent a lot of time learning the ways of Washington, 
but he assured everyone that he’d been there long enough to know that 
the ways of Washington had to change. Barack knew he had to set himself 
apart, and he had to hit the ground running to get his campaign off to a 
successful, rousing start. On the day he made his announcement to throw 
his hat into the ring, he left to campaign in Iowa and had plans to cam-
paign in South Carolina and New Hampshire; all three states had early 
primary or caucus dates and were crucial to the path to the Democratic 
nomination. Before the enormous crowd in Springfield, Barack said, “It’s 
humbling, but in my heart I know you didn’t come here just for me; you 
came here because you believe in what this country can be.”5 This was his 
message at the start of his campaign. He told crowds that his campaign 
wasn’t only about him. As someone who was a community organizer on 
the streets of Chicago’s South Side, he understood how change begins at 
the bottom and grows, and that change doesn’t filter down from the top.

The Iraq War, a Positive Message, 
Concentrating on the Issues

For all the candidates early in the campaign, Democratic or Republi-
can, the Iraq war was a defining issue, and Barack spoke about it from the 
beginning of his campaign. In his speeches, he told crowds about his plan 
to end the Iraq war and reminded everyone that he opposed the war from 
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the beginning. This stance on one of the most important issues of the time 
quickly set his campaign apart from his opponents, who had voted for the 
war authorization. Of those who had voted for the Iraq war, several were 
now apologizing or expressing regret for their vote. In a February 2007 
interview, Barack said, “The authorization vote is relevant only because it 
gives an insight into how people think about these problems and suggests 
the sort of judgment they apply in evaluating a policy decision. There are 
people who sincerely believe that this was the best course of action, but 
in some cases politics entered into the calculation. In retrospect, a lot of 
people feel like they didn’t ask hard enough questions.”6 He told audi-
ences that the United States was continuing in a war that should never 
have been authorized and added that he was proud of saying in October 
2002 that the war was a mistake. His opponents countered these state-
ments with the fact that Barack had not given a policy speech on Iraq 
until he’d been in the Senate for 11 months. In response, Barack stated 
that, during his first year in the Senate, he took a deliberate low-key ap-
proach and didn’t make any major speeches on issues that were being 
discussed or voted upon, stating, “As a freshman, our objective was not to 
try to get in the front all the time. But the truth is that in that first year, 
we had just seen an Iraqi election, and my feeling was that while I was 
not optimistic, it was appropriate to try to give the nascent government a 
chance.”7 Barack was also criticized for the fact that he had voted against 
a Senate amendment seeking to set a specific timetable for withdrawing 
U.S. troops from Iraq, a vote taken up by the Senate long after the autho-
rization vote. As was often noted by his opponents, it was easier for Barack 
to campaign against the war and communicate his stance against the war 
because he wasn’t in the Senate when the authorization was voted on in 
October 2002. When asked if senators who voted in favor of authorizing 
the war bear some responsibility for the war in Iraq, Barack answered that 
the authorization allowed the Bush administration to wage a war that has 
damaged national security. “I leave it up to those senators to make their 
own assessments in how they would do things differently or not.”8

Barack told huge crowds at his campaign rallies that he had a message of 
hope, that he would run a positive campaign, and that he wouldn’t resort 
to negativity against his Democratic Party opponents. He was determined 
to concentrate on the issues and communicate his message that included 
what he would do as president. He said he knew Americans were looking 
for something new and different in politics, and he assured them that he 
was the answer. His difference, he said, was about attitude, stressing that 
the bitter, decisive politics of the past could change if everyone would 
work together on common interests and on what concerns the United 



	 The Campaign for the Presidency	 101

States. He said that he wanted to unite Americans and work closely with 
those who disagreed with him to find common ground. This, he said, was 
the attitude of coming together and working together. In his book The Au-
dacity of Hope, Barack wrote about his time as an Illinois senator, depicting 
himself as a bipartisan problem solver. “Occasionally I would partner up 
with even my most conservative colleagues to work on a piece of legisla-
tion, and over a poker game or a beer we might conclude that we had more 
in common than we publicly cared to admit.”9

With his ideas of change, a commitment to run a positive campaign, 
the conveyance of a message of hope, and his stance against the Iraq war, 
the crowds were cheering and Barack’s message was resonating. At a cam-
paign stop in Denver in March 2007, Barack told hundreds of people that 
he understood they no longer had confidence in their elected leaders and 
that they believed “government feels like a business instead of a mission.” 
His campaign, he assured them, was their campaign, shouting, “We have 
to take over Washington. At every juncture when the people decided to 
change this country, it changed.”10 Touching on health care, education, 
and energy, his biggest response came when he stated once again that the 
Iraq war should never have been authorized and added that the United 
States was less safe and America’s standing in the world was diminished. 
A Denver man standing near the stage stated to a Denver Post reporter that 
he already knew he was backing Barack for president. “He has soul and a 
conscience, and he’s looking out for Joe Blow.” A woman in the crowd, de-
scribing herself as a lifelong Republican, said she hadn’t been happy with 
the current administration and, after hearing Barack’s speech, she liked 
what he said.11 The next day, a columnist for the Denver Post wrote that 
Barack would need ongoing inspiration to keep conveying his optimism to 
voters and wondered whether Barack could continue to inspire after his 
short time on the campaign trail. In the article, he quoted a 63-year-old 
man who’d driven to Denver to hear Barack: “He gives me hope as a presi-
dential candidate. He will win because the American public is ready for a 
change. He’s energized people to a level I haven’t seen since JFK [ John F.  
Kennedy] and RFK [Robert F. Kennedy].” He wrote about a 19-year-old 
college student who said she wanted to vote for someone she could believe 
in, and of a 59-year-old woman who wanted to see Barack in person, add-
ing that there was something about Barack that made her think she could 
trust him, that she thought the idea of being hopeful again was wonderful, 
and that she hadn’t been that hopeful since 1968. The key, the columnist 
said, was for Barack to continue to inspire and to keep voters’ attention. 
He agreed with an advertising salesman in the crowd: “He’s timely. But as 
this thing goes on, he’s got to get a lot more specific and a lot stronger.”12
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The sensation that was Barack Obama quickly knew no borders. While 
there was great interest in the 2008 presidential race throughout the world, 
there was particular interest in the popular young senator from Illinois. 
Barack was being covered by the foreign media—from Tokyo, London,  
Frankfurt, and Nairobi. A spokesperson for an Italian news agency stated, 
“Hillary and Barack are the big stars as far as the coverage is concerned. 
For us to have Italian journalists traveling to Springfield, Illinois, two 
years before the election is, by Italian standards, crazy.”13 While there was 
global interest in U.S. politics and the presidential race, there was per-
haps a greater interest in Barack Obama because of his African American 
heritage, his message, and the huge crowds showing up at every venue on 
the campaign trail.

By the end of March 2007, Barack announced his campaign had raised 
more than 100,000 donations totaling at least $25 million, $6.9 mil-
lion generated through Internet donations. A great percentage of the 
donors were first-time donors who sent $50 to $100 from home com-
puters. Barack’s campaign finance chair, Penny Pritzker, stated, “This 
overwhelming response, in only a few short weeks, shows the hunger for 
a different kind of politics in this country and a belief at the grassroots 
level that Barack Obama can bring out the best in America to solve our 
problems.”14

By April 2007, with just over two months of campaigning, Barack 
was cast by many in the media as the candidate who refused money from 
Washington lobbyists, skillfully used the Internet to garner support and 
contributions, effectively used his opposition to the war, presented a genu-
ine enthusiasm and message to successfully bring in an enormous amount 
of campaign contributions, and effectively used his persona and public 
speaking abilities to garner media coverage and support—all making him 
a legitimate contender for the Democratic nomination. That same month, 
Barack announced what he called his Five Initiatives:

	1.	� Bring a responsible end to the war in Iraq and refocus on the 
critical challenges in the broader region.

	2.	� Modernize our overstretched armed forces, building the first 
truly twenty-first-century military, and show wisdom in how to 
deploy it.

	3.	� Marshal a global effort to secure, destroy, and stop the spread of 
weapons of mass destruction.

	4.	�R ebuild and construct the alliances and partnerships necessary 
to meet common challenges and confront common threats.
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	5.	� Invest in our common humanity to ensure that those who live 
in fear and want today can live with dignity and opportunity 
tomorrow.

These weren’t the only concerns and issues facing the United States; 
however, Barack knew he had to strongly show he had a firm grasp on de-
fense and foreign policy and plainly show his strengths as commander in 
chief. Deflecting the criticisms of his opponents and the media, and also 
the concerns of voters, Barack was determined to show his strengths and 
send a clear message about where he stood on the important issues facing 
the United States.15

Barack’s campaign was obviously gaining momentum; however, with 
more and constant media exposure and more people listening, with this 
momentum came scrutiny of his experience and countless questions about 
his stance on issues, his voting record, and his experience in public policy. 
Could he be consistent in his answers? Could he persuade the American 
people that he could handle being president? Could he satisfy concerns 
with his answers? Could he satisfy and placate voters, bloggers, and the 
media? According to an April 14, 2007, article in The Economist, while 
Barack had shown he could bring in campaign contributions and amass 
large numbers of donors, could he pass a test on foreign policy issues? 
During a debate in Las Vegas, Senator Edwards and Senator Clinton were 
each clear in their answers, providing details, proposals, and evidence of 
their mastery on various subjects. Barack, conversely, waffled on his an-
swers. The questions about his performance were whether his answers and 
waffling were based on his inexperience or whether they were due to his 
known preference for giving speeches rather than detailed answers in a 
debate format about policy and issues.

In an effort to combat concerns about his foreign policy experience, 
Barack recruited highly talented, experienced, and well-known and re-
spected individuals to advise him, including a former national security 
adviser and a former commerce secretary. Although he had only 2 years’ 
experience in the U.S. Senate and 6 years in state politics, Barack had 
taught constitutional law for 10 years and also possessed something per-
haps more important than experience: sound judgment. He argued ef-
fectively against the Iraq war in 2002 and noted that Saddam Hussein 
posed no imminent danger or direct threat to the United States; he 
warned that “even a successful war against Iraq will require a U.S. occu-
pation of undetermined length, at undetermined cost, with undetermined 
consequences.”16 While Senator Clinton was clearly the front-runner in 
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all the polls, Barack had the ability, judgment, and impressive wherewithal 
to put together policy statements on a wide range of topics, and he had 
the intelligence to not trip over details that would cause embarrassment.17 
Still, many observers were claiming that he talked in broad generalities 
rather than details, leaving some with the impression that he lacked the 
policy experience to be president.

Ethnicity and Electability
The very essence of Obama’s appeal is the idea that he represents 
racial idealism—the idea that race is something that America can 
transcend. That’s a very appealing idea. A lot of Americans would 
truly love to find a black candidate they could comfortably vote for 
President of the United States.

—Shelby Steele, a black research fellow at Stanford  
University’s Hoover Institution18

There is little doubt that in the 2008 presidential campaign ethnicity 
was an issue. Just a generation ago, Barack’s racial heritage would be a 
fatal disadvantage to his candidacy. By running for president and being 
considered a front-runner, he was clearly making history, but the notion 
of his racial heritage being a detriment to his electability was a concern for 
the Democratic Party, his supporters, and his organization. While many 
Americans hungered for a change in U.S. politics and as many looked for 
any optimistic sign that racial tension in the United States had at least 
eased or, more optimistically, gone away, the question remained whether 
voters would elect him because he was African American. Many in the 
United States wanted to elect a black candidate to demonstrate to the 
world that there was no bigotry left in this country. Other voters sup-
ported him, obviously not concerned about his race, and still others didn’t 
support him because he was black. But, according to a study by the Pew 
Research Center, Americans were ready for a black president. The study 
showed that 92 percent said they would be prepared to vote for a black 
candidate, up from 37 percent in 1958. The study also showed that white 
voters no longer appeared to be lying when they said they would vote for a 
black candidate. In the early 1990s, polls conducted just prior to elections 
between a black candidate and a white one typically predicted that a black 
candidate would do much better than he or she actually did, showing that 
voters said one thing but did another once they entered the voting booth. 
This change was clearly encouraging and to Barack’s advantage.19
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Barack was born in 1961, the year the Freedom Riders—civil rights ac-
tivists who rode on interstate buses into the segregated southern states—
were arrested for trespassing and unlawful assembly. The Riders were met 
with firebombs and riots, and many suffered at the hands of racists. The 
result of what happened to the nearly 450 activists during this journey 
was direct action in civil rights campaigns, voter registration, and the 
black power movement. Barack was just two years old when Rev. Martin 
Luther King Jr. made his historic “I Have a Dream” speech at the March 
on Washington, D.C. By the time Barack was seven years of age, King and 
Malcolm X had been assassinated and Congress had voted to protect the 
right to vote. Barack learned in school and from history books about these 
important events that helped shape the civil rights movement. When he 
visited Selma, Alabama, to address the Brown Chapel AME church on 
the anniversary of Bloody Sunday (when, on March 7, 1965, 600 civil 
rights marchers were attacked by state and local police with clubs and 
tear gas), Barack told the assembly that the event in Selma enabled his 
parents, a mixed-race couple, to fall in love and marry. These events and 
many more like them shaped the black activists and politicians that came 
before Barack ever entered politics. However, because he was born much 
later, Barack is the most prominent figure in what is now a new genera-
tion in black politics. These new black leaders and politicians include 
Massachusetts Governor Deval Patrick; Newark, New Jersey, Mayor Cory 
Booker; and former Tennessee Congressman and Democratic Leadership 
Council chair Harold Ford Jr. The civil rights movement opened the doors 
of academia, corporate America, and elite universities for this new genera-
tion. Cory Booker is a graduate of Yale Law School, Deval Patrick went to 
Harvard, Harold Ford went to the University of Pennsylvania, and Barack 
to Columbia University and Harvard Law. All these politicians and lead-
ers and others just like them have been hailed not just as a development 
in black U.S. politics, but as a repudiation of black U.S. politics; not just 
as different from the likes of Jesse Jackson, but rather the epitome of the 
anti–Jesse Jackson.20 Terence Samuel, of American Prospect magazine, wrote 
that Barack “is in many ways the full flowering of a strain of up-tempo, 
non-grievance, American-Dream-In-Color politics. His counterparts are 
young, Ivy League professionals, heirs to the civil-rights movement who 
are determined to move beyond both the mood and the methods of their 
forebears.”21

Angela Davis, professor of history of consciousness at the University 
of California, Santa Cruz, wrote that Barack “is being consumed as the 
embodiment of color blindness. It’s the notion that we have moved be-
yond racism by not taking race into account. That’s what makes him 
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conceivable as a presidential candidate. He’s become the model of diver-
sity in this period . . . a model of diversity as the difference that makes no 
difference. The change that brings no change.”22 Barack’s racial heritage 
may or may not be an issue in his winning primaries in 2008 and becom-
ing the Democratic Party’s nominee; however, based on his overwhelm-
ing margin of victory in his Senate campaign to become the third black 
senator since the Reconstruction era after the Civil War, his ethnicity 
certainly wasn’t an issue. In a campaign for the presidency of the United 
States, the ethnicity issue may be vastly different. While the 2008 cam-
paign is historic on several levels, the change in voting patterns is en-
abling black candidates to make substantial rather than symbolic runs 
for state and national office. A report by the Pew Research Center found 
that “fewer people are making judgments about candidates based solely, 
or even mostly, on race itself.”23 All this was good news for Barack and his 
campaign.

Still, there was a lack of enthusiasm among black voters. One explana-
tion was that African Americans didn’t believe Barack was representative of 
them, being the son of a black Kenyan man and a white American woman.  
Many black voters weren’t naturally or eagerly gravitating to Barack. Some 
were even stating he wasn’t “black enough” to be their candidate. Barack 
is African and he is an American, but he isn’t an African American. His 
ancestors didn’t come to the United States on a slave ship. This sets him 
apart from many blacks in the United States. In April 2007, Barack ap-
peared at a meeting of black political organizers and said African Ameri-
cans “have been complicit in diminishing ourselves and engaging in the 
kind of self hatred that keeps our young men and young women down. 
That’s something we have to talk about in this election.” He added that 
he didn’t want the black vote simply because he was black because that is 
not what America is about. “I want it to be because of what I’ve done, and 
how I’ve lived, and the principles I stand for, and the ideas I promote.” 
While Barack was warmly received by this crowd of organizers, his recep-
tion wasn’t a rousing success.24

Although Barack has said that he settled his own struggle with ra-
cial identity in his late teens and the questions about his authenticity 
were not new to him, he felt the debate over the issue of race was more 
about America’s state of mind than about him and his candidacy: “I think 
America is still caught in a little bit of a time warp: the narrative of black 
politics is still shaped by the ’60s and black power. That is not, I think, 
how most black voters are thinking. I don’t think that’s how most white 
voters are thinking. I think that people are thinking about how to find a 
job, how to fill up the gas tank, how to send their kids to college. I find 
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that when I talk about those issues, both blacks and whites respond well.” 
According to a Newsweek Poll in July 2007, race was no longer the barrier 
it once was to electing a president. A clear majority, 59 percent, said that 
the country is ready to elect an African American president, up from 37 
percent at the start of the decade.25

A Comparison to President John F. Kennedy
Another side of the ethnicity issue was whether Barack could appeal 

to both blacks and whites and remain true to himself and whether voters 
would find him authentic. As well, why was Barack able to have so much 
support from white liberals? The answer to this question was Barack’s elec-
trifying public speaking skills, his promise of reconciling the nation during 
a divisive time, and, based on his years as a community organizer and law 
school professor, his idealism and talent for problem solving. Along with 
these attributes came comparisons to President John F. Kennedy. When 
Barack announced his candidacy in February 2007, he was 45 years old, two 
years older than JFK was when he was elected president. When Kennedy  
ran for president, he, too, was criticized for his lack of experience and, as 
some perceive, for being naive and ill versed on substantive issues. The 
comparisons to Kennedy went further as to Barack’s ability to inspire, his 
message of change and hope, and what some called an intellectual “cool-
ness.” Kennedy had quite a bit of experience in national politics, having 
served for 14 years in Congress prior to running for president, but his 
Catholic religion was an issue; many believe he turned his religion into 
an asset by his momentous speech about how he would and would not use 
his religion in his presidency. The issue of Kennedy’s religion is likened to 
the issue of race for Barack. He, too, seemed to be using his race as an asset 
and certainly didn’t ever address it as a detriment to his candidacy. Some 
white voters, it was believed, supported Barack because they felt voting 
for Barack was voting for tolerance, for a future free from the prejudices 
of America’s past, and for the sense of hope that Barack was continually 
espousing, just as JFK had done many years ago.

Secret Service Protection
An obvious concern for the Barack Obama campaign was security and 

safety. Certainly, security is an issue for any public figure; however, for Barack 
and his team, the issue was perhaps more meaningful. When Barack and 
his wife, Michelle, discussed whether he would run, they discussed the 
safety of the family and Barack’s safety as a prominent black candidate. 
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Michelle Obama said many times she worried about safety and that  
she thought about it day and night. With as many assurances as possible 
and realizing it was the time and place for him to run for president, they 
made the decision to go forward. As many feasible precautions as possible 
were taken, and, in early May 2007, just three months after the begin-
ning of his campaign, Barack was placed under Secret Service protection, 
the earliest ever for a U.S. presidential candidate. Although there were 
no direct threats, there were general concerns, including some racist talk 
on white supremacist Web sites. As well, Barack was drawing thousands 
of people at his various campaign stops, causing some to worry about his 
safety among such throngs of people. Democratic Senator Dick Durbin 
told reporters at the time that he received some specific information, some 
of it with a racial bias. He stated, “I expressed concern because of my af-
fection for Barack and his family. I’ve traveled with Obama. I’ve witnessed 
enormous crowds.”26 In regard to race, Senator Durbin further stated, “I 
wished we lived in a country where that is not a problem, but it still is. 
The fact that Barack Obama is such a highly visible African-American  
candidate, I think increases his vulnerability.”27 He then approached 
Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid, who, along with Republican leader 
Mitch McConnell, went to the Secret Service and Homeland Security. 
Barack dismissed his own concerns about his safety in an interview in 
February 2007, but he wouldn’t answer directly when asked whether he 
had received death threats, stating instead that, “I face the same security 
issues as anybody. We’re comfortable with the steps we have taken.”28

A History-Making Campaign
According to Barack’s longtime political and media adviser, David 

Axelrod, electing Barack president would be “something you could really 
be proud of for the rest of your life. It would really change politics in a 
very positive way.” Axelrod stated that he believed Barack is something 
different: a “trail blazing” figure who “represents the future.”29 For Barack, 
the campaign began as one steeped in his personal biography: that of race, 
optimism, natural pragmatism, and that normal, predictable, status quo 
political categories don’t exist. For him, politics is a defining call to serve 
with a clear sense of mission. In his rhetoric, he invited people to believe 
in him. And as he made his announcement to run for the presidency and 
began his campaign, many asked if it was his time to run. Was he too 
young, too inexperienced, was he too black or not black enough? Was 
he for real or just another politician few could believe or support? Had 
enough changed in the United States for voters to elect the first African 
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American president? And if his supporters were inspired now, would they 
continue to be, and could he inspire more and enough voters to elect him 
to the most powerful office in the world? Although answers to these ques-
tions and many more like them could only be answered with time, there 
was no doubt that Barack believed what he told audience after audience 
along the campaign trail: “I’m fired up! I’m ready to go!”
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Chapter 10

The Campaign Continues

He has staked his candidacy on union—on bringing together two 
halves of America that are profoundly divided, and by associating 
himself with Lincoln—and he knows what both of those things 
mean. 

—Larissa MacFarquhar, The New Yorker, 20071

In May 2007, Time magazine selected Barack as one of the world’s most 
influential people. The magazine’s columnist, Joe Klein, wrote Barack has 
“attached himself to the notion of audacity” and that it is certainly au-
dacious for a senator with two years of service, of mixed-race parentage, 
and with Hussein as his middle name to run for president of the United 
States; and it is certainly audacious for him to challenge one of the Demo-
cratic Party’s best-known and best-financed politicians, Senator Hillary 
Clinton. Klein said Barack’s candidacy, his standing in state and national 
polls, and the amount of money he has raised to finance his campaign has 
been audacious, too.2

Although Barack may be bold and audacious, he’s described as “cool” 
and informal, smooth and stylish. His rhetoric can be fiery, convincing, 
and, to many, very compelling. When he gives a speech on foreign policy, 
he often talks about alliances and how altruism must be a part of U.S. do-
mestic and foreign policy. In a time when there are deep divisions among 
the American people and in Congress, Barack seeks consensus, using dia-
logue and negotiation to mend fences and bring people together. In the 
Senate, Barack’s voting record is considered to be one of the most liberal, 
but he has often appealed to Republicans because he speaks about liberal 
issues and goals by using conservative language.



112	 Barack Obama

One of his particular abilities is that he easily, but with determination, 
encourages crossover appeal. At a New Hampshire event in the spring of 
2007, he told the audience, “I’m a Democrat . . . but if a Republican or 
a conservative or a libertarian or a free-marketer has a better idea, I am 
happy to steal ideas from anybody and in that sense I’m agnostic . . . the 
number of conservatives who have called me have said, ‘He’s the one 
Democrat I could support, not because he agrees with me, because he 
doesn’t, but because I at least think he’ll take my point of view into ac-
count.’ ”3 Barack is known to listen, to compromise if necessary, and to be 
conciliatory and bipartisan. When he speaks of poverty, he does so by not 
making accusations. Instead, he says, we are our brother’s keeper and that 
caring for the poor in this country and around the world is an American 
tradition. When he speaks about hope and unity, it isn’t just his rhetoric 
or spin, it is what he believes. He is committed to listening to and hearing 
differing points of view, and he respects the opinions of others, mindful of 
culture and religious beliefs.

Barack chose to announce his candidacy in front of the Old State  
Capitol Building in Springfield, Illinois, in February 2007. He chose the 
venue for reasons that include the fact he often associates himself with 
Abraham Lincoln. He said, “I like to believe that for Lincoln it was never 
a matter of abandoning conviction for the sake of expediency. Rather . . . 
that we must talk and reach for common understandings, precisely be-
cause all of us are imperfect and can never act with the certainty that God 
is on our side.”4

If elected president, Barack would be a new face to the world. As some-
one who lived in Indonesia as a child, he has an understanding of Islam 
and could possibly bridge the gap between Christian and Muslim states. 
Acknowledging that the world has lost trust in America’s purpose and 
principles, he assures voters that he would use unilateral force; however, 
he would seek understanding, and he would be conciliatory when it is 
warranted. As president, Barack says he wants health insurance for ev-
eryone, wants better schools, and wants to have the military return home 
from Iraq by the time he takes office. He states that he would provide 
visionary leadership in the twenty-first century, “a vision that draws from 
the past but is not bound by outdated thinking.”5

Barack tells audiences that to renew U.S. leadership in the world, the 
Iraq war must end responsibly and that attention must be focused on the 
broader Middle East. He states that the military must be revitalized to 
prepare for the missions of the future and that we must halt the spread of 
nuclear weapons around the world and refocus efforts on Afghanistan and 
Pakistan—the central front, he says, against combating global terrorism. 
At home, Barack intends to strengthen homeland security and protect 
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infrastructure, including mass transit, aviation, cargo, and port security. 
To renew U.S. leadership in the world, as president he would invest in 
common humanity; he writes that a global engagement “cannot be de-
fined by what we are against, but that it must be guided by a clear sense of 
what we stand for. We have a significant stake in ensuring that those who 
live in fear and want today can live with dignity and opportunity tomor-
row . . . to build a better, freer world, we must first behave in ways that 
reflect the decency and aspirations of the American people.”6

Obama has tremendous passion. I think a lot of Democrats are 
desperate for that.

—Iowa caucus attendee, January 4, 20087

There is no doubt that Barack has a more than plausible chance of be-
coming president. Since his July 2004 speech at the Democratic National 
Convention and after being elected to serve in the Senate as the junior 
senator from Illinois, his potential and popularity have grown at lightning 
speed. Many believe that no one in the field of candidates in either party 
can move an audience like Barack can. He easily uses his concise mes-
sage in his oratory, telling his audiences that he’s fired up, that he has a 
dream, and that everyone who believes and loves America can join him 
in changing it. With his charismatic smile, charm, intelligence, and abil-
ity at fund-raising, he is an extraordinary candidate who tells Americans 
that, with their help, the American dream can be restored and the coun-
try will be united again.

Barack’s rise in U.S. politics has been described as the “Obama phe-
nomenon.” He’s drawing massive crowds, and, according to polls, people 
believe in the phenomenon. However, prior to the inauguration ceremony 
to be held on January 20, 2009, he has a lot of work to do, including con-
vincing not just his fellow Democrats to believe in him, but also convinc-
ing the national electorate to believe in him and his message of hope. 
Prior to the Iowa caucus and the New Hampshire primary in January 2008, 
national and state polls consistently showed him as a front-runner against 
Senators Clinton and Edwards; however, polls are just an estimate, based 
on what the experts and the media believe. What caucus and primary vot-
ers do once it is time to make their selection can’t be known.

Barack’s first test came at the Iowa caucus on January 3, 2008. With 
38 percent of the state delegate vote in a contest that featured a record 
turnout of at least 239,000, Barack sailed to victory, giving his presidential 
campaign an early and extremely important boost. In his victory speech, 
Barack told the estimated crowd of 3,200, “On this January night, at 
this defining moment in history, you have done what the cynics said we 
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couldn’t do.”8 In the 15-minute speech, with a hoarse voice and with his 
two daughters and wife, Michelle, nearby, he continued, “They said this 
day would never come. They said our sights were set too high. They said 
this country was too divided, too disillusioned. We are one nation. We 
are one people and the time for change has come.” Thanking his support-
ers, volunteers, and staff, he told the crowd that the time has come for 
a president who will be honest about the challenges the nation faces as 
well as a leader who will listen to the American people instead of power-
ful Washington lobbyists. He added, “In New Hampshire, if you give me 
the same chance that Iowa did tonight, then I will be that president for 
America.” After thanking the people of Iowa, he said, “Tonight, we are 
one step closer to that vision of America because of what you did here in 
Iowa. Years from now, you’ll look back and say, this is the moment. This 
is the place where America remembered what it means to hope.”9 The 
crowd, throughout his speech, applauded and chanted, “We want change! 
We want change!” over and over again. History was made in the Iowa 
caucus. A black man with a foreign name beat the field of candidates in a 
state that is predominantly white. He spent months getting to know the 
people of the state and asked that they get to know him and his message. 
The turnout in Iowa was driven by the young people of the state, who, in 
past elections, have not turned out in any great numbers, by independent 
voters, and by Republican voters crossing over to vote Democratic. Voter 
turnout also was driven by people who had never attended a caucus but 
who decided this year, in this election, their political participation was, 
at least this once, mandatory. Barack’s message to Iowa was hope, dreams, 
and change, and he beat two formidable opponents in a pivotal state. The 
day after the victory, David Brooks, columnist for the New York Times, 
wrote, “Americans are going to feel good about the Obama victory, which 
is a story of youth, possibility and unity through diversity. . . . Obama 
has achieved something remarkable. . . . Obama is changing the tone of 
American liberalism, and maybe American politics, too.”10

After his astounding, history-making victory in Iowa, Barack flew over-
night to New Hampshire to campaign for five days for the first presidential 
primary to be held for the 2008 election. This was the second test of his 
candidacy. Barack devoted considerable financial resources to the New 
Hampshire primary, and, after his enormous victory in Iowa, he was buoy-
ant and confident. The polls leading up to the vote suggested that Barack 
was far ahead of both of his rivals, some saying he had a double-digit lead. 
In fact, the numbers suggested Barack would win by a huge margin over 
Senator Clinton and that her campaign was facing difficulties. Massive  
crowds attended all his events, and, at some venues, he spoke inside to 
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an enormous crowd and then moved outside, where those who weren’t 
let into the venue stayed, waiting to hear Barack speak. Some predicted 
Barack’s win in New Hampshire would seal his nomination and that  
Senator Clinton’s campaign would be over with a second loss. However, 
once all the votes were counted, Barack took second in the race, with 36 
percent of the vote. Senator Clinton had 39 percent, and Senator Edwards 
had 17 percent of the vote. Just as in Iowa, there was a record turnout 
of voters; Barack beat Senator Clinton among men, but Clinton bested 
him among women. Barack fared better among independent voters, and  
Senator Clinton prevailed among registered Democrats.11 His defeat—
narrow as it was, based on the number of votes that separated him from 
Senator Clinton—deprived Barack of undisputed momentum, something 
he enjoyed after his victory in Iowa. Barack conceded the race to Senator 
Clinton, and in his concession speech he had a new slogan: “Yes we can!” 
He told supporters:

A few weeks ago, no one imagined that we’d have accomplished 
what we did here tonight. For most of this campaign, we were 
far behind, and we always knew our climb would be steep. But 
in record numbers, you came out and spoke up for change . . . 
there is something happening in America . . . when Americans 
who are young in age and in spirit—who have never before 
participated in politics—turn out in numbers we’ve never seen 
because they know in their hearts that this time must be dif-
ferent . . . when people vote not just for the party they belong 
to but the hopes they hold in common. All of the candidates 
in this race share these goals. All have good ideas. And all are 
patriots who serve this country honorably. But the reason our 
campaign has always been different is because it’s not just about 
what I will do as President, it’s also about what you, the people 
who love this country, can do to change it. That’s why tonight 
belongs to you. It belongs to the organizers and the volunteers 
and the staff who believed in our improbable journey and ral-
lied so many others to join. But in the unlikely story that is 
America, there has never been anything false about hope. . . . 
Yes we can . . . yes we can to justice and equality. Yes we can to 
opportunity and prosperity. Yes we can heal this nation. Yes we 
can repair this world. Yes we can.12

Despite the loss, Barack said he was fired up and ready to go, promising 
his supporters he was ready for a fight and vowing to take his campaign to 
the West and to the South, stating, “We will begin the next great chapter 
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in the American story with three words that will ring from coast to coast, 
from sea to shining sea, Yes, we can!”13

Whether Barack will win the nomination remains to be seen. It isn’t 
known whether whites will vote for him. And it isn’t known whether he 
will win the African American vote. His true identity continues to be a 
matter of opinion. He is an African, as the son of a Kenyan man, and he 
is an American, as the son of a white woman from Kansas. To many of 
the nation’s blacks, this means he’s not an authentic African American. 
While Barack settled his own struggles over his racial identity years ago, 
he is careful to this day not to align too closely with the civil rights move-
ment. He is well aware he must win the southern states, once decidedly 
Democratic but more recently considered a Republican stronghold. Since 
the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the 1965 Voting Rights Act, 
it isn’t a coincidence that every Democratic president has been a south-
erner: Lyndon Johnson, Jimmy Carter, and Bill Clinton. As a general rule, 
successful presidential candidates must pick up the southern states, and 
in the past only southern “moderates” have been able to do so.14 In order 
for Barack to win the Democratic nomination and win the race for the 
White House against the Republican nominee, he will, ironically, have to 
attract support from the important southern states, historically the core of 
the civil rights movement.

Known as the candidate of hope, Barack has declared that he is “part 
of the larger American story,” adding, “in no other country on earth is 
my story even possible.” When he said this the first time, he was speak-
ing at the 2004 Democratic National Convention, and many Democrats 
saw him then as the party’s future. Few, though, thought the future would 
come so quickly. Since announcing his candidacy, Barack tells his vast 
audiences that he intends to rise above politics and inspire hope. But 
hope doesn’t always translate into progress or heal deep divisions. The 
next president who will take office in January 2009 will face many daunt-
ing issues, including a growing national deficit and trade imbalances; a 
stretched military that may not be able to support future commitments 
around the world or at home; a broken immigration policy; and a nation 
with the highest number of individuals serving prison sentences, with 
prisons being built at an accelerated rate to house them. Other difficult 
issues for the next president include a loss of U.S. leadership around the 
world and numerous social and economic issues such as health care, edu-
cation, a widening income gap, and a high poverty rate.

For as long as Barack has been in politics, his approval ratings have 
been extremely high. Few disagree that Barack has a crowd-pleasing cha-
risma, a lot of ambition, and an audacity of hope. And no one doubts that 
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he is a serious candidate for president. But does he possess the nerve, a 
stalwart spine, and the will to do whatever it takes to succeed as president, 
using the best judgment to make the critical decisions in the future? At a 
time when America’s standing in the world is strained, when the United 
States is mired in two wars that may not end for years, when domestic and 
social ills weigh heavily on average Americans, will Barack be the bridge 
that many say the country desperately needs? Barack has said:

I believe it is time for a new generation to tell the next great 
American story. If we act with boldness and foresight, we will 
be able to tell our grandchildren that this was the time when 
we helped forge peace in the Middle East . . . we confronted 
climate change and secured the weapons that could destroy the 
human race . . . defeated global terrorists and brought oppor-
tunity to forgotten corners of the world . . . when we renewed 
the America that has led generations of weary travelers from 
all over the world to find opportunity and liberty and hope on 
our doorstep. We can be this America again.15

Crowds are turning out in the thousands to hear this tall, lanky man 
with a soothing, eloquent voice that inspires and exudes confidence. Sure, 
there are those who don’t believe in him, who disagree with him, and who 
won’t vote for him in the primaries or, if he is the Democratic nominee, 
in the general election. But whatever happens, because of Barack Obama, 
the time has been interesting, inspiring, uplifting, and, for many, some-
thing historic and possibly even redemptive.

Notes
  1. Larissa MacFarquhar, “The Conciliator,” The New Yorker, May 7, 2007.
  2. Joe Klein, “Leaders & Revolutionaries,” Time, May 14, 2007, 57.
  3. Larissa MacFarquhar, “The Conciliator,” The New Yorker, May 7, 2007.
  4. Ibid.
  5. Barack Obama, “Renewing American Leadership,” Foreign Affairs, July/ 

August 2007.
  6. Ibid.
  7. Lydia Gensheimer, “Big Crowd, Big Win for Obama in Heart of Des 

Moines,” CQ Today, January 4, 2008.
  8. Greg Giroux, “Obama and Huckabee Score Upsets in Iowa,” CQ Today, 

January 4, 2008.
  9. Jason Clayworth, “Obama Victory Speech: ‘Time for Change Has Come,’ ” 

Des Moines Register, January 4, 2008.
10. David Brooks, “The Two Earthquakes,” New York Times, January 4, 2008.



118	 Barack Obama

11. Michael Duffy, “Obama Moves On, without a Bounce,” Time, January 9, 
2008.

12. Barack Obama, “Concession Speech,” http://thepage.time.com (January 9, 
2008).

13. Maria L. La Ganga, “Obama Has a New Rallying Cry: Yes, We Can!” Los 
Angeles Times, January 9, 2008.

14. Nick Bryant, “A Black Man in the White House,” http://newsvote.bbc.
co.uk (July 3, 2007).

15. Barack Obama, “Renewing American Leadership,” Foreign Affairs, July/
August 2007.



119

Epilogue

He speaks of things that touch the heart of everyday people. We all 
collectively as a society have to hold onto our hope together. How 
else are going to make it if we don’t join together to create a better 
society for everyone?

—A teacher in North Charleston, South Carolina, referring to Barack 
Obama after seeing him at a rally before the South Carolina primary1

Something was stirring in American politics, something akin to a grow-
ing movement not seen in recent history. It was a movement that meant 
getting involved by answering phones, knocking on doors, wearing can-
didate buttons and T-shirts, and attaching stickers to car bumpers. It was 
a movement that included standing outside for hours in the searing heat, 
blowing snow, drenching rain, and frigid cold to hear candidates speak in 
venues so crowded that the overflow had to stand outside or in adjacent 
rooms. It was a movement where it was not enough to attend caucuses 
and vote in primaries, but it was also necessary to speak up and encour-
age neighbors to do the same. It meant being present and voting. It was 
a steadily rising movement, gaining a momentum that surprised pollsters, 
the media, and supporters and encouraged people who never cared about 
voting before. One impetus behind this growing movement clearly was a 
phenomenon known as Barack Obama.

To add even more to a unique and certainly historic presidential cam-
paign, it was the young people in states across the country who were en-
gaged, volunteering, and voting. For many of them, it was for the very first 
time. The February 11, 2008, issue of Time magazine devoted a cover story 
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to the youth of America titled, “Why Young Voters Care Again.” The 
article noted that, traditionally, the older the voter, the more likely they 
are to vote; the younger the voter, the less likely. Between 1972 and 2000, 
the youth vote decreased in each election cycle. However, Time maga-
zine noted that while youth participation increased in the 2004 election, 
this year, “There seems to a youthquake. Young people sense that they 
are coming of age at a time when leadership—and their role in choosing 
it—really matters.” Barack has been the catalyst, the magazine says, and  
also the beneficiary of greater youth involvement.2 Barack’s campaign  
was the first in decades to engage so many young people. In fact, his win 
in Iowa was almost entirely due to voters under age 25. As the campaigns 
moved on to New Hampshire and Nevada, it was the youth vote that 
helped Barack’s campaign stay competitive. It was in South Carolina, on 
January 26, where Barack’s better than three-to-one advantage among 
voters under age 30 more than neutralized Senator Hillary Clinton’s nar-
rower edge among those voters over age 65.

On January 27, 2008, President John Kennedy’s daughter, Caroline 
Kennedy, wrote an op-ed piece for the New York Times titled, “A President 
Like My Father.” She wrote that she had been moved over the years when 
people told her they wished they could feel inspired and hopeful about 
America in the same way people did when her father was president. This 
sense, she wrote, was even more profound today, which was why she was 
supporting Barack in the Democratic primaries. Her reasons, she wrote, 
were patriotic, political, and personal, and the three were intertwined; she 
added that the generation coming of age now is hopeful, hardworking, in-
novative, and imaginative, but many of them are also hopeless, defeated, 
and disengaged. Ms. Kennedy, a parent and someone involved in the New 
York City public schools for many years, stated that we have a responsibil-
ity to help children to believe in themselves and in their power to shape 
their future. She wrote, “Senator Obama is inspiring my children, my par-
ents’ grandchildren, with that sense of possibility.”3 Ms. Kennedy said in 
her op-ed piece, and as she campaigned alongside Barack, that it was her  
three teenage children that convinced her to support Barack. She said, 
“They were the first people who made me realize that Barack Obama is 
the President we need.”4

In state after state, Barack has drawn more voters from today’s youth 
than any other candidate. One reason may be that he has figured out ways 
to engage today’s youth. In the age of YouTube, FaceBook, and other on-
line social-networking sites, while other candidates have also used such 
tools to campaign, it was Barack who used them most effectively. He and 
his campaign team knew full well that most of today’s young voters get  



	 Epilogue	 121

very little of their news and information on television or from newspapers. 
He also knew that many go to the Internet to find information and watch 
speeches and news stories as they are posted on sites such as YouTube. 
While they may be loosely connected to traditional networks, young peo-
ple are intensely connected online.5

Barack understood this and used it to his advantage. He tapped into 
the youth vote by making them one of his priorities. According to a Time 
magazine poll of Americans under age 30, nearly three-quarters of respon-
dents felt the country was headed down the wrong track, with majorities 
expressing worries about jobs, affordable health care, and the war in Iraq. 
Their interest in this election exceeded their interest in celebrity news 
or sports. The poll results showed that 7 out of 10 said they were paying  
attention to the race and that Barack was the only candidate in either 
party who is viewed favorably by a majority of young people.6 Barack’s  
message of change has attracted many young people to his campaign. He 
tells young people that they can make a difference, that they matter, and 
that their vote counts. In the January and February primaries at least, 
young people were heavily involved in the campaign. Whether they would 
stay involved was a question that could only be answered by saying they 
are likely to stay involved as long as they feel they are part of something 
important and historic. “I am a believer that change can happen,” said 
Patricia Griffin, 25, a student at St. Louis Community College. “So-called  
Washington experience has given us an unjustified war, an economy slip-
ping, the dollar losing its value, health care impossible to afford. I’m tell-
ing my friends they can make a difference this time. They can vote.”7

Caucuses and Primaries—The Election 
Season Underway

By mid-February, after 10 Democratic primaries and caucuses, 8 of 
which had both Democrats and Republicans competing on the same day, 
it was Democratic voters who were setting turnout records. Enthusiasm 
on the Democratic side of the ballot was high and getting higher. Demo-
cratic voters were clearly excited, and the leaders of the Democratic Party 
were elated at the overall energy among voters.

After a great deal of anticipation among voters and elected officials, 
and with an immense amount of media buildup and hype, the voting sea-
son began in earnest just after the new year. The first contest was the 
Iowa caucus held on January 3, 2008. With a record turnout of Demo-
cratic voters that astonished even the most skeptical, Barack shocked the 
media and voters across the nation by not only winning, but winning by 
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a huge margin. The next contest was the New Hampshire primary, held 
on January 8. Nearly 290,000 people voted in New Hampshire, a number 
well above the Republican and the Democratic turnout in the prior elec-
tion. While Barack won 36 percent of the vote, Senator Hillary Clinton 
won the primary with 39 percent of the total votes cast. The candidates 
then moved to the Nevada caucus held on January 19. In a state where 
the union vote and the Hispanic vote were represented in big numbers, 
more than 117,000 voted compared to the 9,000 that participated in 
2004.8 In this contest, Clinton won 51 percent of the vote, to Barack’s 45 
percent.9 The race then moved to South Carolina on January 25, 2008. 
Voters, especially African American voters, came out in droves to see and 
hear Barack convey his message of hope and change to all the voters of 
the state. They came to packed venues, not just for a glimpse of the first 
black candidate with a serious chance at winning the White House, but 
also because they were drawn by Barack’s message of bringing Americans 
of all backgrounds together.

Barack and his advisers knew that he needed to win in South Caro-
lina or at the very least to show to all voters that his Iowa win was not a  
fluke. Resoundingly, Barack won with 55 percent of the vote, doubling 
Clinton’s share.10 According to exit polling, Barack took 80 percent of 
the vote among black voters, a group that made up just more than half 
of all voters in the state. The overall turnout proved that Democratic 
voters appeared to be much more motivated thus far in the presidential 
race than Republican voters. The total turnout of approximately 532,000 
voters in the Democratic primary greatly exceeded the unofficial voter 
total of roughly 444,000 in the Republican primary held the prior Satur-
day. In all, the Democratic vote was 80 percent over the turnout for the  
2004 Democratic primary, and Barack’s vote count narrowly exceeded  
the total votes cast for all of the candidates in the 2004 primary.11 This 
huge win was the second for Barack, and many across America came to 
believe his campaign was a genuine and realistic run for the highest office 
in the land.

In his victory speech, Barack told the enormous crowd of clapping, 
shouting supporters that the choice in the election was not between re-
gions, religions, or genders, or rich versus poor, young versus old; and it 
was not about black or white. He said it was about not settling for the 
same divisions and distractions and drama that pass for politics, but about 
whether the country reaches for a politics of common sense and innova-
tion, a politics, he said, of shared sacrifice and shared prosperity.12 For 
Barack Obama and his supporters, the campaign now took on a greater 
momentum than ever before.
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The campaign moved on to what was commonly called Super Tuesday, 
February 5, when more than 20 states held either a primary or caucus 
event. With more than 2,000 delegates at stake, including such delegate-
rich states as California with 441 delegates, Illinois with 185, and New 
York with 281 delegates, Super Tuesday was as close as it could be to a 
national presidential primary. When all votes were tallied, Barack won 
more individual states with 13, including his home state of Illinois; Clin-
ton won 8 states, including her adopted home state of New York, and 
California, which gave her more delegates than Barack. The popular vote 
from Super Tuesday made for a very close race. According to an analysis 
by the New York Times, Clinton won 7,427,700 votes, or 50.20 percent 
of the vote, and Barack won 7,369,798 votes, or 49.80 percent.13 Exit 
polling suggested that Barack did well with African Americans, men, the 
wealthy, voters with college degrees, and those voters considered to be 
liberal. Barack also did well among young people. These polls also showed 
Clinton did well with women, older voters, Latinos, and those with less 
education and lower incomes.14 With more evidence that the Democrats 
had the motivation and energy and that voters were inspired enough by 
their candidates to be involved in primaries and caucuses, on Super Tues-
day, at least 15,417,521 voted Democratic and 9,181,297 voted Repub
lican.15 After Super Tuesday, Clinton and Barack were in a dead heat for 
the nomination.

The next events were in Nebraska, Washington State, the Virgin Is-
lands, and Louisiana on February 9. As with all the previous contests, 
excitement ran high, and the turnout was record-breaking. In Nebraska, 
organizers at two caucus sites were so overrun by crowds they abandoned 
the traditional caucusing procedures and used scrap-paper ballots instead. 
One county reported that traffic was backed up as thousands of voters 
showed up at a precinct where organizers had planned for only hundreds. 
In Washington State, it was reported that the turnout was nearly dou-
ble what it was in 2004.16 With 203 delegates at stake, Barack swept all 
four contests, garnering twice the number of votes in Washington and 
Nebraska as Clinton, and winning Louisiana with 57 percent of the vote 
versus Clinton’s 36 percent. In the Virgin Islands, Barack won 90 percent 
of the vote, to Clinton’s 8 percent. Needless to say, it was a very good 
weekend for Barack and his energized supporters.

The next contests, known as the Potomac Primaries, were in Wash
ington, D.C., Maryland, and Virginia. For Barack, each of these states was  
important because he had previous success among African American vot-
ers, and these states featured large African American communities; these 
states also had significant numbers of affluent, highly educated voters, 
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a voting segment from which Barack had drawn support in prior con-
tests. When all votes were tallied, Barack won big, sweeping all three 
states. In Washington, D.C., Barack had 75 percent of the vote, versus 
Clinton’s 24 percent. In Maryland, the results were Barack at 60 per-
cent and Clinton with 37 percent. In Virginia, Barack won 64 percent 
of the vote, and Clinton won 35 percent.17 Rolling to victory, Barack 
extended his winning streak to nine Democratic nominating contests. 
As well, the outcome in these states provided Barack with the ability to 
unequivocally assert that the race was indeed breaking his way. Accord-
ing to an analysis by the New York Times, Barack demonstrated impres-
sive strength among not only groups that backed him in earlier primaries 
and caucuses—African Americans, younger voters, high-income vot-
ers, and independents—but also drew votes from older voters, women, 
and lower-income people, which had been Clinton’s base of support all 
along. According to exit polls, Barack also won majorities of white men 
and Hispanic voters in Virginia.18

On February 19, the race moved on to the Wisconsin primary, where 
there were 121 delegates at stake, and to the Hawaii caucus with 20 del-
egates. To no one’s surprise, Barack won the Hawaii caucus, in the state 
where he grew up and was known as a favorite son, 76 percent to Clinton’s 
24 percent. In Wisconsin, Barack won 58 percent of the vote, to Clinton’s 
41 percent.19 For Barack and his supporters, the momentum was evident, 
but all eyes were on the next primaries on March 4, another Tuesday rich 
with delegates, much like the Super Tuesday contests held in early Febru-
ary; and it was another Tuesday with crucial contests for both candidates. 
While Barack was confident and had the momentum, most political  
pundits agreed that out of the four states holding primaries, Texas, Ohio, 
Vermont, and Rhode Island, Clinton was favored to win in Texas, with 
193 delegates, and Ohio, with 141 delegates. Barack took his campaign 
to all four states and spent heavily on ads in Texas and Ohio. When all 
votes were counted, Barack won Vermont by 30 points. Clinton won the 
other three states, Texas by 4 points, Rhode Island by 18 points, and Ohio 
by 10 points.

Barack’s winning streak was snapped. To his supporters that night, he 
said they should settle in for a long fight for the Democratic presidential 
nomination, stating, “What my head tells me is that we’ve got a very siz-
able delegate lead that is going to be hard to overcome. But, look, she is a 
tenacious and determined candidate, so we’re just going to make sure we 
work as hard as we can, as long as it takes. . . . No matter what happens 
tonight, we have the same delegate lead as we had this morning, we are on 
our way to winning this nomination.” Clinton gained momentum from 
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her big wins, even though she gained little in delegate count and in the 
total popular vote. Speaking to a cheering crowd in Columbus, Ohio, she 
said, “For everyone who has been counted out but refused to be knocked  
out, for everyone who has stumbled but stood right back up and for every-
one who works hard and never gives up—this one is for you. You know 
what they say—as Ohio goes, so goes the nation. This nation is coming 
back and so is this campaign. People of Ohio have said it loudly and clearly: 
We’re going on, we’re going strong, and we’re going all the way.”20 Clin-
ton stated that she demonstrated her general-election strength by win-
ning primaries in the big states Democrats would need to count on in the 
fall, including the states she had won in previous primaries in California, 
New York, and New Jersey. Despite her wins, poll results in Texas and 
Ohio showed that a majority of voters said they thought Barack was more 
likely to beat the Republican nominee in the November election.21

The next contest was in Wyoming on March 8, 2008, for 18 delegates. 
Barack won with 61 percent to Clinton’s 38 percent. On March 11,  
Mississippi held its primary, where there were 40 delegates at stake; 
Barack won that contest 61 percent to Clinton’s 37 percent. With that 
win, Barack had won 27 states and Clinton 16 states; despite Barack’s 
margin, the delegate count and total number of popular votes did not give 
a clear winner. The race would continue to the next primaries, including 
the Pennsylvania contest on April 22, 2008, and nine more primaries in 
May and June.

Superdelegates and the Michigan  
and Florida Primaries

At the beginning of April 2008, the race for the Democratic nomi-
nation remained very tight; neither Barack nor Hillary had enough del-
egates to secure the nomination and it didn’t appear that either of them 
would be able to garner enough delegates in future primaries and cau-
cuses to win the nomination prior to the convention in August 2008. 
Discussions in both camps and by the political pundits turned to the Su-
perdelegates, those elected and party officials who may have the task of 
deciding the Democratic nominee at the convention. According to the  
New York Times, as of April 4, 2008, of the 714 Superdelegates, 220 sup-
ported Barack, 257 supported Hillary, with the remaining 242 listed as 
preferences unknown.22 Since Super Tuesday (the February 5, 2008 pri-
maries, collectively), 68 Superdelegates declared their support for Barack. 
According to figures from Barack’s campaign that Hillary’s aides had not 
disputed, Hillary had seen a net loss of two Superdelegates. At this point, 
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Hillary trailed Barack by more than 160 pledged delegates, which are those 
chosen in state primaries or caucuses. Hillary was making a concerted ef-
fort to persuade the still-uncommitted Superdelegates to back her and her 
campaign, or to continue not pledging support so that her campaign had 
a chance to demonstrate momentum and superior electability in the up-
coming primaries (Pennsylvania primary on April 22, through the Mon-
tana and South Dakota primaries on June 3, 2008).23

Another matter permeated the news during this time: whether the 
Michigan and Florida delegates would be seated at the Democratic Na-
tional Convention to cast their state’s delegate votes. The Democratic 
Party had stripped Florida and Michigan of their delegates for violating 
Democratic Party rules by holding their primaries too early. Both Barack 
and Hillary had agreed not to campaign in either state. In Michigan, Barack 
had withdrawn his name from the ballot; Hillary’s name remained. Hillary 
did not campaign in Florida, but she did have fund-raising events there 
while Barack did not campaign or hold fund-raising events in the state. 
Since she won in both states, if the votes were counted, Hillary would 
increase her total number of delegates, bringing her closer to Barack’s 
total in both the popular vote and delegate count. Plus, she could claim 
she had won two more large, delegate-rich states and could also claim to 
voters and the Superdelegates that she had a better chance of beating the 
Republican nominee, John McCain, in the general election. 

Both Hillary and her campaign were pushing for the votes to count 
and for the delegates to be seated at the convention. Barack wanted the 
delegation to be seated at the convention, however, he stated he would 
stand by the agreement he made with the Democratic Party not to cam-
paign in either state, based on the state’s decision to violate the rules and 
hold early primaries. As of the beginning of April 2008, no decisions had 
been made as to what to do with the Florida and Michigan votes. It ap-
peared that neither of the states would have another primary; nor would 
the votes cast be counted in either the popular vote total or in the number 
of delegates pledged to each candidate. 

Hillary vowed to continue the race until the convention, despite some 
calls for her to end her campaign. She stated that she had won in states 
Democrats need in order to win the White House and that she didn’t 
believe the voters in all the primaries and caucuses to date would want 
her to drop out of the race. As of early April, there were more contests 
remaining and she wanted to take her campaign all the way to the Demo-
cratic convention in Denver in August. In an early April telephone in-
terview with Mark Halperin of Time magazine, he asked Hillary if she was 
comfortable with the fact that the only way she could win the nomination 



	 Epilogue	 127

is at the Democratic convention with the Superdelegates casting their 
votes and thereby electing the party’s nominee. She responded, “Neither 
of us will reach the number of delegates needed. And all delegates have 
to assess who they think will be the strongest nominee against [John]  
McCain and who they believe would do the best job. . . . From my per-
spective, those are all very legitimate questions, and every delegate, with 
very few exceptions, is free to make up his or her mind . . . every delegate 
is expected to exercise independent judgment.”24

Both Barack and Hillary continued to campaign and prepare for the 
primary and caucus contests in eight states and in Guam and Puerto Rico, 
for a total of 674 total delegates at stake. Just prior to the April 22 primary 
in Pennsylvania, with 188 delegates at stake, Hillary was maintaining a 
lead in the polls. According to Time magazine’s Web site thepage.com, on 
April 8, 2008, a Quinnipiac University poll conducted between April 3 
and 6—noting a margin of error of 2.7 points—showed Hillary led Barack 
by 6 points. Both candidates were well aware that a win in Pennsylvania 
was crucial. For Barack, it would mean continued momentum and the 
possibility of additional Superdelegates pledging their support. It would 
also prove he is the best candidate to be the party’s nominee and the 
candidate who would win the general election against John McCain. For 
Hillary, it would mean she had momentum once again, that she could 
prove her electability and quiet the calls for her to quit the race, as well as 
gaining more support among Democrats and pledged Superdelegates. 

Their reasons for continuing were very much the same, however a win 
in Pennsylvania was perhaps even more critical for Hillary. If she didn’t 
win by a substantial margin, would the calls for her to quit the race get 
louder? Would she eventually end her campaign or would she continue her 
vow to fight on until the August convention? A great deal was at stake in 
Pennsylvania on April 22, 2008. And after Pennsylvania there were still 
nine more contests, and most polls suggested very tight races. To win, could 
Barack count on the African American votes in states like North Caro-
lina with 134 delegates, and in West Virginia with 39 delegates at stake? 
Could Hillary count on Indiana Senator Evan Bayh’s support and could 
she win in Indiana with their 84 delegates? Would voters in Montana and 
South Dakota—two states with primaries that, historically, hadn’t been 
very important—support Barack or Hillary? And in Kentucky and Oregon 
on May 20, where both candidates were campaigning, who would win the 
total of 110 delegates in such demographically different states? 

Hillary was well aware of the contests that remained and the long odds 
she faced, especially if the votes cast in Michigan and Florida did not 
count. As the Democratic National Convention got closer, it remained 
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to be seen if the continual bickering back and forth between the two 
candidates and their resulting increasingly negative images in the minds 
of the voters would hurt the eventual Democratic nominee in the general 
election against strong Republican candidate John McCain. The specula-
tion would continue until at least the end of the primary season on June 3, 
2008, if not until the Democratic National Convention in August. 

The Issue of Race in the 2008 Campaign
At the Democratic National Convention in July 2004, Barack said,  

“In no other country on earth is my story even possible.” On March 18, 
2008, Barack said this again when he talked about his candidacy and the 
issue of race in America. The race for the 2008 presidency was truly his-
toric; for the first time in the nation’s history, a black man and a woman 
were running for the highest office in the land and to be the leader of 
the free world. From the moment he entered the race in February 2007, 
Barack’s campaign was likened to a movement. As he traveled around the 
country, from center stages and town halls, to diners and rallies at arenas,  
to high school gymnasiums and county fairs, Barack generated excite-
ment in America and around the world. However, race was something 
that seemed to be seething just beneath the surface.

In the first months of 2008, racial issues rippled through Barack’s 
smooth, confident campaign. Despite his wins in states like Iowa and 
Wyoming, where there were few African American voters, racial issues 
entered conversations and permeated the news cycles. Since announcing 
his candidacy, Barack had been criticized for not being “black enough” 
and for being “too black”; he had always tried to transcend these ques-
tions by concentrating on the issues, by talking to all voters, by being  
inclusive. And while these questions and criticisms were discussed and 
written about during the first year of the campaign, by February 2008, 
racial tensions bubbled up and the race issue gained momentum. To add 
to the tensions surrounding this important issue were the videotaped 
snippets of racial rhetoric made by Barack’s long-time pastor, the Rever-
end Jeremiah A. Wright Jr. The video was played over and over on news 
outlets and on YouTube; it was discussed on talk radio and was written 
about in newspapers and on political blogs. There were calls for Barack 
to denounce the pastor and distance himself from him and the church it-
self. There were calls that questioned patriotism and questions about why 
Barack hadn’t left the church a long time ago.

For Barack, he had always carefully and deliberately avoided the stereo
type of being an angry black politician. He had always tried, with much 
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success certainly, as evidenced by his cross-over support in primaries and 
caucuses, to appeal to all walks of life and all races; he was adamant in 
his speeches and also in his political career in appealing to all, and he did 
not want to be stereotyped or pigeonholed. To quell the firestorm caused 
by his former pastor’s fiery racial rhetoric, Barack tried to discuss the is-
sues and stay on his message; he also tried to quietly distance himself from 
his long-time pastor, the man he called his spiritual leader and the pastor 
who performed his marriage ceremony and baptized his two daughters. He 
then, not quietly, but adamantly, denounced Wright’s charges about white 
America, assuring America that he did not agree with it, and called it  
divisive—but this was not enough. Deciding he needed to address the issue 
of race and the racial rhetoric displayed by Wright head-on, on March 18, 
2008, at the National Constitution Center in Philadelphia, not far from 
where the Constitution of the United States was written, Barack made what 
many described as the most important speech on race in America since  
Dr. Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” speech. Speaking for nearly 40 
minutes, Barack confronted America’s legacy of racial division and white 
resentment and urged America to overcome “a racial stalemate we’ve been 
stuck in for years.” Barack said, “We have a choice in this country: we can 
accept a politics that breeds division, and conflict, and cynicism. Or, at this 
moment, we can come together and say: ‘not this time.’ ”25

In the speech, Barack said once again that in no other country in the 
world was his story possible, reminding his listeners that he was the son 
of a white woman from Kansas and a black man from Africa. The speech 
was made more than a year into a campaign that many felt transcended 
race, by a man who adamantly intended to build a broad coalition of ra-
cial and ethnic groups and who never wanted to be pigeonholed as a black 
politician. Political pundits were quick to pick apart the speech; some 
thought the speech was as much about who Barack is as it was about his 
words. Some thought it was more rhetoric and did not answer questions 
or say anything new. Still others thought Barack should denounce and 
disown Wright for his racial, fiery rhetoric. Some thought it was the most 
important speech made in recent history and one that harkened back to 
Abraham Lincoln, Martin Luther King, and John F. Kennedy. Some ap-
plauded and others were more than skeptical. The question was whether 
the speech was enough to satisfy voters, or if it just raised more questions. 
Whether the speech, as bold as it was, and as risky as it may have been for 
Barack, would help or hurt the Barack Obama campaign remained to be 
seen, but it was certainly historic and certainly powerful. In his speech, 
Barack claimed that the success of his own campaign in winning voters 
from all ethnic and social groups had proved that “America can change.” 
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He added, “And today, whenever I find myself feeling doubtful or cynical 
about this possibility, what gives me the most hope is the next generation: 
the young people whose attitude and beliefs and openness to change have 
already made history in this election.”26

A Political Movement, an Audacity of Hope
Generations of Americans have responded with a simple creed that 
sums up the spirit of a people: Yes, we can.

—Barack Obama

It was in November 2006 that Barack Obama first met with friends and 
advisers to discuss what it would take for him to make a run for the presi-
dency. For many at the meeting, Barack’s success at winning the nomina-
tion was a long shot, but the prospect of his run created great excitement 
for sure. As the group weighed such challenges as raising enough money, 
the toll it would likely take on Barack’s family, and the organization that 
would have to be built, the energy and interest were palpable. Barack was 
truly a rising star in politics, and his ability to compromise, inspire, and 
motivate was becoming well known. Few had forgotten his electrifying 
speech at the Democratic Convention in July 2004. And while he might 
be a long shot, no one dismissed his ability or his chances to be the nomi-
nee for the Democratic Party. In February 2007, he formally announced 
his bid, after many discussions with the same friends and advisers and 
with his wife, Michelle. Once he began to campaign, there were fits and 
starts and bumps in the road, and mistakes. But there were also successes; 
his eloquence, his commitment and drive, and his motivational speeches 
gained attention and the momentum began to build.

A year after announcing his candidacy, Barack had a momentum that 
many speculated could not be stopped. He was ahead in delegate count and 
in the popular vote. Adam Nagourney wrote in the New York Times, on 
February 13, 2008, “If the election was one where a candidate wins by vir-
tue of being seen as winning, the definition of momentum, it would mean 
that voters in future primary and caucus contests would be influenced by 
the outcome of all the earlier contests.”27 Still, Barack was not a shoo-in 
for the Democratic nomination by beating his rival Hillary Clinton. And 
whether he could win the presidency against the formidable Senator John 
McCain, who became the presumptive Republican nominee on March 4, 
2008, no one knew. All this remained to be seen, but when Barack took 
his campaign to Wisconsin for the February 19 primary, he told an esti-
mated crowd of 17,000 cheering supporters, “Tonight we are on our way. 
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We also know at this moment the cynics can no longer say that our hope 
is false. We have now won east and west, north and south, and across the 
heartland of this country we love. We have given young people a reason 
to believe, and brought folks back to the polls who want to believe again. 
And we are bringing together Democrats and Independents and Repub-
licans; blacks and whites; Latinos and Asians; small states and big states, 
and Red States and Blue States, into the United States of America.”28

Because of Barack Obama, something big has been stirring in Ameri-
can politics; it has meant change and a new direction, an energy few had 
seen before; it has meant that perhaps there might be a new vision of 
America around the world, and it has meant an audacity of hope. To 
many, supporting the Barack Obama campaign meant feeling a patriotism 
they hadn’t felt for a long time or ever before, and it meant supporting a 
candidate who had the ability to unite Americans and give a new face to 
America around world. Representative Elijah Cummings may have said 
it best when he introduced Barack at a rally in Baltimore, Maryland, just 
before that state’s primary. He said, “This is not a campaign for the presi-
dency of the United States. This is a movement.”29
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