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@ Some Hope, Little Change: African Americans and Their Discontent in the Age of
Obama

Clarence Lusane
For African Americans, the election of Barack Obama in 2008 to the presidency was an
unimaginable moment in U.S. history. Of all the racial milestones that had been achieved since
the end of Jim Crow segregation, none was as emotionally and politically felt as Obama’s
victory.

His win, however, also brought expectations. At least among some African Americans,
perhaps most, there was a hope and even belief that a black president would have an impact on

the racial disparities and manifestations of racial discrimination that continue to exist. As the
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Obama administration enters its final years, it is pretty evident that no such gains will be
recorded. In fact, in most areas, the gaps between blacks and whites have grown and will
continue to grow.

Retrospection has begun and many questions are being examined as the final two years of
Obama’s tenure play out and his legacy becomes the source of fierce discussion and debate.
Were expectations too high? Did Obama actually have an agenda for addressing specific black
concerns? Should the black community have put more pressure on Obama or demanded more
accountability? What were the constraints, politically, personally, and policy-wise, that limited
Obama’s options? What comes next politically for African Americans after Obama?

Obama inherited a confluence of economic and political trends, | argue, which mitigated
against his administration’s ability to address issues of concern to African Americans from the
start. This included an economic crisis, exacerbated by the dictates and demands of neoliberal
capitalism, with an especially harsh impact on black working and middle-class individuals and
families. This was compounded by a ruthless, obstructionist opposition party and
conservative movement with the will, capacity and determination to not only block Obama’s
policy initiatives but to destroy his administration at all costs. Support for this attack was
bolstered by a new racial paradigm in which whites view themselves as the victims of racial
discrimination and Obama as prima facie case of anti-white bias and antagonism.

Finally, any hope of Obama supporting a black agenda was dashed by his own limited political
and ideological views on race, American nationalism, and free market fundamentalism. He
rejects out of pocket any policy approach that is not “universalist.” By universalist, he means
policies that are ostensibly race-neutral. While recognizing racism in America’s past and even
its lingering consequences in the current environment, he does not support any form of
reparations or compensation that would be seen as or criticized as taking away from whites
and giving to blacks. In a broader sense, Obama supports the type of free market capitalism,
pro-corporate centrism that facilitates racial disparities. Lastly, he also hesitates to
acknowledge white racism that goes beyond individual extremists but reaches a broad
constituency that must be challenged if genuine remedies to racial discrimination and
prejudice are to be won.

Black Life During the Obama Era

While some have sought to blame Obama for the dire straits of the black community and
others absolve him of any major responsibility, there is little debate across the political
spectrum that life has been rough for too many African Americans while he has been president.
The story that the data tell, however, demonstrates persistent inequalities rather than new and
unheard of inequalities cause by the president and his administration as most of Obama’s
opponents want to charge.

Black unemployment, for example, has gone up and down over the last six years. However,

what has remain consistent since 1963 until the present is that black unemployment has
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generally been twice that of whites in good times and bad. As of April 2014, according to the
U.S. Labor Department, white unemployment was 5.3 while for blacks it was 11.6. For young
African Americans, between 16 and 19, the figure was over 30 percent the year before Obama
came into office and still remains over 30 percent.

The downturn in the economy has seen black unemployment levels reach those associated
with the Great Depression of the 1930s. It was reported by the Labor Department, that in 2012
the rate of black labor participation fell to 60.2 percent, the lowest rate since 1977. Even
worse, for black men, it fell to 65.6 percent, the lowest on record.

The structural situation that Obama faces (and any president coming after him) is that most
African Americans are in job categories that are most vulnerable to a bad economy, pay at or
just above minimum wage, and offer little mobility. These occupations, accounting for over a
quarter of the black labor force, include nursing, psychiatric and home health aides, cashiers,
customer service representatives, janitors and maintenance workers, retail sales workers, truck
drivers, cooks and laborers. While other black-concentrated occupations pay better and present
more career options, such as secretaries, administrative assistants, and elementary/middle
school teachers, these positions have seen severe layoffs in recent years.

School teachers and other public workers, black or not, were hurt by the job slashes carried
out by conservative Republican governors and state legislators during and in the wake of the
Great Recession of 2007-2009. In Obama’s first three years in office, more than one million
public sector jobs were cut or loss. These cuts disproportionately impacted the black
community because about 25 percent of black labor is in the public sector compared to about
14 percent of whites. The public sector, more so than the private sector, has been central to
building and maintaining America’s black middle class.

During the Obama years, the income and wealth gaps have grown between blacks and whites.
Even in the middle of the most recent recession, the income gap was widening. In 2010, the
average black household income was $32,068 which was half that of whites at $64,308
according to Money Magazine.

The real gap, however, and the real spurt in growth have to do with wealth. In 1984, as
documented by the Pew Research Center, the household wealth gap between blacks and whites
was a ratio of about 12-to-1, $76,951 to $6,679. By 2009, the cavity had grown to 19-to-1,
$92,000 vs. $4,900. Notice that while the wealth of whites had increased, for blacks there was
an actual decline in wealth.

Black Support for Obama Remains Strong

Despite the overwhelming evidence that African Americans have continued to see
deteriorating economic and social conditions during the Obama presidency, his support from
blacks remain overwhelming. This support reflects a number of perspectives. One view is that

Obama is doing his best in the face of relentless opposition and resistance. The argument goes
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that while Obama may hold some responsibility, the real source of black suffering comes from
outside the black community. A second view is that African Americans must show solidarity
with the first black president no matter what. The victory was so important, it is believed, that
it should not be undermined by fissures among African Americans. A third perspective is that
Obama or any president does not have the capacity to single-handedly address the issues of
concern to blacks. It requires a combination of all branches of government at all levels in
partnership with the black community to achieve real advancement.

All of this translates into high and consistent support for Obama by African Americans. A
Washington Post survey found that during his first term, from 2009-2013, his support by
blacks never dropped below 85 percent (and his disapproval never above 11%). More
recently, in a 2013 poll specifically created for African Americans by Zogby Analytics, his
overall approval rating was 91 percent with 6 percent disapproval. Other recent surveys more
or less support those numbers. A Quinnipiac University poll, also in 2013, found his black
approval rating at only 79 percent, but three 2014 polls registered his approval ratings above
80 percent: Gallup (88%), Fox News (86%), and, again, Zogby Analytics (84%).

It is notable in the 2013 Zogby poll, when asked “has the election of President Obama helped,
hurt, or made no difference in the lives of most African Americans?,” 72 percent answered that
it had helped with only 4 percent stating that it had hurt the black community. The poll,
however, did not specifically ask how his election had helped or hurt. At the same time, in the
same poll, only about 25 percent of respondents believed that African Americans were better
off since Obama’s election. About 21 percent felt worse off, but a plurality of 44 percent felt
there had been no change.

Political Resistance

Republicans and the conservative movement more generally decided to oppose Obama at
every turn even before he took office and made any policy announcements. Prior to taking
over the House of Representatives in 2011, Republicans were able to obstruct much of Obama
and the Democrats’ agenda by exploiting Senate rules that allowed any single member through
the use of the filibuster rule to block legislation. The only method available to stop that tactic
was to have 60 votes to end it. Although the Democrats had more than 50 members giving
them a majority in the Senate, they rarely had 60 votes on their side. In fact, in Obama’s first
two years, there were only four months and one week in which he had exactly 60 votes that he
could count on. And in that period, the Senate was in session on 72 days.

While Republicans and conservatives framed their opposition in terms of being anti-liberal,
race was the subtext under which mobilization against Obama was carried out. The carefully
coded racial language used by elected officials —e.g. Obama is the “food stamp” president” —
was abandoned by right-wing media most notably Fox News and radio talk show extremist
Rush Limbaugh. Racial mockery of Obama and African Americans are regular features on
these media outlets.



White Backlash

African American also stood little change of seeing change due to white bias. Poll after poll
demonstrated that by the time Obama came into office, most whites believed that anti-white
discrimination was a bigger problem that anti-black discrimination. In fact, many felt that
Obama’s election was the last piece of evidence that the United States had become post-racial
and the no policy remedies were needed to address the situation of blacks and other people of
color. The demonization of Obama had worked to perfection. According to Gallup, by May
2014, Obama’s approval rating among whites had fallen to 34 percent and to 10 percent
among Republicans. One can imagine what it is among white Republicans.

What Next?

It is pretty clear that in the two years plus that Obama has remaining in office, he will not be
able to substantially, even if he wanted to, initiate and pass any legislation that will
specifically target bringing economic and social relief to African Americans. The Republicans
will likely keep the House of Representatives and may take over the U.S. Senate.

The upside is that any illusion that something other than hard thinking, hard organizing, and
hard mobilization will do the trick is out the window. Obama’s legacy will be debated for
decades across the political landscape both domestic and foreign. At some point, he will tell
his own version of his presidency adding to rather than resolving the dispute.

In the end, the black community will need to continue to do the things that have historically
yielded progress and success in the struggle for racial equality and racial justice, i.e., build
coalitions, fight at every level of government, mobilize around key issues, find allies outside
the black community, and seek to change institutions not just personnel. Obama’s real
contribution may be the degree to which he clarified that path as the way forward.
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