
The two authors of this article offer alternative readings of Barack Obama’s July
27, 2004, address to the 2004 Democratic National Convention (DNC) as an
experiment in interracial collaborative rhetorical criticism, one in which they
“write together separately.” David A. Frank judges Obama’s speech a prophetic
effort advancing the cause of racial healing. Mark Lawrence McPhail finds
Obama’s speech, particularly when it is compared to Reverend Al Sharpton’s
DNC speech of July 28, 2004, an old vision of racelessness. Despite their different
readings of Obama’s address, both authors conclude that rhetorical scholars have
an important role to play in cultivating a climate of racial reconciliation.

I llinois state senator Barack Obama’s keynote address to the 2004
Democratic National Convention marked an important moment in the tra-

jectory of African American rhetoric. His speech earned two reasonable
responses, one upward-inflected and the other downward-inflected.1 For one
of the authors of this essay, David A. Frank, Obama articulates a post–civil
rights rhetoric intended to bring the various components of his composite
audience (an audience “embracing people differing in character, loyalties, and
functions”) into rapprochement.2 The core value at the center of Obama’s
speech is the essential equality of created individuals, and the mood he sought
to cultivate is one of “audacious hope.” Working from these foundations,
Obama nests the traumas of slavery and racism with those suffered by
American workers lacking a living wage and affordable health care, the bigotry
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faced by gays and Arab Americans, and an America in the wake of 9/11.
Commencing from these disparate traumas, Obama encourages his compos-
ite audience to walk the path of commonality, and in the process, offers a
rhetoric of consilience, an approach in which disparate members of a compos-
ite audience are invited to “jump together” out of their separate experiences in
favor of a common set of values or aspirations.3

Obama’s rhetoric of consilience can foster reconciliation. It also is the sym-
bolic strategy of what Mark Lawrence McPhail terms “coherence” (a conscious
understanding and integration of difference in order to transform division)
because it acknowledges that many members of his composite audience have
and are suffering from shared and unique traumas that can be worked through
with multiracial and class coalitions appealing to the ideal of justice. In contrast
to Reverend Al Sharpton’s speech, which emphasized the African American
trauma, Obama’s rhetoric of consilience offers an effective discursive strategy
for working through the trauma of slavery and segregation, emphasizing the
essential nature of human equality and the need for multiple agencies of
responsibility and action.4 It thus has the potential of moving Americans
beyond the complicity of racial division and toward coherent reconciliation.5

For author Mark Lawrence McPhail, Obama’s speech offers little hope for
reconciling an America divided by racial difference and indifference.
Compared to Reverend Sharpton’s speech, Obama’s message ignored and
obscured America’s racial realities, and even though both men expressed faith
in an idealized America, just the mention of racial issues earned Sharpton the
dubious (dis)honor of “having hijacked the convention.”6 Both speeches
reflect, albeit differently, what W. E. B. Du Bois described as the twoness of
black discourse and identity: the double-consciousness of being both African
and American,7 and each reveals the tension between believing in the
“promise” of American ideals and the knowledge of the broken promises of
America’s racial realities. Obama’s “post-racial” rhetoric was celebrated and
embraced as a “transcendence of the very concerns that minority politicians
have championed in the Party for decades.”8 Juxtaposed against Sharpton’s
address, Barack Obama’s rhetoric reveals “a troubling public expectation . . .
that yearns for a denial of America’s racial history as well as its contemporary
consequences.”9 Indeed, the response to Sharpton’s address suggests that even
the indirect referencing of racism continues to traumatize many white
Americans, and it is their trauma that must be addressed if we are to consider
seriously the possibility of coherent racial reconciliation.

For McPhail, the positive response to Obama’s address should then be read
not as a new vision of race, but as an old vision of racelessness that warrants a
critical response comparable to that offered by Socrates in the dialogue 
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Menexenus: “there is no difficulty in a man’s winning applause when he is con-
tending for fame among the persons whom he is praising.”10 Obama’s speech
appeals to those ideological impulses at work in the rhetoric of white racial
recovery,11 and the conception of equality he embraces reifies the ideologies of
innocence and positive self-presentation that characterize contemporary
rhetorics of whiteness and modern racism.12 Obama appeals to the abstrac-
tions and ideals of a transcendent social contract while obscuring or ignoring
altogether the traumatic causes and consequences of America’s racial past:
what Charles W. Mills calls the “Racial Contract.”13 In contrast to the rhetori-
cal strategy of re-signing the racial contract, Obama resigns race for his audi-
ence, and eliminates any need for Americans to address the symbolic and
social pathologies of white privilege and power.

We approach these two reasonable responses to Obama’s speech as an
experiment in rhetorical criticism, David A. Frank as a white American of
Jewish and Quaker heritage, and Mark Lawrence McPhail as an African
American influenced by Eastern spiritual philosophies. As rhetorical scholars
we share both an interest in collaboration and a willingness to weave together
voices that have different interpretations of Obama’s address into a narrative
that results in what Chaïm Perelman and Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca call a “con-
tact of minds.”14 We acknowledge that our judgments of the Obama address
are influenced by our ethnic and cultural backgrounds, and accordingly we
“write together separately.”15 Ultimately, we see our effort as both a problem-
atic and a potentially fruitful endeavor to address rhetorical theory and public
discourse as they deal with issues of race. While we disagree on many points
about Obama’s speech, we nonetheless agree on the importance of, and need
for, racial reconciliation.

Toward this end, we have divided the paper into three sections. In the first
section, David Frank offers an upward-inflected assessment of Obama’s
speech as an act of “working through” trauma with a rhetoric of consilience.
Mark McPhail responds by countering that the Obama speech compromises
its rhetorical coherence by maximizing the abstract ideals of the social con-
tract while minimizing the concrete realities of the racial contract. Obama’s
address does indeed signal a “post-racial” rhetorical shift toward coherence,
yet the degree to which this shift can move African and European Americans
beyond the divisions of historic and contemporary racial traumas constitutes
the stasis of our debate. In order to move beyond debate and toward dialogue,
we conclude by considering the possibilities that our alternative readings of
Obama’s address might offer for enriching rhetorical studies of racial recon-
ciliation, and the challenges and opportunities that our collaboration presents
for studying the rhetoric of racism.
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DAVID A. FRANK: IN CELEBRATION OF OBAMA’S RHETORIC

OF CONSILIENCE

The speeches Obama and Sharpton delivered to the convention represent two
narrative responses to the traumas suffered by African Americans. These
speeches, I believe, illustrate the intertwining of psychology and rhetoric; the
continuing legacy of rhetoric, particularly when cast to persuade the compos-
ite audience, in affecting material, legal, and cultural change for African
Americans; and the power of Obama’s speech as a prophetic multiracial nar-
rative. Rhetoric, and in particular, narratives, are critically important in man-
aging trauma. Jerome D. Frank and Julia B. Frank observe in their definitive
Persuasion and Healing: “rhetoric and a related discipline, hermeneutics, may
prove to have more in common with psychotherapy than either religion or
empiricism.”16 Dominick LaCapra, in a series of books, explains how narra-
tives can “act out” and “work through” the consequences of trauma.17 The per-
ceived absence of metaphysical foundations for justice and value choice and
such historical losses as slavery, the Holocaust, and other traumas can provoke
“acting out” (the repetitive rehearsal of a past trauma) and invite “working
through” (an act of analysis producing interpretations allowing for responsi-
ble control of trauma) through symbolic and nonsymbolic action. Reading
African American discourse through the prism of trauma studies weds psy-
chology and rhetoric. This reading begins with the pathologies left in the wake
of slavery and segregation, the primary exigence inviting the discursive
responses of African Americans, and, I believe, the key roles played by social
movement rhetoric, oratory, and argument in the dismantlement of slavery
and legal segregation, striking achievements that must be yoked to the trau-
matic aftershocks that these two institutions created.

These aftershocks, and continuing de facto racism, help to explain the
plight faced by African Americans in this century.18 With the fall of institu-
tionalized slavery in the nineteenth century and legal segregation in the
twentieth century, blacks made significant progress. I acknowledge that this
progress should be read contrapuntally with trends of resegregation and
the continuing disparities between whites and African Americans. While
pointing to the significant progress that African Americans have made
since the civil rights era in income, ownership of homes, voting, and edu-
cation, Lee A. Daniels and Rose Jefferson-Frazier in their National Urban
League report nonetheless observe that “there are still notable gaps
between African Americans and whites, especially in the area of economics
that reveal major challenges in the pursuit of equality and opportunity.”19

Their report documents evidence of progress and regress, a warrant for both
optimism and skepticism. The progress that has been made is due, in part,

574 RHETORIC & PUBLIC AFFAIRS



to the construction and reconstruction of narratives and an adroit use of the
symbol, a legacy justifying some hope for the present and future.

The institution of slavery, which endured for over 244 years, eventually
yielded to the Quaker-inspired abolition movement, reflecting the historical
reality that “abolitionism was born with the American republic.”20

Abolitionists did not give up as they “worked consistently to destroy slavery
and racial injustice in these years [1776–1864], their strategy and tactics con-
stantly evolved.” 21 The antislavery advocates made use of a host of discursive
acts and appeals, including nonviolent resistance, petitions, legal briefs, and
rational and emotional arguments, and drew upon the religious and
Enlightenment principles that many of their audience members found per-
suasive. David Zarefsky has detailed how the Lincoln-Douglas debates func-
tioned as “both agent and index of social and cultural change,”22 and Garry
Wills’s close reading of Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address illustrates how the speech
“makes history” 23 by “impos[ing] a symbol” to “effect an intellectual revolu-
tion. No other words could have done it.”24 Lincoln, Wills concludes, used the
speech to call “up a new nation out of the blood and trauma” with a revolu-
tionary reading of the Declaration of Independence and the notion of equal-
ity. In this speech, Lincoln creates a nation out of the states and demolishes the
justification for slavery.

One hundred years later, legal segregation fell to the civil rights movement,
which also deployed a sophisticated nonviolent strategy consisting of power-
ful rhetorical appeals and found support in an emerging progressive political
agenda. According to Cornel West, a legacy of success can be claimed from the
twentieth-century labor and civil rights movements:

Under Roosevelt the organized power of working people was made legitimate,

and under Johnson one-half of all black people and elderly (of all colors) were

lifted out of poverty. These achievements—resulting from intense organized

struggle—may feel so far away, in both time and possibility, that holding them

up as models may seem pointless. But reclaiming this powerful democratic

legacy is precisely the mission before the Democratic Party today.25

With the assassinations of minister Malcolm X, the Reverend Martin
Luther King Jr., and Robert Kennedy, the fragmentation of progressive move-
ments in the late 1960s, and the rise of the New Right, the Roosevelt-Johnson
model withered. The failure of the old and new left, and of the larger progres-
sive movement to cultivate common ground, identity, and values expressed in
a cogent narrative explains, in part, why the progress made during the civil
rights era has crested, and in some ways, regressed.26 In the late 1960s, the pro-
gressive narrative dissolved into a mélange of competing identity groups, each
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with its own trauma, grievance, and demand. The southern strategy of the
Republicans complemented the splintering of the left into “identity groups.”
This combination produced a conservative majority that divided blacks and
whites, many of whom shared economic deprivation.

Lacking a narrative that could braid the ethnic groups around a shared
purpose, neoliberals appeased blacks and appealed to whites, playing both
sides against the other. Clinton’s “Sister Souljah strategy,” in which he directly
confronted Jesse Jackson to secure a greater share of the Southern white vote,
is a prime illustration.27Al Gore sought but did not achieve a similar oppor-
tunity in the 2000 election to distance himself from Reverend Sharpton.
Some believe Gore lost because he was perceived to be “an Al Sharpton
Democrat.”28In the wake of King’s death, the civil rights movement, led by
men such as Jesse Jackson and Al Sharpton, has failed to craft an effective
multiracial narrative.

This history forms the backdrop of the Sharpton and Obama speeches to
the 2004 Democratic Convention. Sharpton presented a narrative that invoked
the material realities of the racial contract, one that featured African American
trauma with a narrative that rehearsed traditional themes, reinforcing the val-
ues of those who attended the convention and other like-minded observers,
but not reaching beyond them. In contrast, Obama’s narrative harkened back
to the Roosevelt-Johnson legacy of shared purpose and coalition, and
embraced a vision of America grounded in the enlightened ideals of a social
contract that espoused human equality, dignity, and justice regardless of race,
class status, or ethnic origin.

SHARPTON AND OBAMA AT THE 2004 DNC

In his address, Al Sharpton reminded his audience that Abraham Lincoln
signed the Emancipation Proclamation, and that blacks were promised 40
acres and a mule, which they did not receive. Sharpton recounted the failure
of America to live up to its promise to black America. He did weave into this
thesis references to other ethnic groups, but the speech centered on the civil
rights movement and the reparations owed to African Americans. The speech
climaxes with this declaration to George Bush:

You said the Republican Party was the party of Lincoln and Frederick Douglass.

It is true that Mr. Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation, after which

there was a commitment to give 40 acres and a mule. That’s where the argument,

to this day, of reparations starts. We never got the 40 acres. We went all the way

to Herbert Hoover, and we never got the 40 acres. We didn’t get the mule. So we

decided we’d ride this donkey as far as it would take us.29
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Sharpton’s narrative casts George Bush as the obstacle to, and the
Democratic Party as a tool for, reparations. His speech fails to sufficiently
acknowledge that many whites in the audience were suffering from the after-
shocks of their own traumas. The speech also does not grant blacks the agency
to deal with the conditions they face nor allow that Democrats and John Kerry
needed the adherence of some white southerners to win the White House.
While it may be noble and cathartic to speak unvarnished truths, reinforcing
the values of those who already agree, African Americans have made the most
progress when they have nested their politics and fate in multiracial move-
ments, casting rhetorical visions designed to persuade a composite audience.

Accordingly, Kim Forde-Mazrui argues with great force that the traditional
moral claim for reparations, which the Sharpton’s speech represents, must be
recast.30 She marshals evidence that opponents and supporters of affirmative
action and reparations can be bridged by rooting the issues in conservative
moral terms: “a constructive discourse . . . [which] draw[s] upon principles
that are either accepted by opponents of affirmative action or are widely
accepted by American society as relevant to questions of attributing collective
responsibility for the harmful effects of wrongful conduct.” 31 These principles
would draw from universal values and set forth a language of justice that tran-
scends race. First, she identifies the need to emphasize corrective justice as a
principle, one that applies to all those who have experienced historical injus-
tice. Second, she argues that society and the American nation should be the
agent identified as both the cause of the injustice and the source of rectifica-
tion. Forde-Mazrui’s impulse to seize conservative values and use them to
ground arguments in favor of reparations and affirmative action represents a
constructive alternative to Sharpton’s rehearsal.

Using an approach similar to that of Forde-Mazrui, Obama’s speech
drew from his multiracial background to craft a speech designed to bridge
the divides between and among ethnic groups. He writes in his moving
autobiography, Dreams from My Father, “I learned to slip back and forth
between my black and white worlds, understanding that each possessed its
own language and customs and structures of meaning, convinced that with
a bit of translation on my part the two worlds would eventually cohere.”32

Coherence, Obama writes, is a function of translation and the capacity to
move between and among worlds. He was repulsed by whites who used
racist language, and could not use the phrase “white folks” as a synonym for
bigot as it was undercut by the memories of the love and nonracist impulses
of his white mother and grandfather.33 His speech at the convention
reflects, as McPhail notes, an ability to integrate competing visions of real-
ity. Obama did so by using a rhetorical strategy of consilience, where under-
standing results through translation, mediation, and an embrace of
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different languages, values, and traditions. This embrace was intended to
inspire a “jumping together” to common principles.

His political success in Illinois is due to the use of consilience in search of
coherence: Obama devised a narrative approach that acknowledged the trau-
mas experienced by nonblacks, doing so without diminishing the need to
address African American exigences. In the process, he enacts consilience,
beginning with the multiple traumas affecting the broader community and
bridging them to the transcendent value of justice. In his extended New
Republic profile, Noam Scheiber observes:

Whereas many working-class voters are wary of African American candidates,

whom they think will promote black interests at the expense of their own, they

simply don’t see Obama in these terms. This allows him to appeal to white vot-

ers on traditional Democratic issues like jobs, health care, and education—just

like a white candidate would.34

Obama, by all reports, appeals to audiences of mixed racial and economic
backgrounds. A close reading of his speech to the Democratic convention
reveals his use of consilience to achieve coherence.

Obama refers to Lincoln in the beginning and celebrates Jefferson’s
notion in the Declaration of Independence that “We hold these truths to be
self evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their
Creator with certain unalienable rights . . .” By using Jefferson as a touch-
stone, one observer noted, “Obama also broke the mold; African-American
politicians have not cited those words without sarcasm and qualification for
many years . . .”35 The choice to feature the value of equality, of course, begins
with Jefferson in the eighteenth century, is redefined by Lincoln in the nine-
teenth to include blacks, and is made urgent by King in the twentieth century.
Here, Obama calls for a reaffirmation of American values of equality and lib-
erty, all the while indicating that such precepts have not been fulfilled, and
that the country has not lived up to this creed. His use of consilience is in evi-
dence when he includes issues of class, civil liberties, and race in his argu-
ment, appealing to a composite audience including Arab Americans, gays,
and other identity groups to make use of their shared American values in
making their claims.

In addition to reaffirming a commitment to equality, Obama also repeated
the word hope 11 times, and the mood of the speech is crystallized by his affir-
mation of the “audacity of hope.” He then inoculates against the response that
he was naïve of the need for material change:
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I’m not talking about blind optimism here—the almost willful ignorance that

thinks unemployment will go away if we just don’t think about it, or the health

care crisis will solve itself if we just ignore it.36

Without the possibility of hope, there can be no coherence. In turn, Obama
roots this call for hope in an “awesome God,” one that he was quick to praise
as a bridge between blue and red states, and to acknowledge “things unseen.”
The strategy of consilience is given concrete form when he links members of
the composite audience, divided by historical trauma, class, and race, to the
values of equality and hope.

The most striking section of the speech is devoted to an elegant paring of
contraries (red and blue states, Democrats and Republicans, gay and straight,
prowar and antiwar Americans). In so doing, he challenges the binary think-
ing at the root of racism and other pathologies. He acknowledges the geo-
graphical, racial, political, and sexual differences in the United States and
situates them in what they share in common:

The pundits like to slice and dice our country into Red States and Blue States;

Red States for Republicans, Blue States for Democrats. . . . We worship an awe-

some God in the Blue States, and we don’t like federal agents poking around in

our libraries in the Red States. We coach Little League in the Blue States . . . we’ve

got some gay friends in the Red States. There are patriots who opposed the war

in Iraq, and there are patriots who supported the war in Iraq.

The nuance inviting attention is his refusal to obliterate difference or put the
individual in service to the many. Most important, he links the suffering of
others to his own fate, displaying a rhetorical model of empathy necessary for
transformation. There is a sense of the universal that serves the interests of all
individuals. Indeed, for progress to be made in this country there is an implicit
recognition in Obama’s speech that God and the universal principle of equal-
ity are necessary.

While he does not feature African American trauma, he does make two
comments directly about blacks. First, he challenges the identity politics that
undermined the progressive movement in the 1960s by declaring invalid the
division of the country by race: “There’s not a black America and white
America and Latino America and Asian America; there’s the United States of
America.” Second, he presents an expansive sense of agency by pairing actions
taken by the government to better secure the welfare of its people with indi-
vidual initiative. Obama stated, “children can’t achieve unless we raise their 
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expectations and turn off the television sets and eradicate the slander that says
a black youth with a book is acting white.” Here, he suggests that blacks them-
selves have some choice in the values they pursue and their own material fate.

As an Illinois legislator he consistently voted for governmental programs
designed to provide economic protection for the poor, and thus the primary
agent of structural change in his speech is the government. He gives credit to
the GI Bill for the education of his parents and the Federal Housing
Authority for the purchase of their home. Inoculating against the claim that
people become dependent on federal assistance, Obama notes, “People
don’t expect government to solve all their problems. But they sense, deep in
their bones, that with a slight change in priorities, we can make sure that
every child in America has a decent shot at life.” Indeed, Obama’s economic
policies recall the Roosevelt-Johnson legacy of government activism, one
that effectively reduced black poverty and abolished de jure racial discrimi-
nation. As one strand of a larger rhetoric of consilience, Obama assumes the
government can work in concert with other agents to achieve reconciliation
and coherence.

In conclusion, a strong case can be made that the frame used to justify repa-
rations and an apology to blacks for their time in slavery should draw on the
template displayed in this speech. To effectively work through the traumas
faced by blacks, Obama features the “American nation” and the “American
society” as the agent of rectification rather than “white people.” This distinc-
tion becomes critical both in a case for reparations and in a postracial rhetor-
ical theory as it shifts responsibility from the nonessential category of race to
that of the American people, a construct with history and legal standing, and
commanding the capacity for responsibility. Ultimately, Obama’s speech may
open up the possibility of an authentic dialogue about race, and provide the
narrative necessary for multiracial coalitions and the contact of minds neces-
sary for progressive change. It does so through using a strategy of consilience
to achieve reconciliation and coherence.

MARK LAWRENCE MCPHAIL: OBAMA’S MENEXENUSIAN MESSAGE

David Frank’s foregoing characterization of Barack Obama’s address to the
2004 National Democratic Convention is certainly consistent with my own
conceptualization of coherence as a discursive strategy that seeks identifica-
tion in the face of division. Obama’s appeal to “what Lincoln called the better
angels of our nature”37 draws upon the resources of rhetorical coherence in
numerous ways: it embraces the ideals of American culture instead of reject-
ing them; it focuses on those commonalities that connect us instead of invok-
ing the differences that divide us; and it resists argumentative essentialism and
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oppositionality and invokes instead discursive appeals that might reasonably
be read as a “strategy for construction of a new order.” Obama’s speech can, as
Frank suggests, be read as a shift away from complicity and toward coherence
in African American discourse, and as a postracial or postoppositional
rhetoric of consilience that could reconcile the traumatic histories of slavery
and segregation and move Americans more effectively toward racial reconcil-
iation. I wish to argue, however, that while Obama’s rhetoric of consilience
approximates dialogic coherence, it nonetheless falls short of the discursive
demands of racial reconciliation.

Obama weaves a therapeutic narrative of opportunity for all, where the
“blessed” African (the name “Barak” we are told means “blessed”) is blessed
with opportunity in a “tolerant” and “generous” America, an America where
“you don’t have to be rich to achieve your potential.” Obama breaks down
binary oppositions when he contends that “there’s not a liberal America and a
conservative America—there’s the United States of America. There’s not a
black America and white America and Latino America and Asian America;
there’s the United States of America.” As such, we “are one people, all of us
pledging allegiance to the stars and stripes, all of us defending the United
States of America.” Obama’s appeal to identification and unity illustrates the
use of consilience, the linking of diverse voices and values, to achieve coher-
ence, the finding of similarity in difference, of unum in pluribus.

Indeed, Obama draws upon the resources of empathy and identification to
envision an undifferentiated America, an America in which “we can tuck our
children in at night and know they are fed and clothed and safe from harm,”
one where we can believe in the “inescapable network of mutuality” dreamt of
four decades earlier by another eloquent African American. Obama envisions
an America grounded in the

belief that we’re all connected as one people. If there’s a child on the South Side

of Chicago who can’t read, that matters to me, even if it’s not my child. If there’s

a senior citizen somewhere who can’t pay for their prescription drugs and has to

choose between medicine and the rent, that makes my life poorer, even if it’s not

my grandparent. If there’s an Arab American family being rounded up without

benefit of an attorney or due process, that threatens my civil liberties. It is that

fundamental belief . . . that I am my brother’s keeper, I am my sisters’ keeper—

that makes this country work. It’s what allows us to pursue our individual

dreams yet still come together as one American family.

John W. Rogers Jr., CEO of Ariel Capital Management, compares Obama to
Martin Luther King Jr., arguing that he has the potential to “fill an enormous
void with his extraordinary gifts,” and serve as “a voice for the voiceless.”38 Like
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King, Obama draws upon coherent principles of identification and empathy
that address “the social and psychological divisions that undermine human
unity and cooperation.”39 Obama’s speech does, as Frank suggests, invoke con-
silience to achieve coherence by transforming his diverse audiences into one
composite audience. Unlike King, however, Obama’s ultimately fails to trans-
late consilience into coherence.

While King understood the salience and centrality of race, Obama invites
the erasure of race instead of its re-signing, and this is where his oratory
departs most radically and most unfortunately from the African American
rhetorical tradition of “spiritually inspired militancy.”40 Some who praise
Obama argue that “he represents a new form of leadership,” one that departs
from the traditional concerns of civil rights rhetoric, rhetoric marked by “a
willingness to agitate with firebrand conviction and the ability to mobilize
large groups of blacks around a common cause.” Obama’s rhetoric, however,
is “less about equal access and more about education and economic opportu-
nities,” and Obama aligns his politics with those African American leaders who
view “themselves as coalition builders and economic developers seeking to
appeal to broad constituencies and abandoning rhetoric that would tag them
as liberals.”41 While there are certainly similarities between Obama and King
in terms of rhetorical style, their substantive views on America’s racial legacy
reveal important differences between King’s achievement of coherence and
Obama’s attempt to reach it through consilience.

While King saw the ideals of democracy and equality as possibilities,
Obama idealizes them as actualities. While King called upon America to “be
true to what you said on paper,” Obama invests the paper declarations of the
past with an authority of self-evidence that has yet to be fully realized in the
present. While King was powerfully aware of the traumatic histories of slavery,
segregation, and white supremacy and the need for the nation as a whole to
consciously and conscientiously acknowledge and attend to these histories,
Obama conflates these traumas with those of other Americans in a manner
that undermines their historical specificity in order to construct a “politics of
hope.” Obama explains:

I’m not talking about blind optimism here—the almost willful ignorance that

thinks unemployment will go away if we just don’t think about it, or the health

care crisis will solve itself if we just ignore it. I’m talking about something more

substantial. It’s the hope of slaves sitting around a fire singing freedom songs;

the hope of immigrants setting out for distant shores; the hope of a young naval

lieutenant bravely patrolling the Mekong Delta; the hope of a millworker’s son

who dares to defy the odds; the hope of a skinny kid with a funny name who

believes that America has a place for him, too. . . . The audacity of hope!
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Obama’s reduction of black trauma to “slaves sitting around a fire singing free-
dom songs” romanticizes the historical realities of black suffering and borders
on the stereotypical image of the “happy darkie” of traditional racism. His lack
of any discussion of race, except to illustrate the ways in which black people
are implicated in racism when expressing the belief that “a black youth with a
book is acting white,” is troubling for much the same reason: it ignores the
structural and historical conditions that gave rise to such attitudes. And if one
substitutes “race” for either “unemployment” or “health care crisis” in Obama’s
speech, the silences of “blind optimism” and “willful ignorance” seemingly
become acceptable.

In short, Obama’s “politics of hope” might be read alternately as what
Matthew Frye Jacobson describes as a “politics of disavowal,” the rhetorical
strategy of conflating the experiences of white ethnics with persons of African
descent, and of denying the role of white power and privilege on the demoral-
izing conditions that continue to disproportionately affect the lives of black
folk in America.42 Obama’s rhetoric, while stylistically appealing, nonetheless
ignores the historical and social realities of American racism, realities that
Sharpton had the audacity to invoke in his address. Obama’s “audacious hope”
then, when juxtaposed against Sharpton’s audacious truth, leans more toward
compromise than either consilience or coherence. And it is this discursive com-
promise, I believe, that undermines the transformative and emancipatory pos-
sibilities of Obama’s rhetoric, and limits its potential for achieving coherent
reconciliation. Coherence requires connections between principles and prac-
tices to create the social transformations it envisions.

Reconciliation similarly requires the creation of “a new common history”
and not simply the rehearsal of an old mythology. “It is earned through a
sequence of personal acts: of apology, remorse, and restitution, on one side,
and by positive forgiveness on the other.”43 As Mary E. Clark explains, recon-
ciliation involves a very specific set of actions: “first, to address the past as seen
by each side; second, to identify common goals for the future; third, to develop
concrete projects to meet these goals and begin together to implement
them.”44 Obama’s speech fails to address the first of these, and instead
embraces a mythological American monologue, a narrative grounded in the
ideals of the social contract and painfully ignorant of the realities of the racial
contract. By ignoring the concrete social and material realities of America’s
racial history, and instead invoking the enlightenment ideals of its abstract
social mythology, Obama’s speech offers a Menexenusian message that, while
presented as a praising of all Americans, draws heavily upon the resources of
whiteness and its dominant rhetorical tropes: innocence, race neutrality, and
positive self-presentation. It articulates well with white racial recovery narra-
tives that silence serious discussions about race in this country.
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Read this way, Obama’s speech does not reveal a new trajectory within
African American discourse, but a compromise between the acquiescence of
assimilationist rhetorics and the oppositionality of revolutionary rhetoric. The
public space between these has been inhabited by the integrationist rhetorics
of civil rights and social justice, the concerns and themes of which were
expressed clearly in Sharpton’s speech. Unlike Obama, Sharpton views race as
deeply implicated in what the former terms the “long political darkness,” but
which the latter decries as “a vicious spirit in the body politic.” In contrast to
Obama’s narrative of an idealized America in which race is never mentioned,
Sharpton tells the story of America’s racial realities, a story in which black men
and women crafted the abstractions of freedom, justice, and democracy into
lived realities. Sharpton reminds his readers that “a Black man from Barbados
named Crispus Attucks” was the first to die in the fight for freedom, a black
woman—Fannie Lou Hamer—led the fight for equal political representation,
and it was the “firebrand convictions” of a Jesse Jackson that mobilized a vic-
tory for the Democratic Party 20 years earlier. Sharpton’s speech embodied the
very best of the African American tradition of civil rights discourse, opposi-
tional yet inclusive, affirming of fundamental values yet agitating uncompro-
misingly for their achievement in practice as well as principle.

Indeed, Sharpton’s speech is ultimately a call for coherence, one funda-
mentally grounded in the tradition of spiritually inspired militancy that artic-
ulates a strategy of reconstruction for the transformation of race in America.
Sharpton’s speech also coheres more closely with the rhetorical practices and
principles necessary for reconciliation. He explicitly notes the need for an
acknowledgment and clarification of history when he counters Bush’s
attempt to align the Republican Party of the present with “the party of
Lincoln and Frederick Douglass.” Sharpton iterates, “We got the Civil Rights
Act under a Democrat. We got the Voting Rights Act under a Democrat. We
got the right to organize under a Democrat.” He also demands atonement for
the long and sordid history of African American disenfranchisement,
enthymemically indicting Bush by invoking the 2000 election: “Mr. President,
the reason we are fighting so hard, the reason we took Florida so seriously, is
our right to vote wasn’t gained because of our age. Our vote was soaked in the
blood of martyrs, soaked in the blood of Goodman, Chaney and Schwerner,
soaked in the blood of four little girls in Birmingham. This vote is sacred to
us. This vote can’t be bargained away. This vote can’t be given away.” Finally,
Sharpton’s explicit call for reparations fulfills the requirements for reconcili-
ation, and his eloquent observation “we decided we’d ride this donkey as far
as it would take us” evokes applause from the audience—almost a full
minute—that far surpasses even the most enthusiastic response elicited by
Obama.
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Sharpton’s speech is therefore, whether viewed from the perspective of
coherent or classical rhetorical principles, far superior to Obama’s. Like King’s,
it draws on the resources of an African American tradition of spiritually
inspired discourse, and is more concerned with speaking truth to power than
praising Athenians in Athens. And like King, Sharpton does not reject the
ideals of American history and society, but instead demands that its guardians
“be true to what you said on paper.” His discourse is dialogic and inclusive,
and his invocation of Ray Charles’s rendition of “America the Beautiful” is an
amazingly powerful and eloquent peroration that re-signs, in the best tradi-
tion of black rhetoric, the racial contract: “Mr. President, we love America, not
because all of us have seen the beauty all the time. But we believed if we kept
on working, if we kept on marching, if we kept on voting, if we kept on believ-
ing, we would make America beautiful for everybody.” Sharpton tells the
unspoken story of American equality, the story in which people of African
descent have been instrumental in crafting America’s abstract ideals into social
realities.45

Yet many white commentators demonized Sharpton, and denounced his
address as “off message” and “incendiary.”46 Kimberle Williams Crenshaw
reads these criticisms as a troubling example of a larger white recovery pro-
ject: “One can’t help but infer that the media and perhaps some in the
Democratic Party just want race to go away. So significant is this sentiment
that even Sharpton’s act of telling a story of democratic redemption in the face
of repressive antidemocratic forces is seen as divisive, off-message and
demogogic.”47 The response to Sharpton’s call for a continuing commitment to
racial justice and social equality might suggest that “America . . . doesn’t want
to hear about it anymore. Al Sharpton’s telling of civil history violates their
sense of civility, even though everything he said was absolutely true, and to mil-
lions of Americans, absolutely relevant.”48 Crenshaw’s analysis offers a power-
ful commentary on the motives underlying the news media’s demonizing of
Sharpton and praising of Obama, and its potential consequences. She asserts,
“The zeal to get beyond race will hasten efforts to drive wedges between black
politicians—a move already afoot in the effort to hold up Barack Obama as ‘the
good black’ and Sharpton, Jackson and others as the ‘bad blacks.’”49 This char-
acterization of African Americans in essentialist terms is particularly problem-
atic, Crenshaw notes, because it implies that “the failure to achieve unity on
civil rights is the natural consequence of the black discursive tradition, ‘I Have
a Dream’ notwithstanding.”50 While Obama’s speech simply resigned the need
to address race in any substantive way, Sharpton’s speech re-signed the racial
contract, and signified a tradition of spiritually inspired militancy that has
called consistently for coherence and been instrumental in concretizing the
equalities and freedoms idealized in the social contract.
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Thus, while Crenshaw suggests that the difference between the rhetorics
and politics of Sharpton and Obama is “far more a difference of style than sub-
stance,”51 I would counter that their rhetorics are substantively different in
terms of their conceptions of race. Indeed, to the extent that Obama departs
from this tradition of spiritually inspired militancy that consciously re-signs
the racial contract, it is unlikely that his voice will contribute productively to a
dialogue about race that can move us closer to reconciliation and transforma-
tion. This is, ultimately, what any coherent rhetoric must achieve if it is to be
anything more than “mere” rhetoric. It must address the history of traumatic
betrayals endured by “every generation of African Americans since the white
founders of the U.S. agreed to write a compromise in the Constitution of 1789
to keep African Americans in slavery,”52 and it must move white Americans to
acknowledge that history, atone for it, and seek to repair the damage that it has
done to the American mind and spirit.

Obama’s departure from this tradition and his move toward racelessness
will do little to inspire white Americans toward a resigning of the racial con-
tract. While he acknowledges that “we have more work to do,” this work con-
sists essentially of “measuring up to the legacy of our forbearers” and
“reclaiming” the vision of an idealized America. Obama here imagines an
America freed from the traumas of racial history by the “promise” of equality.
Yet as Stephen L. Carter explains, this is a vision of America that

almost nobody really believes in but almost everybody desperately wants to. In

this vision, we are united in a common enterprise and governed by common

consent. Although the nation has problems, some of them caused by racism, we

are people of good will, aiming at a fairer, more integrated society, which we will

achieve through the actions of our essentially fair institutions.53

Carter is responding here to the failed nomination of Lani Guinier, another
African American rhetor whose discourse embraced the principles of coher-
ence and who attempted to translate them into social practice. Gunier’s analy-
sis of America’s racial realities was based not only on idealized representations
of American democracy, but on empirical evidence of the dismantling of the
Voting Rights Act, largely engineered under President Ronald Reagan,54 who,
according to Aaron David Gresson III, was the principal architect of the con-
temporary white recovery project.55

Reagan’s speech at the Neshoba County Fair in Philadelphia, Mississippi, in
1980, where he unambiguously expressed his support for “state’s rights,”
employed a southern strategy that has been exploited by Republican politi-
cians since Goldwater, “all of whom used coded racial messages to lure disaf-
fected blue collar and Southern white voters away from the Democrats.”56 The
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politics of white racial recovery gave rise to the anti-affirmative-action and
civil rights legislation that shaped the post–civil rights era, undermining racial
justice and equality by proclaiming that they had already been achieved: that
America was a “color blind” nation, in which African Americans who contin-
ued to call for racial justice were asking only for “special privileges,” and were
guilty of “reverse racism.”

Obama’s address, and the rhetorical situation that elicited it, must be read
against this history of racial recovery in order to accurately assess its potential
for racial reconciliation and its potential to persuade white Americans to
resign the racial contract. Once weighed against the empirical and material
realities of the racial contract, Obama’s “audacious hope” seems at best naïve,
and at worst opportunistic. On the one hand, it employs a conception of
“equality” that is abstract and revisionist, and on the other hand, it fails to
address in substantive terms the material realities of African American
trauma. Indeed, studies of trauma within the African American context simi-
larly call into question the possibility of Obama’s rhetoric successfully recon-
ciling America’s racial divisions.

Timothy Brown’s exploration of black American trauma can be fruitfully
applied to the analysis of Obama’s rhetoric. “The production of cultural works
that have the potential to address our common humanity is very important,
but a political response forces us to see how our cultural productions are
implicated in the perpetuation of traumatic violence.”57 Psychotherapist Dee
Watts-Jones suggests that these cultural productions must be part of an open
and honest dialogue that involves both black and white Americans:

Healing from internalized racism eventually includes the freedom to share the

pain and shame across groups, because continuing to bear it as our shame alone

reinforces oppression. The shame of internalized racism among people of

African descent does not belong to us. It is the shame of oppression, and needs

to be shared by whites as well. This is part of our healing, and the healing work

that whites need to do.58

Watts-Jones’ insights are particularly important for our discussion of the
potential that a rhetoric of consilience holds for the re-signing of the racial
contract by African Americans, and its resigning by white Americans. While
African Americans will need to continue to cultivate inclusive and affirmative
discourses about race, unless white Americans are willing to become part of an
honest dialogue about racism that will lead to its resignation, it is unlikely that
a coherent understanding of our common humanity can be achieved. Indeed,
when just the mention of race leads to demonizing and denial as it did in the
case of Al Sharpton, it is difficult to believe that any rhetorical strategy that
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even touches on the subject will lead to productive conversation about race,
much less racial reconciliation.

Thus, I continue to believe that the greatest impediment to racial reconcil-
iation is an unwillingness, largely on the part of people of European descent,
to talk openly and honestly about America’s long and troubling legacy of
racism. Barack Obama’s rhetoric of consilience will not, in my view, move us
any closer to this much-needed conversation. Because Obama celebrates the
abstractions of the social contract while ignoring the realities of the racial con-
tract, his message is unlikely to effect in practice the values it embraces in prin-
ciple. The connection between these is ultimately the best indication of
rhetoric’s transformative power, and the greatest impediment to that power is
the silence of self-interest and the absence of dialogue. In concluding, we
reflect on the ways in which we might transform these impediments into
opportunities to move beyond complicity and toward coherent reconciliation
in the rhetoric of racism, and perhaps transform our different readings of
Obama’s speech into a more productive conversation about the problems and
possibilities of racial reconciliation.

WRESTLING WITH OUR BETTER ANGELS: COHERENCE AND

CONSILIENCE AT THE RENDEZVOUS OF HISTORY

Barack Obama’s invocation of Lincoln’s reference to “the better angels of our
nature” offers a starting point for exploring the commitment to faith that con-
nects the theoretical and critical impulses of both coherence and consilience.
Both coherence and consilience are committed to finding a way to wrestle with
the painful realities that separate us so that we might better understand the
audacious hopes that can bring us together. Like Jacob, whose wrestling with an
angel ended in both trauma and transformation, we have sought to examine the
ways in which discourse could address deep and painful divisions to, in the
words of Aimé Césaire, make “room for all at the meeting-place of conquest.”59

Like Obama, we agree that there is a foundational decency in the American peo-
ple that we often fail to recognize. With regard to rhetoric, that decency has often
been conceived in abstract terms, as a principled commitment to freedom, jus-
tice, and equality. With regard to both race and culture, however, those same
principles have been realized in practice only after prolonged struggle and sacri-
fice, and have revealed the limits of both reason and persuasion as they have
been conceived in the West. Such limits point to the need for an enlarged con-
ception of rhetoric, one that addresses spirituality as well as rationality, appeals
to pathos as well as logos, and celebrates empathy as much as material evidence.

Such a rhetoric also recognizes the importance of understanding human
psychology and spirituality for addressing the causes and consequences of
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trauma. Rhetoric is, at its best, a pietho, a talking cure that can facilitate heal-
ing when, as James Hillman suggests, it involves “discovering instruments for
moving ideas, beliefs, feelings, images and fantasies. Then rhetoric, persua-
sion, holds major importance. Through words we can alter reality; we can
bring into being and remove from being; we can shape and change the very
structure of what is real. The art of speech becomes the primary mode of
moving reality.”60 Within the context of the traumatic history of race in
America, a re-signed rhetoric would address directly the spiritual and mater-
ial incoherence of white supremacy and black inferiority, and reshape the
contours of interest convergence that have thus far limited the possibilities of
racial reconciliation.61

With Césaire’s vision as a polar star, we believe that rhetorical critics in this
country can begin to do the hard work necessary to acknowledge that the
American problem of the twentieth century, which Du Bois presciently iden-
tified as the “color line,” has now become a problem of conscience. And even
though Barack Obama’s rhetoric of consilience is a call to conscience, its
resigning of race nonetheless limits its potential for coherent reconciliation. A
truly powerful and redemptive narrative would recognize and challenge the
separation between an idealized social contract and a realized racial contact,
and would interrogate the complicities of whiteness as vigorously as those of
blackness. It would decry, in prophetic terms, our mixed record in dealing
with race, and issue a clarion call for an unambiguous commitment to racial
justice and reparations. One example of this rhetorical ideal is seen in former
Mississippi secretary of state Richard Molpus, whose speech at the 40th
anniversary of the deaths of James Chaney, Andrew Goodman, and Michael
Schwerner reflected powerfully principles of rhetorical coherence and con-
silience. Molpus offers a coherent acknowledgment of racial reality, and its
audaciously hopeful belief in the possibilities of racial reconciliation.62 The
Molpus address exemplifies an understanding that our “common humanity”
is something still to be constructed, not only in symbolic action but in social
action as well. It invokes the redemptive possibilities of reason and argumen-
tation as agents of change, which Du Bois affirms in the neglected
“Afterthought” of the Souls of Black Folk: “Thus in Thy good time may infinite
reason turn the tangle straight, and these crooked marks on a fragile leaf be
not indeed.”63

Du Bois, whose American dream was situated at the intersection of the
historical, the rhetorical, and the poetic, recognized that our reconciliation
of racial difference would require a willingness to acknowledge the ways in
which the color line has shaped not only the souls of black folk, but the souls
of white folk as well.64 This recognition is compromised when we assume or
assert that our collective dreams of freedom and justice have been achieved,
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when in reality they remain, for too many, unrealized. Barack Obama’s
speech before the 2004 Democratic National Convention reveals this tension
between a dream idealized and a dream deferred, between compromise and
coherent consilience. It thus provides us with an important opportunity to
explore the potential for racial reconciliation from both sides of the color
line, to confront the dark angel of race and through the courageous expres-
sion of conviction in action, strive to overcome it. It invites us to conceive of
a re-signed rhetoric and to dream of the resigning of race. To that end, we
conclude in the spirit of audacious hope with the words of Robert Penn
Warren, who though positioned on the other side of the color line from Du
Bois, was similarly situated at the intersection of history, rhetoric, and
poetry:

For the dream is only a self of yourself—and Jacob

once wrestled, nightlong, his angel and, though

with wrenched thigh, had blackmailed a blessing, by dawn.65
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