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Michelle Obama
Camille Menns
Arcadia University

Abstract

This research paper discusses Michelle Obama as a feminist who broke barriers in the
media and in the White House. Her contributions as a Black Feminist and an advocate for the
global education of young women have propelled her to be one of the most notable feminist
figures of today. From her fashion style to her candor, Obama’s unconventional ambition caused
her to break through glass ceilings. Because Obama fought to be accurately represented by the
media, millions around the world perceive black women differently. In addition to being the wife
of one of the most influential political leaders in the world, Michelle Obama has led an
unparalleled career as a politician and lawyer. Her resiliency and determination has shaped her
into a woman that I deeply admire and aspire to be.

Michelle Obama

Michelle Obama is an appropriate choice for this course because she broke many barriers
in the media portrayal of black women; she is campaigning for education for all girls, and her
impact on society, as the First Lady of the United States is unparalleled. Personally, I relate to
Michelle Obama because we are the same height and ethnicity, come from a blue-collar family;
we grew up in similar economic restrictions, and face similar situations as black women. My
educational background emulates hers as well. Since entering office as First Lady of the United
States, Michelle Obama has constructed a network that is extensive compared to previous First
Ladies. Her compassion and humanitarianism continues to make a positive impact on young
women around the world.

Before Michelle Obama entered the limelight as First Lady of the United States, she was
just a little girl from the South Side of Chicago. Her parents, Frasier and Marian Robinson,



instilled in her the power of a strong work ethic. Despite suffering from mild multiple sclerosis,
her father sustained his job as a factory worker to provide for his family. The qualities that
Obama developed from her parents in her early years empowered her to become an innovative
leader. Because she quickly matured, Obama encountered adversities: “Ever since her childhood,
she encountered the belief that because she was well read and educated, she somehow wasn’t
black enough; at the same time, the white world didn’t make her feel entirely welcome

either” (Chozick 2015). This enigma would follow her into her undergraduate studies at
Princeton, her early career as a lawyer, and the 2008 Presidential campaign. Obama overcame
the challenge of race relations because she took pride in her identity.

During the 2008 Presidential election, Obama’s campaign manager and the media
challenged Michelle Obama’s identity. Several times throughout the election process, she was
asked to seem duller and less independent so that she would not divert attention from her
husband. Obama’s lifestyle never fit the traditional role as First Lady of the United States:
America had never met anyone like Michelle Obama before. Specifically, the wives of
Presidential candidates in the past were white and did not have ongoing careers. Her career did
not change the public eye’s perception of her: Obama had an honest and relatable transparency
that created a positive image of her marriage and family: “More than anything, she seems to
enjoy talking about her husband and her daughters [. . .] Obama is also cool in the other sense of
the word; her tastes, references, and vocabulary—*“freaky,” “24/7,” “got my back,” “American
Idol,” Judge Mathis—if not exactly edgy, are recognizable, which, for a political spouse, makes
them seem radical” (Collins 2008). Obama’s originality garnered worldwide attention;
unfortunately most of the attention was negative.

Despite recent improvement, the media has a history of being critical of women:
especially black women. Black women have been shamed for their physical attributes, which
perpetuated negative stereotypes and perceptions. When the media initially began reporting on
Michelle Obama, they not only targeted her physical appearance, but also her character: “The
FOX News channel referred to her as “Obama’s baby mama”1 — a term “rooted in the specific
history of shaming black women as sexually immoral” (Harris-Perry, 2011, p. 273) — and also
suggested that she gave her husband a “terrorist fist jab” when they bumped knuckles at a
campaign rally in St. Paul” (Meyers 2013). In addition, The New Yorker magazine revealed their
cover page on July 21, 2008: Michelle sporting a large Afro and combat fatigues, a gun and
ammunition belt slung over her shoulder. There also was a portrait of Osama bin Laden hanging
over the fireplace, in which an American flag was burning; and Michelle and Barack Obama (he
was clad in a turban and what would likely appear to Westerners as an Arab-style robe) were
bumping fists (Meyers 2013). Despite the blatant attacks by both conservative and liberal media,
Michelle Obama utilized a powerful tool that changed perceptions, but also created the public
image of her as a celebrity.

The tool that Obama used was YouTube, and through it she shattered the stereotypes of
successful black women. By creating roles like Mom-in-Chief and First Hostess, Obama stripped
the negative connotations associated with black women and showed the complexities of being
the first African-American First Lady. Unlike the First Ladies that preceded her, Obama has
appeared on magazine covers of a wider range of genres: both domestic and global (Quinlan
2012). When Obama assumed the title of First Lady, she introduced a new facet of black
womanhood: “The intense public discourse surrounding Michelle Obama’s fitness for First Lady-
hood further magnifies and illuminates the continuing connections between race, gender, and
national identity that govern black women’s roles in the public sphere” (Cooper 2010). Michelle



Obama used her platform to create a space for black women to claim their authenticity in a white
society.

The First Lady of the United States is the matriarch of America. The matriarch is
commonly viewed as domineering and powerful, but according to Black Feminist Thought there
are other implications that come with the title. Patricia Hill Collins, the author of Black Feminist
Thought, recognized a pattern of four socially constructed images of Black womanhood. These
four labels are the mammy, who accepts her subordination; the matriarch, who symbolizes the
strong mother who emasculates her husband and lovers; the welfare mother, who is responsible
for causing her own poverty and that of her community; and the Jezebel, who lies at the heart of
attempts to control Black women'’s sexuality (Meyers 2013). Throughout the 2008 election,
Michelle Obama was viewed as the matriarch: “Pundits have portrayed Obama as an oversharer
and a taskmaster, demeaning her husband by acknowledging his morning breath and his body
odor. [. . .] The story that the Obamas like to tell, [. . .] is that Michelle pulled Barack aside just
before he took the stage, warning him, “Just don’t screw it up, buddy!” (Collins 2008). The
subtle word choice, like demeaning, renews the stereotype of black womanhood as controlling
and manipulative. Before Michelle Obama entered the White House, being a matriarch had a
positive undertone: now there is a distorted view that it emasculates men.

By taking the initiative to start programs like Let’s Move! and Let Girls Learn, Michelle
Obama is changing the negative scope as a black matriarch by empowering the youth of
America. The celebrities that promote each initiative through music videos and social media
benefit the popularity of each campaign. In comparison to earlier First Ladies, Michelle Obama
has built a notable network of celebrities, including Beyoncé and Taylor Swift, who have access
and utilize social media to provide information to millions of young followers. Her ability to
connect and collaborate with anyone cemented the startup of her campaign: “This is one of those
issues that has no party. It has no race. It has no socioeconomic boundaries. This is about our
kids. I want to leave something behind so that we can say, “Because of this time that this person
spent here, this thing has changed.” And my hope is that that’s going to be in the area of
childhood obesity” (Pine 2014). Michelle Obama chose to convert her energy to make a positive
impact on the youth of America. Moreover, her global outreach in Europe and Africa through her
Let Girls Learn campaign positively affects the lives of many young women.

The avenues that Michelle Obama traveled to be the first African-American First Lady of
the United States were rough, but her ambition and versatility kept her on course. Her multiple
successes as a politician, activist, and black feminist renew my motivation every time I consider
quitting. Because of her courage and determination, Obama has set a high standard for her
successors: not only in the White House, but also for black women around the world.

Camille Menns
FY103.12: Well-Behaved Women Seldom Make History
Dr. Buckley
10 December 2015
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contributions to society since she became the First Lady of the United States. Pine’s credibility,
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Margaret M. Quinlan (Ph.D., Ohio University) is an Associate Professor of Communication and
a Core Faculty Member of the Health Psychology Ph.D. Program at the University of North
Carolina at Charlotte. She received the Bonnie E. Cone Early Career Professorship in Teaching
(2015-2018). Her scholarly work explores the organizing of health care resources and work
opportunities for people with lived differences. One of her primary areas of interest are social
justice issues that affect marginalized populations including disability-rights and gender
inequities (UNC Charlotte).

Dr. Benjamin Bates’ research and teaching is in the public understanding of health and healing.
Although first trained as a rhetorical scholar, Dr. Bates appreciates and uses critical, qualitative,
and quantitative methods to address questions at the intersection of health, medicine, and
questions of public need. Specifically, he investigates communication campaigns in the context
of public and environmental health and public understanding of health and healing. In addition to
extensive teaching in Athens, Ohio, Dr. Bates has also taught and researched in southeast Asia
and sub-Saharan Africa. Dr. Bates’s research, teaching, and service were recognized by the
Eastern Communication Association when they awarded him the Past Presidents’ Award, named
him an ECA Distinguished Research Fellow, and, most recently, conducted a Spotlight on
Scholarship at their annual meeting (Ohio University).

Jennifer Webb's research interests primarily center on studying the positive psychology of eating,
body image, and weight with an emphasis on ethnic minority women during the

developmental period of emerging adulthood. Her research has focused on clarifying the
biopsychosocio-cultural determinants of body composition changes during the first-year college
transition in African American and European American women. Other research interests include
the health impact of weight-related stigmatization along with the psychoneuroendocrinology of
appetite, eating, metabolism, and weight. Future investigations will integrate mindfulness- and
self-compassion-based approaches to promoting positive body image, eating, and weight
regulation among ethnically-diverse first-year college women (UNC Charlotte).

Although all three of the authors have an extensive professional background in healthcare and
psychology, their credibility in communications is what makes this source credible. They discuss
black women in media and cite specific examples of the media objectifying Michelle Obama.
They also highlight the resilience of Michelle Obama before she became First Lady of the United
States. In my research paper, I would like to discuss Obama’s versatility and determination: I
believe that this source can strengthen this aspect of my paper.
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