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Racial Visions of Barack Obama’s “A More Perfect Union” Speech:
For a Critical Inquiry into the Framework of a “Postracial Society”

P
Katsuyuki Murata

Abstract

This paper aims to work on what has been known as a “postracial society” thesis
through a reconsideration of Barack Obama’s “A More Perfect Union” speech,
which he gave on March 18, 2008. Obama’s silence on racial issues has been
presumed to be one of his rhetorical characteristics and/or tactics. Therefore,
the speech, which he delivered in the midst of the heated presidential race, was
nothing but exceptional. What is the specific background on which Obama decided
to give the speech? How does the rhetoric and logic of the speech relate to his
thoughts and personal history? What are the arguments for or against the speech?
These are among lots of questions which interconnect each other.

There is no doubt that we always have to be conscious of the difficulty of talking
about race without reinforcing racial stereotypes or distorted views which are still
widespread in American society rather than destroying them. I am fully aware
that this piece’s attempt to focus on the relationships between Obama’s thoughts
and America’s racism could paradoxically end up defining him a priori as a “racial
being.” The very decision to pick up an issue of racism as the key point, despite
there are countless approaches to analyze Obama, could help acknowledge the
argument that a black politician should “naturally” be discussed within a racial
framework. In other words, we could paradoxically strengthen the very racial
stereotypes which at the outset we tried to criticize. In a sense, this paper is a
tentative trial to struggle with this racial paradox.
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AFADLEPTERENS: [3BEFDODILE S22 ] L vH IR, BAOELSIREN
DEDVRVESVE —ER LT 2L THEoLR L V) FHIOMFICREANERATIE L&D X
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JFHITRIBITH D (F Oy Ry IN=27 20124F)
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X5 &9 %3S (inflammatory and appalling remarks) Of5 R R IZIEH 2 EOCTEDTH S,
COMFDTFHEE Lo TVDLEDESIIHN L ThELYF T o CERZFEICLTBY, Mt
HLTwaE, TTRUIEDETH OV, b LboERZEZEGO, FEHEE
Dl Lbe a2 MiT5NE%5E)REEL. kb bbOTHIL, bz LIS IR
The - - FETLHIZ, MEERSTVDLEIA MORS2 T o ZFANL I LIETER
WOTHS] LFHETHHFAL TS (Obama 2008b) .

2. BERILEh 3 54 DR OBIE

FA MBI & 230 THEEE] ° [EEs ] & oSESY Y » XA For/bTY)
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HAREICT T EETER V. WX, BAKS— X VBEZENICE M) =7 1 fi—%
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DIERPHEF AN SN R T NI R 5RO TH L, ZOMICHE L C BEEETH LN —-
ANYRYy I A T2a=TE, M) ST ARSIIBTEAELZIIHE T E W TAIEHR LT
[EAAN] B boTiE% <, WEHE YA - 7oy flET o RS VI EReEo7 7))
HRT AV ANCHRZDODOSHMREM 2 DOZEHHT L, ThAY R vy Ak, 54
MEMOB LT A ) AHFNZE L T, ZOHENSEREL 2 L) 2EOEEZBARRICE
VT 2B OFEE &) SUIROAENCE 2 51, [BEFIZH LB X (biblical jeremiad) | o #FY
ERADIENTEDL, LT 5, BABSOERICEET LT, 72U BBV TITHRL
Pk, BAPEAD»EZDLTHAZE2ES CHWTE 7 [ME 2R 2 HHDEH (jeremiad
tradition of preaching) ] %25, 74 MIEIOFEDIEME Lo TVWIDTH L, NV F) v
Zd, THPICHET SN2 261X, 94 POBEED T LEE2FES2BlO—DTHD, bok b
BB THo TOMEBEWIZ R o TV IT R, bzLzb b FLEEOROKERNICHHEL
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TeHBOBF LML ZRKA T D, TAY S OITHICET 274 NETOFHEOKFIE, 2 T4
TIZEBEMP 2T [Z4 %84 Th Y [IEEREHE] THolzy AV FY v 7 A
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BHioFEE & BEICO W CEERE LN O E Mo TWwize T ebo/) 2Ty 1A LR
HTHDLI L ERMEED S I ) =T 1 Hx L ORREHED DILEE) T2 &l L 72
Chkam, ANTIETA MUREREL T A2 22 2 M) ST 4 s & ORBRE MR LB
2B & L TZIF T2 (Obama 2008b) o

P, 2L OB EYNSELS, Lo EEREFIK 2B TI A MEfiliE o [l
RENROT B NEH o7z, LFEEEC, TTRME (ARME) EEIROBAL LTT ) #ita0
MNEFEREMGABC > TE72T4 FERYNHETE I LIZ. 7T A HHESIKIKRE LCTHEEET
HANFEERE ZNNBET 2 MEICHT 2 ANYHGOR &R LEE 2 EY L RETH L RIS
NAHGEHRMED B o7 [RMWZ T A MBI ] & B LS v XD BB, FHEO
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campaign of hope) ZERLODOBA/LEDRY L WHIHEE ) FLHHTL I LIE, FSIH
RES227259, BE—DOTOHME) T LIFFHFSNL V. I [FT] E, Avber Iy —
B CPHETICA v =TV 20 ORERL LI L LD THS] & (Jackson 2009a: 24) 6

FN@ZIZ, 3HISHIAT o 7237402 b B LA [ L V& mi ] ik, [FERI A4 b
HORHEH ] 2 SR Al BV TR B IEG T 5 L) [FH] I ATH o7z, £
LThbobbEERILLELT, 74 MfifE 2 ANEICET2HLOBME )L R S
NEBPT L X oD% 572D TH 5,

FNREEDT =T - T KNAF—=THLTA 714y F- 77y Fid, KEHERTR
D6 HANATONIA V7 Ca—D %M T [ L0kl ] EilomikizowThitn b,
P Z g, YEEER EFEFEE & L TORBIZBDLNLT 2 ) AR EROEIS %5, F3<id [¥
HT- bMJECa—] e [PhT- B 4L ROMEE EMELHRL T2 F
INYHFES 722 L R RETDF L DD L) B DSDONT WA, FfiIiz+ /3~ H 54
FA MRENCET A2 A2 EE 0 ESVH L2, [COARICET A AE—F2HS TR /2
Vo Y HAD R PIALE DT WA ] E DR E W LN As, A0 T H R OIS
EfedEs, WU HOFR2KICENE 7T v o N —%flioTT7 7wl uy FIZHEE L7
FOLFERGALZD L[ INEFTORD 72 RHHN R HREZE VD T ED%h ) 9 (This
is why you should be president.) ] & A=V TRIE L7z, X ETHALZEZ RN S5I T )b -
FNTRFINTDT RNAF =R ALZEDREIRL Tz, W) 727bray FOJEIFIZIL,
TERACEREDR NI L SN D, 2 FR 22 LGz e LTh, AN T ) A7 2l
FTH o7z ZTLTHENIZETICBMLTRER) Y- 2RI L RfERRTE
b L E2572%59 (Jackson 2009b: 232-34) o

NANATBRIETTHALE V) REREIED 72128 &, AN ZREEICHEAIT > Tz
DITIELBEAALD o HHZIT)BERERANEZONTWDTH DL, [L)5ehihHE
L EmHOBEEIE, FEERNEMEVITCTOL o EBRMNR T A I TIVT 4 TIIH b EDE
vy =il Hbi/z (Hendricks 2009: 173), AFHIZ RIS % i3 & BEEIGAHH 0 K i & ke 5 2
CEDOLIEO D V)RR, [ 714 MliFwg] & MRS e wizo,
EHIIEASOANTE (13 5 WIEHE) BikofRR %@ L CQRITAMEE L TOBEORE S
TR OT LD UETH o7 DF DIHIIL. [T 4 MUFS ] %o <5 IHMY % SR
D7D TIE RS, HLLETENEZRZMELTTRTOT X A NIZFED 2205 2 &\ ) FEMIY 7
MBDLDIZ R ENDL L V) LI LERDT VI N TN /2DTH 5,

2. [&0RELEH] WHOV NIy 2O Yy

COLXHICSHISHD [ L) eeidil| Mk, HIRFTHAOODOEEDE TH 5 & Fk
W7 A)HERICHS OBBELET U DI T H o7z T A TR ED b~
A - AZWV—1E [ (A8~ ] ik, BiflcE2 0 Tid % . EREOfBEE - TH Wit
PRICE 2720 ZOMEET, JI5R RS ILHIZ B X REB AT - 72205, ZIUEH@E RS
NETOEELREGGIAMICL S ANEIZHET2HmBOLNTH Lo L B EROBERVHDOTH -
oo o s INEDL, INTERLETF S EFZFNDLICEREN ETHo 72 KL, BF
IZHEYR D 5722 LR ZOHEENBEDERG T LI L2, 22 rbomOzigds s a3t
BORDFERFERIZ 3R 5 2 LTy ZOERIELIMMEL TV LGRS HT 7200
AEETAHIONFEIZEZE LB L] O ERZHHT S (Sugrue 2009: 118), [ £ )5
I HHIIED L) RERTERIECON. HDHVIEFNTIERENA ) A7 REEITIC
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BrOoZ ENTELZDDP. F T, D725 TEH 5%, EHOBMKNLEHNEEL N >
JIEHT AL TINHDH%F 272 (Obama 2008a) o

HHE, 221FEH—— 2 F V) 1787THFE——I2 [ I ) DERFT] I B 62T o 72
MY ESOEFREVI) [H D79 D%\ WEER (improbable experiment) [\ 25510 F %,
HE % X2 580 E TG & v ) ZOEOFESE] 12X - THRE T Sz BEEIE.
FALERFDHAE T H E T L o THEBIZREME 572 F FThHo7ce TAY I EEZDOCH
FIE. 2% 0 [HOTFTCTOFELRTRME] %o 2EEIWEH E2BFRT 5 L) TIEOMY
B B DHCITHEFOTEEAROGREE L CREE N5 & W) FELURB A, R0 » —
VEFTHET L, AT HYOBABME I CFARGOIANLEDHNEIEFN, AA
DAL £ —fICAERFR L. R ICMEBRED VD L W) FER BN OREEH. BE
DR AR 2 LA L 727 A ) B ERWFEOVAAADONINIEE SN TWD HIE, ML) EE
Thb

OB T AFENFHTE AP o7 F )00 N EH ) THA BEROSIFSE
RERT, blhlol bz [BATEL] bahdarrr—s—bwnElLizL, [HE
ODEANTIERV] a2 F7—y—bnE L, ¥ 20T HNFRZEOH
BEE, ANEESRIZEICRZ 2138 E 7> T E Lz,

This is not to say that race has not been an issue in the campaign. At various stages in
the campaign, some commentators have deemed me either “too black” or “not black
enough.” We say racial tensions bubble to the surface during the week before the South

Carolina primary.

NEIRI 232 TR BR ) BT T E 72 A NI 5T ABE W) F =< ~DRA D
FEDEEEDO—DTH - 7210 E N NI LI, ZEREOP L THERBEPEILTWDEIEDRS
LIDPDZDe HATBATEL | [HOBATERW] Wt ZEHETILICL- T,
INDORETLEENKEMNLEFENTIELRALOLOBRELLHIHEINEOTH S
EWVI) ISR AR 52 5,

b, SRO#EZEETAEZ D Chimbt e O bIFaEie 7z b DIZZL L7201,
DWIDOTHEMIZEDZ L TY .+ - MFT, BDZLOPDOTOREITHL Y = L~
47 - 4 MiliH, NEBOEZILTL723 TR, b LAboEOEAS EER
KO A RMBERBW LS ELZ M- TEPLTWL0EHICLE L, FOR
fEEEEVRZCHADBADR LI ICELELLDTT,

And yet, it has only been in the last couple of weeks that the discussion of race in this
campaign has taken a particularly divisive turn.... On the other end, we' ve heard my
former pastor, Reverend Jeremiah Wright, use incendiary language to express views that
have the potential not only to widen the racial divide, but views that denigrate both the

greatness and the goodness of our nation; that rightly offend white and black alike.

CITIA MEIANOERPIILO TR ENT WS, HEOMEE WA (the potential) |
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ELTHBLTWDHIZEETH L, 22T [FEINAE%E (incendiary language) | &£ \29
FKHEE->TWDEA, SHI4HOFHETIE [MIENTE-> &34 L9 %5%E (inflammatory and
appalling remarks) | & &3 TW>72 (Obama 2009b) o

ZTDE) GBI A MiOFEHEZ, Do LI T TICHMEICHE L T F L,
ZNTH ELEEMIIE > TE T T4 M7 A 7 OENBGE LWL ESE 2 # L
ST LDV LEEEH LD LP A>TV ? b ELATT, b
LAPBRIES TV D LS, HAMEEBEL PR VL) 2T T T 502 EHEF
RIENDEN? AR HYET ROBBERBOLZ CIZAETERVE W) EEiE
CFo72m? b BAHATY . A SADRIMRHESL, 7 EDIEEITHH I L 72k
BBH Y PEBNTTH, THERLT T,

I have already condemned, in unequivocal terms, the statements of Reverend Right that
have caused such controversy. For some, nagging questions remain. Did I know him to
be an occasionally fierce critic of American domestic and foreign policy? Of course. Did I
ever hear him make remarks that could be considered controversial while I sat in church?
Yes. Did I strongly disagree with many of his political views? Absolutely—just as I m sure
many of you have heard remarks from your pastors, priests, or rabbis with which you

strongly disagreed.

FNIDTA VRO RBE T 20 v i, FRICHFORLRETH -
7oo ANV DFAQMICEAM WA HLHE L TWL I LhbiE, TOKLINRmEIZEL
TEEWE EDLE VBRI PP R D, T4 MIETIOZ & 2 T3S o lz b 5%5
R ORENFEOBIRIN ) A7 # B AL T2 TIE AR5 9 2 3H14HOFHHTIX
[COmFDERE > TWDE T A MO, DL M) =T 1 BEDEHE
ﬁwtﬁwﬁﬁ@am&%MA%&xﬁm&#f%w cERELLEY] LB, 911%u@§
EEMS, HIVI AV AIZBATI 225 1 Z2HIET 2O CBIESBHL2b 0, &wvw) L) A
Ry TREEHLH Ox R & LT 7z (Obama 2009b) . Z DfFTId. 54 Mo @ 7% ]
SELUEAFTANELTHEETOLIZIZT, TOZEZH- Tzl 5 L) Fif ol
L7zEBbhs,

TNEDBL2DEZA, ZNBDLIZLOHSLTA MEOTRTTIEDY A, D72
L2S204E DL ERTIC & o 728D IZ b7z LE XY A MBI~ EEE AFHE WIS
FELELRINE ROV, WOLAZAELALVATIT R NE RS v, £
ABA TN AW TL .

But the truth is, that isn’ t all that I know of the man. The man I met more than twenty

years ago is a man who helped introduce me to my Christian faith, a man who spoke to

me about our obligations to love one another, to care for the sick and lift up the poor.

N, DIELP M) ZTAHETREBRLZZZLTY, ZOEICHLMOENHE L
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This has been my experience at Trinity. Like other predominantly black churches across
the country, Trinity embodies the black community in its entirety—the doctor and the
welfare mom, the model student and the former gang-banger. Like other black churches,
Trinity s services are full of raucous laughter and sometimes bawdy humor. They are
full of dancing, clapping, screaming and shouting that may seem jarring to the untrained
ear. The church contains in full the kindness and cruelty, the fierce intelligence and the
shocking ignorance, the struggles and successes, the love and yes, the bitterness and bias

that make up the black experience in America.
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And this helps explain, perhaps, my relationship with Reverend Wright. As imperfect
as he may be, he has been like family to me. He strengthened my faith, officiated my
wedding, and baptized my children. Not once in my conversations with him have I
heard him talk about any ethnic group in derogatory terms, or treat whites with whom
he interacted with anything but courtesy and respect. He contains within him the
contradiction—the good and the bad—of the community that he has served diligently for
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I can no more disown him than I can disown the black community. I can no more disown
him than I can disown my white grandmother—a woman who helped raise me, a woman
who sacrificed again and again for me, a woman who loves me as much as she loves
anything in this world, but a woman who once confessed her fear of black men who
passed by her on the street, and who on more than one occasion has uttered racial or

ethnic stereotypes that made me cringe.
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But race is an issue that I believe this nation cannot afford to ignore right now. We would
be making the same mistake that Reverend Wright made in his offending sermons about
America—to simplify and stereotype and amplify the negative to the point that it distorts
reality. The fact is that the comments that have been made and the issues that have
surfaced over the last few weeks reflect the complexities of race in this country that
we' ve never really worked through—a part of our union that we have yet to perfect. And
if we walk away now, if we simply retreat into our respective corners, we will never be
able to come together and solve challenges like health care, or education, or the need
to find good jobs for every American. Understanding this reality requires a reminder
of how we arrived at this point. As William Faulkner once wrote, “The past isn’ t dead
and buried. In fact, it isn’ t even past.” We do not need to recite here the history of
racial injustice in this country. But we do need to remind ourselves that so many of the
disparities that exist in the African-American community today can be directly traced to
inequalities passed on from an earlier generation that suffered under the brutal legacy of

slavery and Jim Crow.
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B bnblwn) FNTORMERMIZ, — R L TIEEIES ) (seamless) THb, BEH L,
[COEDNEHAIEZORELZHEETS] S 2BMET 2D TIERWVE W) SHIE, T
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This is the reality in which Reverend Wright and other African-Americans of his
generation grew up. They came of age in the late fifties and early sixties, a time when

segregation was still the law of the land and opportunity was systematically constricted.

FONT ORI REE WL T 2 — - Vv s EOT RMESER A0 B AR ) 5 B
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Even for those blacks who did make it, questions of race, and racism, continue to define
their worldview in fundamental ways. For the men and women of Reverend Wright' s
generation, the memories of humiliation and doubt and fear have not gone away, nor
has the anger and the bitterness of those of years. That anger may not get expressed in
public, in front of white co-workers or white friends.

ZORVENP LT LOEENLZLOLIIBRY FHA, Lo0E A, BEOMER #
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That anger is not always productive; indeed, all too often it distracts attention from
solving real problems; it keeps us from squarely facing our own complicity in our
condition, and prevents the African-American community from forging the alliances it
needs to bring about real change. But the anger is real; it is powerful; and to simply wish
it away, to condemn it without understanding its roots only serves to widen the chasm of

misunderstanding that exists between the races.
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In fact, a similar anger exists within segments of the white community. Most working- and
middle-class white Americans don’ t feel that they have been particular privileged by their
race. Their experience is the immigrant experience—as far as they re concerned, no

one s handed them anything.
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Just as black anger often proved counterproductive, so have white resentments distracted
attention from the real culprits of the middle class squeeze.... And yet, to wish away
the resentments of white Americans, to label them as misguided or even racist, without
recognizing they are grounded in legitimate concerns—this too widens the racial divide,
and blocks the path to understanding. This is where we are right now. It' s a racial

stalemate we' ve been stuck in for years.
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For the African-American community, that path means embracing the burdens of our
past without becoming victims of our past. It means continuing to insist on a full measure
of justice in every aspect of American life. But it also means binding our particular
grievances—for better health care, and better schools, and jobs—to the larger aspirations
of all Americans—the white woman struggling to break the glass ceiling, the white man

who' s been laid off, the immigrant trying to feed his family.
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Ironically, this quintessentially American—and yes, conservative—notion of self-help
found frequent expression in Reverend Wright' s sermons. But what my former pastor
too often failed to understand is that embarking on a program of self-help also requires a
belief that society can change. The profound mistake of Reverend Wright' s sermons is not
that he spoke about racism in our society. It' s that he spoke as if our society was static; as
if no progress has been made; ...But what we know—what we have seen—is that America
can change. That is true genius of this nation. What we have already achieved gives us

hope—the audacity of hope—for what we can and must achieve tomorrow.
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In the white community, the path to a more perfect union means acknowledging that what
ails the African-American community does not just exist in the minds of black people;
that legacy of discrimination—Trinity United Church of Christ—and current incidents
of discrimination, while less overt than in the past—are real and must be addressed.... It
requires all Americans to realize that your dreams do not have to come at the expense of
my dreams; that investing in the health, welfare, and education of black and brown and

white children will ultimately help all of American prosper.
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