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Introduction

The election of Donald J. Trump as the forty-�fth president of the United 
States came as a surprise. It stunned professional pollsters who deployed 
complicated algorithms to measure voter sentiment. It vexed savvy politi-
cians who thought they understood their districts and all of the voting 
patterns relevant to the election. Seasoned journalists who followed the 
major and minor candidates even prior to the state primaries were non-
plussed by the headlines they had to draft in the days after the ballots were 
tallied on November 8, 2016. Millions of women who wore pantsuits to 
the voting booth or mailed their absentee ballots were �abbergasted and 
horri�ed by Hillary Clinton’s loss. Indeed, many Republicans and Trump 
devotees acknowledged they had prepared themselves for a Clinton win. 
Some in his inner circle claimed that even Trump himself was caught o�-
guard by his victory—though he never publicly admitted to any self-doubt. 

Most of these groups later sheepishly acknowledged there were indeed 
numerous signs that, had they been recognized, would have lessened the 
shock of the election’s outcome. For instance, the domestic political envi-
ronment signaled a renewed willingness on the part of those aligned with 
right-wing causes to proudly proclaim their conservative beliefs. The ever-
growing size of Donald Trump’s rallies, had they been measured, might 
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have been a signi�cant bellwether. And although Hillary Clinton boasted 
an ardent and enthusiastic band of followers, both the candidate and her 
supporters were deplored, despised, and denigrated by many critics on 
both the right and the left.

Other ominous forecasts could be gleaned from pop culture. Sales of 
the Halloween mask representing Donald Trump’s countenance outsold 
those capturing Clinton’s visage. It is a truth universally acknowledged 
that whichever American presidential candidate sells the most Halloween 
masks takes an oath of o�ce on the steps of the US Capitol. 

The shifting international balance of power also o�ered telltale clues. 
America’s closest allies were listing toward the right. Although Emmanuel 
Macron of the more liberal En March! Party won the French election in 
the early summer of 2016, his opponent Marine Le Pen attracted signi�-
cant support. The June 2016 Brexit victory—in which the voters of Great 
Britain unexpectedly opted to leave the European Union—was a potent 
harbinger of widespread dissatisfaction with all things considered “global,” 
“progressive,” and “intellectual.” These were traits easily associated with the 
Democrats and Hillary Rodham Clinton, but just as importantly they were 
antithetical to the “America First” platform espoused by Donald Trump. 

Political watchdogs should have been more attentive to the druthers of 
America’s adversaries. Russian President Vladimir Putin’s ruthless ambi-
tions for himself and his country were undercut by the foreign policy posi-
tions of Barack Obama, and, by extension, Hillary Rodham Clinton, who 
had served as his secretary of state. Of course, many Republican elected 
o�cials were just as apprehensive about Putin and the Russians as Demo-
crats. But Trump was an outlier Republican (to put it mildly), who seemed 
to crave a bromance with Putin. In the run up to the election, the US 
national security community noted and reported the evidence they were 
�nding that Putin was interfering with the American presidential elec-
tion, aspiring to derail Clinton, elect Trump, and create as much chaos as 
possible.

Finally, in order to understand the prevailing political winds of 2016, 
the wide range of attitudes about the forty-fourth president should have 
been evaluated. In the prominent avenues of coverage he was referred to as 
President Barack Obama and the First Lady as Michelle Robinson Obama. 
But folkloric discourse—everyday expressions shared and circulated in 
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informal channels—was replete with evidence that many American voters 
were motivated to embrace candidates who rejected all things about 
Barack and Michelle Obama and everything about the voters who twice 
put Obama in o�ce. His full name seemed to prompt a never-ending list 
of possibilities. Those who wanted to suggest that he was gay used “Bath-
house Barry.” His middle name in particular provided fodder for those 
accusing him of being a Muslim; conservative talk host Rush Limbaugh 
typically made sure he always said Barack Hussein Obama. Obama itself 
generated a number of variations: O’bumma, Obongo, Ebolo, and on and 
on. “Moochelle,” the most common nickname for Michelle, was so well 
known that it made its way into the Urban Dictionary, where we learn that 
it was bestowed upon her “for her advocacy to get everybody to mooch o� 
the government.”1 Other insulting names ascribed to her include “Queen 
Michelle,” a way of associating her with the common welfare queen stereo-
types and “Big Mike,” used by those who want to convince others that she 
was born a man and is transgender.

The ubiquity and tenacity of anti-Obama lore con�rms just how many 
voters held the forty-fourth president in utter contempt and would back 
the candidate most likely to obliterate his presidential accomplishments. 
To these voters, Barack Obama, his family, and the Americans who adored 
and endorsed the Obamas were loathsome. And that hate was grounded 
in Obama’s identity as the well-educated, successful, and popular son of 
an African man and a white woman, and the husband of an accomplished 
and ambitious black woman. Trash Talk: Anti-Obama Lore and Race in 
the Twenty-First Century documents and analyzes the emergence, dis-
semination, and impact of a constant stream of anti-Obama rantings that 
have followed the former president from his pre-candidate days, through-
out his time as a candidate, through two terms in o�ce, and now into his 
post-presidency years. (See table 1.)

Troubling racially in�ected rumors and conspiracy theories about indi-
viduals and events unconnected to the Obamas also circulated in the era 
I will be focusing on—roughly the �rst two decades of the twenty-�rst 
century—and Trash Talk will probe some of these narratives as well. Be-
fore, during, and after the two Obama administrations, speculation about 
the lives and motivations of Barack and Michelle Obama exempli�es the 
full range of themes in anti-black lore. As the 2016 election grew closer, the 



Table 1 Obama Lore and Elections

Elections
Most Prominent 
Narratives Modes of Circulation Fact-Checking

2004 Kerry 
Nomination–2008 
Election of Barack 
Obama

Muslim/unpatriotic/
early birther, 
socialist

Michelle radical 
thesis, angry ugly 
black woman

Word of mouth
Email/blogs/

newsletters
Early adopters of FB, 

Twitter, and early 
social media sites 
(Reddit, 4Chan) 

YouTube

Snopes/Politifact/
FactCheck 

Fight the Smears
Sporadic debunking 

articles

2008 Election–2010 
Midterms 

All of the above 
(AOA)

Heavy birther
Michelle as entitled 

welfare queen

AOA
More specialized 

social media sites
Increase in users on 

all platforms

Snopes/Politifact/
FactCheck

Fight the Smears 
(archived)

Sporadic debunking 
articles

2010–2012 
Reelection of Barack 
Obama

AOA
Heavy birther
Muslim heritage 

in�uencing 
Middle East 
decision-making

AOA
Increase in users on 

all platforms

AOA

2012–2014 
Midterms

AOA
Ebola genocide
Sexual identity/

preference
Michelle/Michael, 

responsible for 
Joan Rivers death

AOA
8Chan
Increase in users on 

all platforms

AOA

2014 
Midterms–2016 
Election of Donald 
Trump

AOA
Pizzagate
Malia and Sasha 

texts emerge

AOA
Increase in users on 

all platforms

AOA
Washington Post

FactChecker
Increased but 

selective coverage 
of misinformation

2016–2018 
Midterms

AOA
Deep state/early 

QAnon

AOA
Increase in users on 

all platforms

AOA
Increased but still 

selective coverage 
of misinformation

2018–2021 
Inauguration of 
Joe Biden 

AOA
COVID-19 

conspiracy
Heavy QAnon
Voting machine 

tampering

AOA
8Kun
Parler
Increase in users on 

all platforms

AOA
USA Today FactCheck 
Increased but still 

selective coverage 
of misinformation
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voluminous number of Facebook likes and forwarded emails of fraudulent 
statements about the Obamas was a clearer sign that his former secretary 
of state would lose than the number of Trump/Pence bumper stickers. 

LISTENING TO THE LORE

The term anti-Obama lore, which will be a frequent reference point 
throughout Trash Talk, requires some explication, and it makes sense to 
o�er an overview to my approach. Anti-Obama lore is a bucket term for 
several genres of everyday discourse that have in common unsubstanti-
ated and erroneous statements about Barack Obama. Trash Talk’s source 
materials are the various folklore genres that are used when an individual 
or community is inclined to share a snippet of knowledge that is believed 
to be true but that others would claim lacks an authentic standard of 
evidence. To better describe the various formats I will be examining, con-
sider the one connected to the initial statement in Barack Obama’s �rst 
major speech nominating John Kerry for the presidency, “My father was a 
foreign student.” From this biographical assertion, speculations emerged 
saying, “I heard Barack Obama’s not even an American.” Since this is such 
a vague and incomplete statement, it belongs to the category of rumor. 
A speculation about what he isn’t, this utterance lacks a real story, more 
than one character, or a place. After a while, many on the right who 
shared what became known as the birther beliefs articulated more fully 
rendered stories such as, “I heard his mother gave birth to him in Kenya 
and when she returned with him to Hawaii, she lied and claimed that he 
was born there.” These recitations o�er us the characters of baby Barack 
and his mother, actions like international travel and lying, and geograph-
ical settings such as Kenya and Hawaii. If this utterance was shared in a 
conversational setting, a listener might reasonably ask for proof of birth 
or travel. Folklorists refer to this as an urban or contemporary legend
because it conveys an apocryphal story that is told as “true” without any 
veri�able evidence.2

The core belief re�ected in this rumor and contemporary legend cap-
tured widespread attention in the format of a conspiracy theory.3 Conspir-
acy theories allege that there’s been an organized e�ort, usually including 
government o�cials, to cover up a transgression or to in�ict harm. Obama’s 
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critics, including then reality TV star Donald Trump, accused the presi-
dent and his team of conspiring with Hawaiian authorities to falsify birth 
records. This is a bit of an oversimpli�cation of the birther cycle; a far 
more thorough explication of it comes in chapter 3. What is important 
at this juncture is an understanding of the modes of discourse through 
which these beliefs are uttered.

When I �rst started doing research on this discourse in the 1980s, it was 
enough for me to explain the subtle di�erences between rumor, contem-
porary legend, and conspiracy theory. As the circulation of these materials 
has grown on the internet (which was not a factor in the ’80s), the no-
menclature around these beliefs has expanded. Some people inclined to 
dismiss the birther beliefs might well refer to them as a hoax, a term used 
to describe an intentional deception. The perpetrator of a hoax creates a 
believable but largely false story to serve a desired end. 

The term fake news has also gained momentum during the past several 
years.4 Some de�nitions suggest that all of the categories I have already 
described can be lumped into the category of fake news; for example, an 
email telling me that Obama was covering up his gay lifestyle or a social 
media posting alleging that Michelle Obama was born a man constitute 
fake news because they constitute shared but false information. Former 
president Donald Trump levied the fake news label frequently and capri-
ciously, using it to characterize any un�attering news story about him or 
his administration.

In my academic circles, labels matter and we go to great lengths to make 
sure our students and colleagues understand why we are labeling one ut-
terance a rumor and a similar one a conspiracy theory. However, I have 
penned Trash Talk with a larger audience in mind, one that might well be 
impatient with the linguistic nuances that intrigue academics. While I in-
tend to be as speci�c as possible, there will be many instances when I use 
“anti-Obama lore” to refer to stories about Barack Obama and his family 
that are inaccurate but are shared and disseminated as though they are the 
truth. In deference to a wider readership as well, I have endeavored to tell 
a series of stories, to the extent possible, minimizing the more esoteric lan-
guage of the academy and using references to related materials sparingly.

Folklorists start by collecting and then follow up with analysis. 
Collectors—whether they procure quilts, handmade musical instruments, 
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or the genres of folklore—usually are the bene�ciaries of copious contri-
butions and leads from their personal and professional networks. My in-
terest in compiling rumors, legends, and conspiracy theories predates the 
internet. In those days, church services, plane rides, backyard barbecues, 
and similar informal settings provided me with the introduction to many 
new materials. My students were valuable sources of lore. Before long, 
I had a reputation for being eager to hear anything suspicious gaining 
currency on the grapevine. I am still considered the pal or professor who 
actually wants you to forward her the ugly meme that your former class-
mate sent to you depicting Barack Obama with a crack pipe in the White 
House. Thus many of the texts I will be scrutinizing were just sent to me.

But I have pursued them as well. As the internet communities in-
creased, I have endeavored to keep up with the most popular ones, the 
ones that will be familiar to rank and �le voters, and occasionally I visit 
other darker places on the web, the sites no one wants in their browser 
history. In other words, I spend a lot of time on Facebook, not so much on 
8Kun, although I know how to get there. Often the dialogue that surfaces 
following a posting is at least as rich, if not richer, than the initial post. 
The back-and-forth of online conversations o�ers valuable glimpses into 
what people want to be known for believing and what they think of the 
beliefs of others. The comments below an online news articles generate 
fruitful discussions.5

KATRINA AND OBAMA

I started documenting the condemnations of Barack Obama in the weeks 
and months following his searing nomination speech for Senator John 
Kerry at the Democratic Convention in Boston in 2004. Much to the audi-
ence’s delight, Obama shared his personal story of post–civil rights move-
ment opportunity and tethered it to Kerry’s vision of a progressive and 
enlightened twenty-�rst century America. Arguably outshining the actual 
presidential nominee, the then third-term state senator from Illinois was 
widely praised for his inspirational speech. It wasn’t long before Obama 
was being touted as a possible presidential contender in 2008, particularly 
after Kerry’s 2004 bid for the White House failed. 
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As a left-leaning, well-educated African American woman, I was per-
sonally impressed by Obama, though I wasn’t as smitten as many of my 
friends and colleagues, for whom it was love at �rst speech. By nature, I am 
not predisposed to fandom. But as a scholar trained to analyze folklore by 
and about African Americans, I was very intrigued by him as a subject of 
study. Based on a couple of decades of conducting analyses of folk belief—
both as a student myself and then as a professor—I recognized that the sud-
den emergence of this particular black man and his fetching young family 
would be a lightning rod sparking both extremely positive responses in some 
spheres and extraordinarily negative ones in other conversation channels. 

Like many other black Americans, I was initially quite pessimistic about 
his chances in 2008. My low expectations were fueled by the vagaries of 
racism that I had witnessed in my personal life as well as the research 
I had been conducting for more than twenty-�ve years. By that time, I had 
authored three books that were grounded in the vernacular expressions 
of racial biases. In the �rst, I Heard It Through the Grapevine: Rumor in 
African American Culture, published by the University of California Press 
in 1993, I traced the history of rumors and race in the United States, and 
documented and analyzed beliefs in the black community regarding every-
thing from fast-food fried chicken to the proliferation of illegal drugs in 
black inner-city communities. 

In the second, Ceramic Uncles and Celluloid Mammies: Black Images 
and Their In�uence on Culture, images of African Americans in folk and 
popular culture served as my primary sources. Here, I examined items such 
as postcards, sheet music, movies, television shows, cookie jars, and other 
artifacts of popular culture. My work demonstrated that the purveyors 
of popular culture impose a limited range of possibilities for black char-
acters. The unrelenting derogatory and degrading representations of 
blacks in popular culture often shaped the ways in which many majority 
consumers perceived “real” black people. These perceptions, in turn, in-
�uenced the ways in which whites conducted themselves as individuals 
and communities in their interactions with blacks. 

Several years later, in 2001, after working with sociologist and fellow 
folklorist Gary Alan Fine, I coauthored Whispers on the Color Line: Rumor 
and Race in America. In addition to tracking texts that had surfaced 
since the publication of Grapevine, we looked more broadly at everyday 
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discourse and the ways it re�ected how blacks and whites thought about 
one another, as well as how they responded to unanticipated cultural and 
commercial developments. 

A year after I started to track lore about the Obamas, and as Hurri-
cane Katrina struck in August of 2005, I turned my attention to the Gulf 
Coast. The now notorious storm exposed a pernicious aspect of twenty-
�rst-century racial politics. Most of the media attention focused on New 
Orleans, a city with a majority black population. Thus, the visuals that 
came out of New Orleans before, during, and after the storm were largely 
of black people enduring the oppressive humidity and other onerous cli-
mate conditions. Much of the mainstream media attention was seemingly 
sympathetic to those who were weathering the storm. But stereotypical 
biases quickly surfaced. After the �rst night, during which evacuees were 
sheltered in the Superdome, numerous media outlets reported that wide-
spread sexual violence had erupted in the overcrowded arena. These were 
essentially unfounded rumors, as post-hurricane investigations found little 
evidence to support these stories. When white evacuees salvaged goods 
from abandoned stores, they were described as “taking” supplies, while 
blacks shown on-screen with salvaged goods were described as “looters.” 
These themes were much more strongly discernible in legends and con-
spiracy theories that were widely scanned and emailed. As evacuees made 
their way to Texas and other locales, numerous chain emails used the con-
ventional anti-black stereotypes to describe the men as brutes and thugs, 
and the women as welfare queens and whores. 

I suspect many readers old enough to remember Hurricane Katrina 
may not recall seeing these reports and, in fact, may recall instead that 
celebrities and organizations quickly rallied to o�er support to the region. 
If you logged on to Amazon.com, you saw an appeal to support storm sur-
vivors. Musicians and other performers gave bene�t concerts or redirected 
the pro�ts from already scheduled events to New Orleans. Brad Pitt, along 
with numerous philanthropic individuals and groups, committed to the 
task of building safer and more environmentally sound housing. 

Nonetheless, legends claiming that the (white) do-gooders were mis-
placing their e�orts and that the (black) evacuees were undeserving were 
widely disseminated on the internet, still a relatively novel mode of com-
munication at the time. The pattern in these narratives became quite 
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predictable. Evacuees (implicitly or explicitly black) were out of their 
designated space (inner city New Orleans “hoods”) and were abusing the 
naive and well-intentioned white good Samaritans. One of the more fre-
quently forwarded texts, four pages in length, starts by describing what the 
community has done to prepare for the evacuees: “I went upstairs to the 
third �oor to �nd a HUGE cafeteria created in under 24 hours! Rows of 
tables, chairs and food everywhere—enough to feed an army! I am not 
talking crap food either. They had Jason’s Deli food, apples oranges, 
coke, diet coke, lemonade, orange juice, cookies, all types of chips and 
sandwiches. All the beverages by way was put on ice and chilled. In a 
matter of about 24 hours or less an entire mini-city was erected by volun-
teers for the poor evacuees.” For several paragraphs, the narrator bemoans 
how rude, sloppy, and unappreciative the evacuees were. As he winds up, 
race conspicuously enters the story:

I used the restroom, washed my hands and saw this man throw his razor 
towards the trash can . . . he missed . . . he walked out leaving his disgusting 
razor on the �oor for some other “cracker” to pick up. Even the little kids 
were demanding. I saw only ONE white family and only TWO Hispanic 
families. The rest were blacks. . . . The majority of which are thugs and 
lifetime lazy ass welfare recipients. We are inviting the lowest of the low 
to Houston. And like idiots were are serving the people who soon steal 
our cars, rape, murder, and destroy our city while stealing from our 
pockets on a daily basis through the welfare checks they take. We will 
fund our own destruction. 

The lessons learned from Hurricane Katrina were clear and informed 
my projections about which racial dynamics would ensue in the follow-
ing years. To be sure, there were white Americans predisposed to come 
to the aid of black Americans with generosity and care. Celebrities and 
companies were willing and even eager to engage in relief e�orts. All of 
this goodwill would unfold with great fanfare in the public realm, on tele-
vision, in mainstream print publications, and on the most frequented sites 
on the internet. But the positive attention would also trigger a backlash 
in the right-wing media and in the then �edgling social media outlets at-
tuned to conservative voices. The anti-black stereotypes imposed in the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries had not disappeared. There were still 
signi�cant segments of the population unable to see blacks as “fellow 
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Americans,” who used the emergent technologies of the twenty-�rst cen-
tury to �nd and connect with each other. Just as they shared their distress 
over the support being given to the “undeserving,” evacuees from Hurri-
cane Katrina, so too would they share their unhappiness over the enthu-
siasm being voiced for the Obamas.

WHAT DO BARACK OBAMA AND SNAPPLE 
ICED TEA HAVE IN COMMON? 

Participating in one of the academic world’s most entrenched rituals, 
in 2008, I delivered a twenty-minute conference paper titled “What Do 
Barack Obama and Snapple Iced Tea Have in Common?” at the annual 
meeting of the American Folklore Society (AFS). I walked my audience 
through the primary rumors and legends attached to then senator Obama. 
At that time, allegations that he wouldn’t salute the �ag or sing the 
national anthem and narratives claiming that he was a Muslim or that 
he wasn’t a natural born citizen were prevalent. As my folklore colleagues 
were well aware, some fairly predictable characteristics will trigger rumor 
mongering; I made the case that Barack Obama embodied these traits, 
much like Snapple Iced Tea had a decade earlier.

Following its early 1990s introduction to the marketplace, Snapple 
Iced Tea was the subject of a pair of contemporary legend cycles. Within 
some quarters of the African American community a contemporary leg-
end circulated claiming that the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) owned the company 
and was funding its white supremacist agenda with Snapple pro�ts. And 
within some sections of the white community, there were claims that the 
company was owned by anti-abortion activists who were using the pro�ts 
to support Operation Rescue, a militant group willing to forcibly interfere 
with women seeking abortions and to attack health professionals serving 
them. Of course, both narratives are bogus. Comparing a consumer food 
product with a human being may seem like radical false equivalency, but 
understanding why Snapple (and other products and situations) invited 
legend cycles does illuminate the anti-Obama lore. 

What do Barack Obama and Snapple Iced Tea have in common? There 
are certain characteristics and practices discernible in companies (and 
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politicians) that trigger rumors and contemporary legends. Unusual names, 
unconventional promotional strategies, instant and unprecedented brand 
appeal of the variety associated with rock stars, perceptions that the status 
quo has been unfairly disrupted, can all add up to a consumer or voter 
backlash that manifests itself in the spread of unsubstantiated hearsay. 

Snapple is an unusual name for a drink and many voters never expected 
to attach the label “serious presidential candidate” to someone with the 
name Barack Hussein Obama. Before Snapple, the non-alcoholic beverage 
world was de�ned by colas. Yet, after its launch, the early 1990s sales of 
Snapple Iced Tea seriously cut into the soft drink market. Likewise, before 
his electrifying speech at the 2004 Democratic convention, few political 
insiders would have predicted that a Hawaii-born, Harvard-educated half 
Kansan–half Kenyan with an Afrocentric name could attract so many sup-
porters. Snapple distinguished itself as a di�erent kind of beverage choice, 
and Obama depicted himself as a di�erent kind of politician. 

Today, one would be hard pressed to identify a di�erence in the way 
Snapple advertises from its competitors. But in the early days, Snapple ex-
ecutives (and the company has switched hands several times) initiated an 
unorthodox but very successful marketing campaign, using extensively and 
almost exclusively, radio air time on Rush Limbaugh and Howard Stern’s 
morning talk radio programs. Known for his archly conservative political 
views, Limbaugh was an extraordinarily popular radio host with millions 
of listeners always eager to hear his bombastic denunciations of liberal 
politics and politicians. Also comfortable with a large and loyal audience, 
Stern’s claim to fame was his “shock jock” persona. Thus, both radio per-
sonalities were associated with extreme points of view and boasted dedi-
cated followings. By advertising on these programs, Snapple’s owners were 
associating their product with radio personalities well known for their 
volatile, outlandish statements. 

In the earliest days of his presidential campaign, Obama also tapped a 
source that was as untested in the world of presidential campaigns as niche 
radio programs were for beverage companies. At a time when political 
wisdom discredited such an approach to fundraising, Obama pursued do-
nors who could a�ord to give relatively modest amounts to his campaign. 
Obama e�ectively used his internet homepage so that his campaign would 
not have to spend large sums of money to attract these small contributions. 
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Today, this fundraising strategy is business-as-usual, but in the early 2000s, 
a well-wrought campaign website was not yet considered essential. Jaded 
political pundits—clearly underestimating the impact the internet would 
have—dismissed Obama’s approach. Just as Snapple’s strategy e�ectively 
introduced consumers to the product, so too did Obama’s campaign yield 
millions of online donors. 

Both Snapple and Obama represented costly choices for their targeted 
audiences. Snapple broke the barrier for individual drinks; in other words, 
if you ordered a Snapple with your meal, it set you back at least a dollar at 
a time when Coke and Pepsi could be had for as little as thirty-�ve cents. 
Similarly, six packs of Snapple were more expensive than six packs of 
other non-alcoholic beverages. Analyzing corporate rumors in Grapevine, 
I hypothesized that many consumers internalize a formula that triggers 
ambivalence about new products that come with a high cost but limited 
actual utility. 

Price + Risk > Utility = Rumor6

In the minds of some consumers, Snapple’s high price and the unknowns 
of the fancy iced tea exceeded its bene�ts and, as a result of this conun-
drum, rumors were generated. 

Obama’s campaign was literally expensive for his followers in at least 
two ways. He made it clear that if he was going to be successful, he’d need 
lots and lots of donors contributing to his campaign, and many voters who 
had never put political contributions in their household budgets did so on 
Obama’s behalf. Obama’s own rhetoric also suggests that his candidacy 
was costlier in other ways as well. Many of his campaign positions warned 
the electorate that the nation’s more tenacious problems would require 
sacri�ces be made. After citing disappointing statistics about educational 
outcomes, he warned: “I don’t believe government alone can turn these 
statistics around. Parents have the primary responsibility for instilling an 
ethic of hard work and educational achievement in their children.”7

Thus, in voting for Obama, a citizen is supporting a candidate who ex-
pects Americans to be active and engaged participants in the arenas for 
which they want change. 

Indeed, for many voters this “we all have to be a part of the change” 
philosophy struck a chord. Long before the Iowa caucuses, thousands of 
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volunteers, particularly earnest college-aged men and women, went to 
work for the Obama campaign. Online communities of Obama supporters 
began to develop. Many individuals developed an allegiance to their can-
didate of choice much stronger than is usually seen in the political world. 
Obama was treated like a rock star, complete with sold-out venues and 
fainting fans. Consider, for example, the popularity of the Obama girl 
whose 2007 “I’ve got a crush on Obama” registered over one thousand hits 
in the �rst �ve hours of its posting. (In 2007, a thousand hits in an hour 
was a very high number.)8 By the end of the campaign, YouTube o�ered 
hundreds of low-tech videos in which Obama’s supporters did everything 
from sing his praises to choreograph a dance—the Obama hustle—in 
honor of their hero. By then, lots of people had a crush on Obama. 

Clearly, Obama possesses charisma, but it proved to be a contagious and 
controversial charisma. The very characteristics that inspired some voters 
to sing and dance his praises deeply troubled others. His pro�le irked, 
frightened, and o�ended some voters. There are voters who preferred other 
candidates to Obama on the grounds that they considered him unseasoned 
and/or grounds related to their political priorities, preferring a candidate 
with di�erent platforms on foreign and/or domestic policy. But some 
voters found the very features that resonated with “Obamaniacs” deeply 
troubling. In the early twenty-�rst century, however, they didn’t think they 
could say publicly that blackness or Harvard-ness or eloquence were alarm-
ing and o�-putting. As we shall see when we move through the Obama 
lore, these were the characteristics that were interpreted as problematic.

Snapple too had contagious and controversial charisma. The Obama girl 
had a sister from the 1990s, the Snapple lady. Wendy Kaufman, who has 
had her share of YouTube hits, was originally employed as a receptionist by 
the Snapple corporation. When she realized that the company was receiv-
ing iced tea fan mail and that the correspondence was going unanswered, 
she started to respond to the Snapple groupies. When the public relations 
�rm representing the company discovered that the sincere receptionist was 
corresponding with Snapple fans, they launched a series of very popular 
Snapple advertisements featuring Wendy reading and responding to mail. 

While there were fans whose a�ection for Snapple drove them to old-
fashioned letter writing, there were other consumers who were quietly 
and profoundly suspicious of this new product. When I was documenting 
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the Snapple rumors, I found myself in situations where I was asking in-
dividuals if they had heard anything that struck them as odd about a soft 
drink. Sometimes I’d end up mentioning Snapple by name. Interviewees 
who had never heard the rumors would really perk up at the mention of 
Snapple, “What’s going on there? There’s something weird about that 
stu�. I never heard of it a year ago and now it’s everywhere. . . . There’s got 
to be something screwy going on with them.” In other words, some people 
were really primed to hear and even accept something outlandish about 
Snapple. The very attributes of the iced tea that seduced other consumers 
o�ended them. And, to add insult to injury, liking and being able to a�ord 
Snapple was cool. To reject Snapple because you couldn’t a�ord it or didn’t 
like it might compromise a consumer’s hipness. Similarly, fawning over 
Barack Obama’s potential as a president was becoming commonplace, so 
those who were underwhelmed by him felt compelled to o�er socially ac-
ceptable reasons for their disdain.

Snapple was one of many consumer products that stimulated the trans-
mission of contemporary legends. Other beverages (Tropical Fantasy, forty-
ounce cans of malt liquor), virtually every fast food fried chicken franchise 
(Church’s, Popeye’s, KFC), many clothing designers (Troop, Tommy Hil-
�ger, Liz Claiborne), and idiosyncratic products such as Crown car air 
fresheners and menthol-�avored cigarettes spawned narratives about 
white supremacists pro�ting o� of black consumers. Gary Alan Fine and 
I researched these legends extensively and unearthed no evidence that 
the KKK or any similar white nationalists had created a successful com-
pany and used it to �nance an anti-black agenda.9 Neither did militant 
pro-lifers �nd their way into board rooms to generate a revenue stream 
for the anti-abortion movement. Instead, we did determine that the way 
that corporations create, name, advertise, and sell their products does sig-
nal an indi�erence to their customers’ well-being. But not all customers 
reacted the same way. Whites predisposed to extreme pro-life positions 
mapped their politics onto Snapple. African Americans inclined to dis-
trust what they perceived as white institutions were hostile to Snapple.

This brings us to a �nal and an extremely signi�cant attribute com-
mon to Snapple and Barack Obama. Both entities were perceived by 
some consumers as having moved into a sphere where they didn’t belong, 
thereby displacing something or someone more deserving of that space. 
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By putting Snapple on their store shelves, grocers were guilty of sidelining 
colas. By supporting and �nancing a run by Barack Obama for the presi-
dency, some Americans were enabling a black man to move into spaces 
where he didn’t belong, thereby displacing a (white) candidate more en-
titled to that position.

What does it mean that Barack Obama (like Snapple Iced Tea) had a 
name that some consumers found vexing, burst on the scene way too fast 
and developed a large and ardent fan base in record time, channeled his 
“buy me” messages in unconventional formats, sold himself at a higher 
price than his competitors, and claimed space that had previously belonged 
to other brands? For one thing, it meant that Barack Obama was going to 
be a human political rumor magnet of the highest order. The intensity of 
his pull would be further compounded by his identity as an oddly named 
black man born to an African father and white mother. All of this would 
be further exacerbated by the public’s growing fascination with what they 
could learn from like-minded people on the internet and the extraordinary 
ampli�cation e�ects that resulted from those connections. This is the 
period of time when print, television, and radio news began to seriously 
cede ground to blogs and websites. The 2008 election season featured a 
perfect storm, comingling an ethnically charged candidate hardwired to 
trigger rumors with the emergence of history’s most powerful and acces-
sible information tool. 

At the American Folklore Society meeting I acknowledged that Barack 
Obama was not the �rst candidate for the presidency to be subjected to 
blatantly false rumors and legends. In fact, his opponent, Republican John 
McCain, was himself plagued by false allegations that he had fathered a 
black child. Several potent conspiracy theories emerged during Bill Clin-
ton’s tenure at the White House, including one that he had authorized a 
series of murders to silence witnesses who could attest to his purported 
illegal activity. After only a few short years in the national spotlight Barack 
Obama had already acquired a suite of rumors and legends—almost all of 
which had strong racial underpinnings. He may not have been the �rst 
and only, but his challenges were of a di�erent order of magnitude.

At the conclusion of my conference presentation I teased the audience 
by saying that in ten days the world would know the potency of the anti-
Obama lore. If McCain/Palin prevailed (as I suspected they would), one 
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of the reasons might well be that these forces had played a role in casting 
doubt about destroying Obama’s chances. But, on November 4 the votes 
were counted and the Obamas were moving into the White House after all. 
My inbox swelled with examples of far more emphatic postings claiming 
that gullible American voters had been seduced by an unscrupulous char-
latan who should be stopped from assuming the mantle of the presidency. 
All of the themes—which will be scrutinized in subsequent chapters—
boiled down to a conviction that careless and naive white Americans were 
going to too far by allowing Barack Obama and his family to take up resi-
dence in the White House, and, by implication, that too many blacks were 
being granted access to the reins of power.

CENTURIES BEFORE THE OBAMA YEARS

The anti-Obama folks were certainly not the �rst whites to fret about 
where blacks did and didn’t belong. Unauthorized or unanticipated black 
movement has always spawned the most rumor mongering. Since their 
forced enslavement to the present day, blacks have been expected to “stay 
in their place.” To state the obvious, the perpetuation of American slavery 
was dependent upon the enslaved Africans having physical mobility only 
in so far as it served the labor needs of the master. A black male needed to 
be able to swing a machete to cut a sugar cane stalk but not to assault an 
overseer. One of the worst crimes a slave could commit was to run away. 
The master class went to great lengths to literally and �guratively shackle 
blacks in ways that prohibited them from unwarranted movement. 

Restrictions on physical movement were partnered with prohibitions 
on intellectual and spiritual movement. In most slaveholding states, it was 
a crime to teach enslaved blacks to read, and the pros and cons of allow-
ing the enslaved to convert to Christianity were widely debated. But some 
intrepid captives did manage to accrue some reading and writing skills. 
Using the well-known Underground Railroad, a small number of men and 
women found their way to Canada and to the North where they shared 
their stories of abuse with anyone willing to listen. My doctoral disserta-
tion analyzed slave narratives, a potent body of published accounts of an 
enslaved person’s �rsthand experiences that painted ugly pictures of black 




