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How did Barack Obama’s 2008 Presidential campaign use social media to portray his personality?
On November 4th, 2008, Barack Obama took to the stage in Grant Park in Chicago after beating Republican Senator John McCain to the title of President-elect of the United States of America. After kissing his wife and children, he made an acceptance speech in which he placed emphasis upon his love for them as well as his parents and grandparents, alluded to the rise of the African-American from slavery to the 21st century voting booth, and portrayed the hardships experienced by working class families struggling to get by.
 In a previous speech, a keynote address at the Democratic National Convention four years earlier, Obama referred to these particular factors in describing his own rise to government.
 

This paper will investigate the extent to which Barack Obama’s 2008 Presidential campaign used his personality as part of his appeal to voters. Furthermore, Obama’s 2008 campaign made much more effective use than those of his main rivals of a newly emerging promotional tool: social media.
 The emergence of social media as a significant facet of political campaigns in the 21st century adds a new dimension to the extent of the promotion of the personalities of candidates, as it provides an alternative medium for personal interaction between the candidate and his or her potential voters. Therefore, this investigation of the extent to which personality was an important factor in Obama’s success in 2008 will focus specifically on his public image through social media. In order to fully understand the topic, it is necessary to briefly define the key terms of personality and social media. Personality can be defined here as the personal appeal and character of the candidate and specifically in this context how they are presented as a person. It is important to note therefore that this paper will not be addressing the political platform of Obama’s campaign, but concentrating purely on how he is presented on a personal level. This will require an examination of how different parts of his personality are shown, for instance in the context of family, ethnicity and social class. Social media can be classed here specifically as new media, based on the internet, that allow an interactive relationship among the candidates and the electorate. This includes social networking sites, and video and blogging sites where comments can be posted and conversations started.


The use of media to portray a certain image of one’s character had been utilized by presidents or presidential candidates in many forms in the decades before Barack Obama’s social media campaign in 2008. The “image-conscious president” Kennedy was the most open president to the press, inviting journalists, publishers and editors to the White House on a constant basis, as well as exploiting an emergent form of mass media: television. He sanctioned several TV specials that allowed the public a calculated and controlled view of the life of the Kennedys in the White House.
 The public persona that JFK portrayed compared to that of Richard Nixon in the race for the White House in 1960 became a significant factor in his wafer thin victory at the polls.
 Similarly, Ronald Reagan’s carefully crafted public persona as a strong and charismatic leader was important in his re-election in 1984, with 72 percent of voters believing he was a strong leader, and only 49 percent thinking the same of his opponent Walter F. Mondale. A negative portrayal of personality can work in the opposite effect in contributing to the ending of a president’s time in office. Due to a public perception of President George H. W. Bush as “detached and uncaring” in the run up to the 1992 election, Governor Bill Clinton was able to take hold in the polls early on and eventually win the presidency.
 Hellweg et al described television in 1992 as a “…unique medium in part because it emphasizes visual content over verbal, and in part because it fosters viewer perceptions of an intimate connection between themselves and the people they come to know through television.”
 In the 21st century, social media can be seen as an evolution of these two criteria of media in particular, and this paper will also investigate how media has evolved in this sense. 


With social media being a relatively newly and constantly developing phenomenon, the overall academic discussion on the subject is fairly young. There are, however, arguments for and against its effectiveness. One argument is that social media expands the opportunity for self promotion and good public relations. United States public relations teams “…who use social network and social media tools perceive greater structural, expert and prestige power…”
 In the case of the 2008 Obama campaign, this would argue that his successful use of social media was a contributing factor to his victory. There are, however, scholars who suggest that social media is not as effective as its presence might imply. In a 2009 PEW study of social networking, it was found that “Only about 35% of all adults in the U.S. even use social media, and about half that number are young adults, 18-25.”
 The numbers here would suggest that Obama’s success in his use of social media compared to John McCain and Hillary Clinton in 2008 was indeed useful in pulling in young voters, but ultimately much less significant than other areas of media.
 Other media are also an important area for examination, as a study of media in political campaigns in general will give context to the topic of social media. In a collaborative, comprehensive study of the media and presidential campaigns, Marion Just et al argue that “…presidential campaigns matter because the interactions of the candidates, the news media, and the public combine to construct candidate images and the meaning of the campaign in a dynamic process that varies across time and space.”


From this starting point, an in depth discussion of media and subsequently social media can be had; therefore an investigation of media in Presidential campaigns will comprise the first section of this paper. Once the place of media is established, social media can then be assessed with regard to the Obama campaign and the presentation of his personality by splitting the paper into a number of case studies concerning the different parts of his personality and how effectively these are portrayed in social media. Referring back to the emphasis made in his speech, significant factors would be his representation as a family man, a working man and an African-American. 


The first section of the essay will require academic research into theory of media, possibly with historical examples of the significance, or indeed insignificance, of the role played by the media in presidential campaigns. This will mainly make use of scholarly essays in academic textbooks and online journals, in order to establish a theoretical background, and place the focused topic of personality in social media into a broader context. The case studies will require first hand research, using primary sources from social media itself. This includes online videos and blogs, and investigation into Barack Obama’s pages on social networking sites such as MySpace and YouTube. Analysis of these sources, backed by the theory of the first chapter, will determine how social media was utilized and indeed how the public image of the candidate was created. The conclusions made from these studies will be important as they will provide exemplary support to the academic discussion of a dynamic and rapidly evolving area of new media.

The Media and the Presidency
Alexander Hamilton wrote in 1788 that “The public papers will be expeditious messengers of intelligence to the most remote inhabitants of the Union”
 The foresight of the nation’s founders regarding the importance of the media and their relationship with politicians was evident from the framing of the Constitution, exemplified by Article I of the 1789 Bill of Rights, which specified freedom of the press. During more than two hundred years of social, civic and technological evolution since the birth of the nation, however, the relationship between the media and the Executive branch of government has developed in many ways, having positive and negative effects on both sides. 

This section of the paper will aim to examine this change, and to analyze the effect it has had on modern day political campaigning. To do this it will be necessary to study the academic discussion surrounding the involvement of the media in the presidency and vice versa. This will assess not only how this relationship has worked in principle, but also the significance of particular changes over time. In order to support this, it will be essential to investigate examples of important events and characters, so that the arguments are placed in historical context. This chapter will do this by examining very briefly a number of historically significant cases with regard to the relationship between the media and the presidency. Using these aspects as a contextual background, the chapter will finish by assessing how the social media techniques employed by Barack Obama’s 2008 presidential campaign fit into the larger discourse on media and the presidency. 


Academic Discussion


The academic discussion surrounding the interrelation between the media and the executive branch of government is extensive, and naturally develops throughout time with the emergence of new forms of media. The relationship between the president and the media in its modern form can be assumed to have begun around the turn of the twentieth century, as the main form of media in the 1800s – print publications – can be argued to have been hardly ever independent, as they were often backed by political organizations, through sponsorship or the provision of funds.
 The academic discussion in this area can be said to revolve around two main schools of thought, one declaring the media a helpful tool for politicians and presidential campaigns, and the other arguing that the media is a hindrance to political careers. Moreover, academic discussion continues around the use of media to raise political profiles, addressing the effectiveness of various types of media. These two passages of thought will both be relevant with regard to this thesis. Furthermore, the discussion here will attempt to chart the development of media and the presidency from the deferential style of old media and work up to a discussion of new media in the contemporary era.

Bartholomew Sparrow argues against outright negative coverage of the executive by the news media, but does distinguish two kinds of relationship between the two. On the one hand, he suggests, as does Ponder below, that modern media entities work against the president, acting more as a check on the power of their public images, to protect the general public against tyranny. He does point out, however, that the executive branch wields much power in that it chooses what information is distributed and, in the case of a president or presidential candidate’s personality, how this is portrayed. From this perspective there seems to be a fairly equal share of power of information between the White House and the media institutions.

Ponder argues that the relationship between the president and the press in the first half of the twentieth century was “…mutually respectful, more or less.” The mutual deference, however, seemed to wear away over the course of the latter half of the century, catalyzed by incidents of “national turmoil” such as the Vietnam War and the Watergate scandal. By the last decade of the twentieth century, “…the mainstream media are too eager to expose the character flaws of the nation’s leaders and the failures of public policy rather to inform the country about the positive side of government and the people who run it.”
 A major consequence of this, suggests Ponder, is an increased effort on the part of the president to market his public persona through media outlets such as television talk shows and the internet.

The use of television to publicize the personality of a presidential candidate is a phenomenon that has taken hold in the latter half of the twentieth century, since the popularization of television as a mainstream communication medium. In their analysis of televised presidential debates, Hellweg, Pfau and Brydon proclaim television to be a unique form of media throughout the latter twentieth century. This is due to the visual component of television, in comparison to other media of the time such as radio and print. The addition of a visual dimension allows continuous messages to be put across by those on the screen, in the way they dress and hold themselves, as well as facial expressions and body language. This places a greater emphasis on the visual message, which is helpful in the portrayal of the personality of a candidate. However, this is at the cost of undermining the verbal message, and therefore promotes a new style of political discourse, one based on visual persuasion in which speakers become more personal and casual.

This argument can be developed by examining the analysis of the persuasive power of certain forms of media. In his Effects of Mass Communication, Joseph Klapper argues that the influence of different types of media can be ranked by “…the degree to which the audience member is personally involved, or feels himself to be personally involved.”
 In this sense, across the latter part of the twentieth century, television can be argued to be the most influential medium through which to campaign politically. When this argument is considered in addition to the loss of verbal communication that occurs with the rise of the visual element mentioned in the previous paragraph, it provides a demonstration of why the presentation of the personality of presidential candidates has become more important in recent decades. 

The rise of the internet in the twenty-first century, however, has added yet another dimension to the media that can be utilized by presidential campaigns. The internet is relatively free and easily accessible from the point of view of both the candidate and the public. This means that aggressive negative media coverage can be avoided. Sparrow’s argument of subservient media versus outwardly critical media is based upon an “old media” whereby a middle actor, such as a newspaper or television journalist, would be responsible for the edition of content. Ponder argues that “new media,” on the other hand, allows candidates to bypass this, and communicate directly with the public, meaning that the candidate has total control over what is edited into his or her campaign effort. Furthermore, there much more scope for personal interaction between politician and electorate, allowing the personality of a candidate to become more appealing. He argues that this shift in media style is reminiscent of the shift between the party sponsored newspapers of the nineteenth century to the free press of the twentieth.
 This is arguably because it shows an increase in the transparency of a politician’s character, due to a more democratic media process. This demonstrates that new media is a progression of the academic discussion surrounding media and the presidency, and this is one of the ways in which Barack Obama’s use of social media fits in to the discussion, and this will be addressed later in the chapter.
Historical Analysis


An early master of self-promotion to a free press was Theodore Roosevelt, who used his increasing celebrity status to further progress his political career. The breakthrough point of this was his famous Rough Riders expedition in the Spanish-American War of 1898. During the war itself, Roosevelt had become aware of the press coverage of the campaign of the Rough Riders through letters from friends, and thus on his return to the United States he used this notoriety to bolster his public image in the hope of progressing his political career. “As he spoke to applauding citizens and reporters in Montauk, Roosevelt was aware of his extraordinary celebrity…Roosevelt’s superior at the navy department, Secretary John D. Long, later said of Roosevelt that ‘he took the straight course to fame, to the governorship…and to the presidency of the United States.’”
 This is a useful example of the relationship between the presidency and the media for two reasons. Firstly, it shows how a free media can be manipulated and used to the advantage of certain political players or candidates who are strategically aware enough to do so. Roosevelt’s careful planning of a public persona, one possessing the idealistically American character traits of a hero, a fearless warrior, an explorer and an expansionist, and his ability to play to this public perception were paramount in his rise to the White House. Secondly, it displays deference from the press towards politicians that has faded throughout the course of the twentieth century. It could also be argued from this point of view that to achieve and maintain a media campaign such as that of Theodore Roosevelt would be much more difficult in the contemporary age, as many modern politicians have discovered, one of whom will be mentioned in more detail later in this section.


Franklin Delano Roosevelt could be argued as one of the first to make targeted effective use of the portrayal of his personality in media beyond the printing press, with his “fireside chat” radio addresses and weekly press conferences to subdue fear over new banking legislation. At the “tightly controlled” press conferences FDR “…displayed his extraordinary gift for personal relations, looking directly at the reporter…establishing eye contact, and, with a theatrically mobile face, conveying understanding, sympathy, concern, seriousness – whatever the occasion seemed to require.” A public image of a president that people could trust and who was serious about the issues at hand was paramount in subduing the fear of a nation in economic crisis.
 FDR’s effective use of radio shows the progression of media formats used in presidential campaigning and signifies a new level of intimacy and personal relation between the president and the public. It can be easily argued using the academic discussion that this added personal touch of hearing the voice of the president as opposed to simply reading a statement in a newspaper would have increased the trustworthiness of the president, which in turn would greatly improve his public image. FDR’s tight control over press conferences supports the portrayal of a media that showed great deference to the executive, therefore helping his public image further.


The 1960 presidential election is one where the public perception of the candidates’ personalities can be argued to have been a deciding factor. John Kennedy’s masterful ability to uphold a public image of a youthful, stylish family man are exemplified in carefully planned photo sessions in settings like family holidays to the beach, his charming people skills and his relaxed confidence in his healthy good looks, all of which his campaign utilized to the maximum. This seemed to polarize his opponent, Richard Nixon, to the point where he projected the image of a tired and bitter older man. Henggeler writes, “He [Nixon] was convinced that Kennedy was hustling the public, using…news media and an elaborate public relations network to project an appealing but false image…Most observers of the 1960 campaign agreed in retrospect that many reporters were successfully charmed or disarmed by Kennedy…Nixon was understandably frustrated in competing against Kennedy’s image.”
 Nixon’s frustration, along with failed attempts to recreate an image similar to that successfully crafted by Kennedy,
 show both candidates’ recognition of the importance of personality in election to the Oval Office. Furthermore, the destruction of Nixon’s reputation by the Watergate scandal and his subsequent resignation from office 14 years later show how a negative public image can be the downfall of politicians. 


It is important to note here the significance of the Watergate affair and the preceding coverage of the Vietnam War. This can be identified as a time when the relationship between the media and the executive changed irreversibly from one of deference to one where criticism and scrutiny of the president were an essential part of media coverage. This is exemplified in the media’s omitting of the extra-marital affairs and often debilitating health problems in their coverage of the healthy, family oriented public image of JFK, compared to the intense scrutiny faced by President Bill Clinton over activities in his public and private life.


More modern presidents seem to be much more susceptible to negative press coverage than their predecessors at the turn of the twentieth century. This is illustrated in the criticisms faced by Bill Clinton in the first years of his presidency, and the suggested reasons for this. Analyzing this negative treatment, Brit Hume wrote in August 1993, “Some have blamed it on supposedly hard-boiled regulars in the White House press corps seeking to prove they could be just as rough on a Democrat as they had been on George Bush. Another theory has it that the newcomers to the White House press room who got there via covering Mr. Clinton’s campaign were determined to prove that they, too, could be tough.”
 This shows a clear distinction between the days of William McKinley and a deferential White House press corps, somewhat subservient to the executive branch, and a contemporary Washington press, seemingly holding the primary aim of covering the president with criticism and scrutiny. Because of the increasing willingness of the media to speak out against the president, it can be argued that a likeable and respectable public image is all the more important in comparison to a time when presidents need not have been so wary of negative media coverage. This is, therefore, a demonstration of how the media coverage of the president changed over the course of the twentieth century, and how the relationship between the two has evolved. This evolution naturally continues into the twenty-first century, where candidates such as Barack Obama operate with an ever more elaborate media, thus facing an environment where scrutiny of the president is more commonplace, but also where there are more ways of dealing with it. 


Social Media


The shift in media style from the press and television outlets used by presidents and presidential candidates in twentieth century “old media” to a “new media” based mainly around internet activity adds a new dimension to political campaigning. This section of the chapter will attempt to demonstrate that social media plays a central role in the use of new media in political campaigning by arguing the following points. First of all, it relates to the arguments surrounding media in general primarily as a progression in media methods and techniques used by political candidates. Secondly, social media has been shown to be effective in campaigning in areas such as voter mobilization and fundraising, and dialogue between the candidate and the electorate. The third argument is that social media allows more freedom and control for presidential candidates over the production of their thoughts and the promotion of their personalities, and also provides them with information about which demographics to market themselves to and what kind of picture they should portray of themselves in order to win those votes. This section of the chapter will briefly address these themes, in order to demonstrate how social media fits in to the discussion of media and the presidency.


In terms of fundraising, the rise of social media has allowed candidates to raise significantly large sums of campaign cash in small donations using social networking sites and the internet. The first such example of this is the 2004 Democratic primary campaign of Howard Dean, who promoted his candidacy through internet blogs and social forums, and also utilized these media channels to chase donations for his campaign. Dean’s “…vaunted success in raising large amounts of money in small donations over the Internet…”
 was recognized by scholars at the time as an effective new method of campaigning: “These strategies helped Dean collect more money than any other Democratic presidential hopeful, recruit more than 500,000 campaign supporters, and propel him to frontrunner status.”
 The Obama campaign of 2008 utilized social media as one of the key components of its fundraising efforts, “…dramatically ushering in a new digital era in presidential fundraising.” During the campaign, 3 million donors made a total of 6.5 million donations, of which 6 million were of the value of $100 or less. $500 million was raised, with an average donation of just $80.
 These figures are a prime illustration of how successful the use of social media can be in political campaigning, as opposed to the old media of press and television fundraising.


Another way in which social media fits into the discussion of media and political campaigning is the mobilization of voters and political participants. The Arab Spring of 2011 is the best demonstration of the power of political campaigning through social networking sites.
 In the United States, however, social media and the technology that supports it is credited with a rise in political participation and voter turnout among certain voter groups. An increase in voter turnout among African American youths in the 2008 election is attributed to the use of smart phones to communicate with potential voters. “They’re not necessarily living at a permanent address. You are not reaching them by calling their homes and because you are engaging them on their cell phones, you have a different kind of communication.” This “different kind of communication” includes innovations such as canvassing apps that collect demographic data, and also provide information to voters, such as maps to voting booths and policy statements.
 All of this allows a deeper interrelationship between the candidate and the electorate, as well as mobilizing voters who might otherwise stay at home. Moreover, technology such as smart phones and their use of digital social media allows young people, some perhaps even too young to vote, to become independently politically active through watching campaign media such as videos and speeches on internet sites like YouTube.


The increased feeling of intimacy and personal closeness to a candidate that comes with campaigning through social media is a significant evolution from the old media of press and television. The explosion of social media in the last decade is demonstrated by its usage by the Obama administration compared to the comparatively insignificant exploitation of the medium by the previous presidential team of George W. Bush, which has resulted in the current executive’s decision to begin archiving social media content concerning the president.
 The increased dialogue between the candidate and the supporter perpetuates a relationship that could be argued at times to take on the form of that of a celebrity and his or her fans. Social networking sites such as Facebook and Twitter can be used to make announcements and statements that invite comments from supporters or observers, so voters have the feeling of increased participation and a closer relationship to their candidate. From a candidate’s point of view, making a declaration via a social networking site can also create extra support for certain decisions. A good example of this is Barack Obama’s naming of Joe Biden as his presidential running mate on Twitter before an official press release was made by his campaign team.


The comparative freedom of presidential candidates to publicize themselves and run their campaigns on their own terms that has come with the evolution of internet based new media is another significant example of how social media aligns with the discussion of media and the presidency. This comparative freedom is provided by websites such as YouTube and Twitter that allow any person to upload any videos or messages they choose to publicize without opposition from editing entities or opposing authorities. Furthermore, it allows followers and supporters to rate and repost these videos and messages, perpetuating their publicity, and increasing their popularity.
 The freedom of the internet can also work against political candidates, however, as it also allows the average public the opportunity to speak out against aspects of a person’s character they might not agree with. Moreover, social networking can allow for the mobilization of groups of people with similar such feelings. This can be argued to embody a more democratic media climate in the twenty-first century, as websites that increase political participation allow more people to have their voices heard, an a much more accessible medium. 

Due to the increased availability of information through social media, presidential candidates are able to more easily recognize voting groups they can market themselves to, and also how they can portray themselves in different ways to different demographics. The increased interaction between the electorate and the candidate means that feedback can be collected, and campaign teams can see where their candidate is popular and where they are not and why, and change their campaign strategies to suit the findings of this information. This is illustrated in the example of the 2010 Massachusetts senatorial election, which saw Republican Scott Brown defeated Democratic candidate Martha Coakley by marketing himself to and mobilizing young voters through social networking internet sites.  The day before the election took place; Martha Coakley counted 3,520 followers on Twitter and 14,487 Facebook fans, while Brown had 10,214 Twitter followers and 76,700 fans on Facebook. This 3-1 advantage in numbers is accredited with winning the majority of young votes in the state, as young people are argued to communicate mostly through social networking sites such as these. David Meerman Scott writes, “The Coakley campaign underestimated the importance of social media and the new rules of marketing and PR. John McCain relied on what worked to elect former President George W. Bush, and he lost partly because he failed to effectively use social media.”
 The significance of social media in the 2008 presidential race and in the 2010 senatorial elections shows that it is an increasingly important field of new media, and is becoming more useful and decisive in terms of voting and political participation. 

The profound effect that social media has had on factors such as fundraising, candidate-voter dialogue, voter mobilization, freedom of publicity and the marketing of a candidate in a very short time shows that in years to come, social media could become the leading facet of campaign media.


Media and the Presidency: Conclusions


The relationship between the media and the presidency has evolved greatly over the 200 years of its existence. Beginning as state or party sponsored publications, the press media moved into its own as an independent entity around the turn of the twentieth century. Up until the turning point of the Vietnam War and additionally the Watergate scandal in the late 1960s and early 1970s, the president was treated with a high degree of deference from the media. However, after a loss of trust regarding these events, twinned with the rise of television media that allowed a viewing public to visualize the consequences of their political participation as well as scrutinize the politicians to whom they now felt closer, this universal deference was replaced with the perceived duty to criticize and question the personalities of and the decisions made by the executive branch of government. This made the personality of a candidate much more important than it had previously been. Internet based new media ushered in a further shift in media discourse in the first decade of the twenty-first century, and as its evolution continues, it is important to consider what could be the next step in media development.


Historical examples show how each president addressed in this chapter added a new dimension to develop the idea of personality and thus its significance. Other examples not investigated in detail here, such as Presidents Ronald Reagan, a former Hollywood actor, and Jimmy Carter, also show how calculated presentation of one’s personality or in Carter’s case lack thereof, can be crucial to political success.


The new phenomenon of social media fits into the discourse surrounding media and the presidency as a major component of the next step in the development of the field. It has proven itself to be increasingly important with every election of the twenty-first century, forcing electoral campaigns to create new strategies in significant areas such as fundraising and marketing to different demographics and voting blocs.
Barack Obama: The Family Man


“I would not be standing here tonight without the unyielding support of my best friend for the last sixteen years, the rock of our family and the love of my life, our nation’s next first lady, Michelle Obama. Sasha and Malia, I love you both so much, and you have earned the new puppy that’s coming with us to the White House. And while she’s no longer with us, I know my grandmother is watching, along with the family that made me who I am. I miss them tonight, and know that my debt to them is beyond measure.”

In his victory speech on election night in 2008, Barack Obama paid tribute to his family and emphasized their significance in his election campaign and his rise to the top political job in the country. His relationship with his wife, his children and his parents, in particular his grandmother who passed away on the eve of the election, was highlighted throughout the campaign.

The following chapter will investigate how Barack Obama was portrayed as a family man through social media during his campaign. To begin with, a short assessment of the new media tools used by the Obama campaign in 2008 will be made, with the intention of providing context for the investigation of how the campaign used social media to portray the candidate’s personality. Following this, in line with his words on his family in his victory speech, the chapter can be divided into three sections, which will analyze the presentation of Obama as a husband, a father, and a son. A systematic approach such as this will allow for clear conclusions to be drawn regarding the campaign’s use of social media in portraying this part of Barack Obama’s personality.

New Media Tools Used by the Obama Campaign
In order to place this chapter, and indeed the following ones, into some context it would be useful to briefly discuss the new media tools used by the Obama campaign in 2008, and the strategies used on these pages. Since new media can be defined as based on the Internet, the main tools used by the campaign were Internet sites. These generally branched out with the use of links from the campaign site, with a large selection of material also being embedded on the campaign site itself. Of the most used social networking sites, YouTube and MySpace were the most prominent, hosting the campaign’s video and written blogs respectively.
 There were, however, many links to other social networking sites, such as Facebook and Twitter, and file sharing sites such as Flickr, which allows users to upload and share photographic material.

From the two main sources, YouTube and MySpace, it can be seen that the primary strategies used were visual and descriptive. As will be evident from subsequent discussions, the release of videos of the campaign and the candidate himself allowed the viewer an opportunity to assess his personality. The MySpace blog, while also embedding some visual material, relied mainly on blog entries, diary like posts that keep the reader informed about such subjects as where the candidate might be at a certain time, the importance of voting or background information on the life of the candidate.

Obama the Husband

Barack Obama’s wife, Michelle, was the first person he mentioned in his list of thanks in his acceptance speech after winning the presidency. It has become a mainstay aspect of presidential campaigns to refer to the would-be first lady, and promote her personality, or certainly the relationship between the candidate and his spouse. A prominent and well respected first lady can aid a president’s image, and indeed legacy, significantly. One might refer to the cases of Eleanor Roosevelt and Jackie Kennedy for examples of this.
 

In June 2008, Barack Obama’s campaign posted a video on its MySpace blog, entitled “Meet Barack.” This is a video that will be referred to when addressing most aspects of his personality and how they were presented, as it significantly demonstrates the marketing and public relations strategies discussed previously. A section of this video is dedicated to Obama’s relationship with his wife and children, and features a short section of an interview with Michelle Obama, in which she reiterates the importance of faith and family, and of raising children with good values.
 Not only does this show portrayal of Barack Obama as a husband and the significance placed on this by his social media campaign, but it also helps his campaign in that Michelle puts forward her thoughts and opinion, therefore promoting her personality too. This can be seen in this case as an extension of the personality of the candidate himself, as part of the presidential package were he to be successful in his bid for the White House. Extended videos such as this are important, as they allow potential voters to view the candidate and his relationship with his wife at any time, rather than in a defined television time slot.

Social media is also a big part of news websites. It allows readers to comment on and share stories via email or social networking sites, and the Obama team in 2008 would have been aware of this. In May of 2008, Obama made a statement on ABC News warning Republican campaigners to “lay off my wife,” in response to negative television ads featuring his wife Michelle.
 The interview featured an Obama fiercely protective and also lovingly complementary of his wife, who was sitting beside him and to whom the question regarding the negative campaigning had originally been posed. This strong assertion of personality was posted on leading social media video site YouTube as an entry in a user’s political commentary blog. The significance of this video in enhancing the public image of the relationship between Barack and Michelle Obama, and subsequently the image of the candidate as a husband, is shown in the comments made in response to the post. A total of 3,009 comments were posted in response, of which the top rated began “You’re damn right Obama, stick up for your lady.”
 This overwhelmingly positive response to Obama’s actions demonstrates how social media can be used to portray a candidate as a certain personality and also garner support for such a personality. Furthermore, it gives a wider scope to simple news interviews, which before social media would have appeared on television, and perhaps been reported more widely in the press if they aroused particular discussion. Social media allows snippets like this to grow into more important factors in a political campaign. This in turn could be argued to make personality itself more of a sizeable facet of a campaign, as smaller incidents are picked up on, and with the help of comments and posting and reposting on various sites across the web, can become more noteworthy.

In the same way that news videos can spread online through social media, spectator photos can achieve the same ends. One such example of a prominent moment enhancing Barack Obama’s image as a husband was at the Democratic National Convention in June 2008, where he was photographed by spectators and journalists alike sharing a “fist bump” with his wife. This informal and intimate moment took place on stage after his speech at the convention, and photos taken soon spread around the internet via file sharing sites. On photo sharing site flickr, the response was entirely positive, with 39 members even adding it to their favorite photos files.
 This positive response to this kind of public display of intimacy and affection works towards making the couple seem more human, which would in turn make the voter feel closer to them. In terms of Obama’s image as a husband, the message here is different to the previous example of his jumping to the defense of his wife, as this picture shows that they are a team and suggests her support is a major factor in his success.
File sharing sites are useful in political campaigning in that they allow the general public to share files and express their opinions on them. In addition to this, however, they can also act as an extension of the central campaign website itself. Political campaigns have the freedom to create channels on video sharing social networking sites that might be more popular than the site of the campaign itself, and therefore viewed by a wider demographic, even by people who wouldn’t normally be actively politically participant. Through this, political campaigns can take the initiative to reach a wider demographic, and it is also an example of bypassing old media and cutting out any kind of negative coverage. Furthermore, it gives presidential campaigns the ability to show extra aspects of the candidate’s personality that old media would not have. An example of this is the YouTube channel of barackobamadotcom. At the Democratic National Convention in 2008 Michelle Obama made her first major speech to such a large public, which was designed to appeal her to the electorate as a potential first lady. The speech was generally judged a success, and the content and delivery of the future first lady’s words were widely lauded.
 Although this was of course posted as part of the campaign’s YouTube channel, more interesting was that a video was also posted showing Barack Obama’s reaction to his wife’s first major speech. The proud and admiring manner of this reaction, evident in his facial expressions and words to those sitting around him, showed Obama to be a husband almost in awe of his wife, a sentiment that would have struck strongly with many who saw the video.
 This is different still from the previous two examples of Obama as a husband, as it illustrates an almost shy and innocent man in adoration of a strong woman.

Through various forms of social media, Barack Obama’s public image as a husband and the relationship between himself and his wife has been portrayed from many different perspectives. He introduced his wife and emphasized her importance through MySpace videos, and with the use of photo and video sharing websites Obama is presented as a strong and protective husband, one who has a close and interdependent relationship with his wife, and also a man who has great pride in and total admiration for the woman he loves. This variety of images helps to complete a fuller picture of Obama the husband.

Obama the Father

Barack Obama’s promise of a new puppy for his children upon moving to the White House in his acceptance speech highlighted on the most public of stages his qualities as a father. A strong family unit has always been a prominent personality aspect of a desirable president, and again the Kennedys can be cited as a demonstration of this. A good image as a father can show a potential president to be well-grounded and responsible, as well as adding another level on which the voter can relate to the candidate. This section of the chapter will investigate the use of social media in creating the personality of a good father in Barack Obama’s 2008 presidential election campaign.


As discussed previously, an advantage of using social media as a facet of a presidential campaign is that it allows the candidate to place emphasis on certain parts of his or her personality, by sharing certain videos, comments and photographs and not others. This means that the campaign team can pick and choose particular speeches they find to be useful or successful to upload and share with their followers on the various social networking sites in which they operate. One such speech was an address the then senator made to the Apostolic Church of God in Chicago in June of 2008. The speech was particularly useful to the campaign as it gave Obama an opportunity to address fatherhood in its own right, rather than as part of a broader context. In the speech he outlined what he believed to be the main duties of bringing up children, namely setting an example of excellence to children and teaching them empathy. However, he added, “I say this knowing that I have been an imperfect father – knowing that I have made mistakes and will continue to make more; wishing that I could be home for my girls and my wife more than I am right now.”
 By acknowledging the difficulties of fatherhood, but also outlining clear principles and guidelines by which to be a good father, Obama was able to create a more accessible aura around his family life and also to attempt to reach out and relate to American fathers as a voting category. The decision to publicize this speech via social networking sites to allow it to spread across the internet just after Father’s Day can be argued to be good timing, as thoughts of fatherhood and the questions of raising children were still fresh in people’s minds.
 In addition to this, Obama linked in his motivation for the presidency with being a father, stating, “By now, my life revolves around my two little girls. And what I think about is what kind of world I’m leaving them.”
 By associating the presidency with fatherhood, he placed extra emphasis on his role as a father.


The public image of Obama and his relationship with his daughters was presented in a very different way to that of his wife. While the campaign went to great lengths to publicize the strength of the bond between the candidate and the would-be first lady, with public interviews, speeches, videos and photo opportunities, there appears to have been no such effort with the Obama children. Although Barack Obama did emphasize the importance of fatherhood with social media publications such as the Father’s Day speech mentioned above, he specifically avoided such activities involving his daughters. This can be argued to have been for their protection. The campaign did allow one interview with the entire family, which Obama later said he regretted: “Particularly the way it sort of went around the cable stations, I don’t think it’s healthy, and it’s something that we’ll be avoiding in the future.”
 The campaign’s lack of use of social media here is telling. By not promoting this interview in any way, and keeping his children out of public view as much as possible, Barack Obama discouraged public discussion about his daughters, in order to avoid any escalation of media coverage of them, in much the same way comments and reposts would be encouraged to promote a side of his personality. Furthermore, it could be argued that by doing this Obama actually would have improved his public image as a father, as it is a clear demonstration of acting in the best interest of his children.


Barack Obama’s campaign team’s use of social media to aid his image as a father was not as forthcoming as that of the effort to highlight his qualities as a husband. This was evidently concerned with a desire to not expose his children to too much media coverage, which differs from the example of John F. Kennedy and his brother Robert. In referring to his daughters in speeches and emphasizing the importance of parenthood, however, Obama did highlight his role as a father, which helped create the personality of the family man.


Obama the Son


The story of Barack Obama’s upbringing was publicized during the 2008 campaign as one of relative hardship, and emphasis was placed on his mother and his grandparents on her side, who raised him as a single parent family.
 This section of the analysis of how Barack Obama was presented as a family man during his 2008 campaign will focus on his presentation in the role of son.


Probably the most memorable use of social media in the campaign’s portrayal of Barack Obama as a son was the video released on the campaign site’s YouTube channel on the night November 3rd 2008, the night before the election. It was a recording of a section of Obama’s rally in Charlotte, North Carolina, in which he talked about his grandmother who had passed away just that day. He paid homage to her by describing her as a “quiet hero,” relating her to struggling parents across the United States. His recognition of his grandmother’s “sacrifices” gives implications of his vulnerability as a son and a dependent, and also illustrates his gratitude to his parents. By doing this, and delivering his words with clearly genuine emotion, he again shows his humanity, humility and ability to relate to the general public, in this instance in the role of a son. These signals can be seen to have been received in the comments of support in immediate response to the video post, such as “Stay Strong Obama!” and “All of our hearts are with you, Obama,” and reiterated in the high amount of followers who “liked” these comments.
 Such a response would have been anticipated by the campaign team, which is undoubtedly the reason they chose to cut this three minute clip from the speech as a whole and log it as an altogether separate post.


In the aforementioned “Meet Barack” MySpace video, Obama talks about how he was raised by his mother and grandparents. The first reference made to his parents in the video is a speech in which he emphasizes his connection to his mother by saying “…my mother was from Kansas, which is where I got my accent from.” This is a comment that induces laughter and smiles in those listening, in a kind of recognition of American diversity. This light hearted exchange served the purpose of a visual component of media, which allows the voter to study and analyze Obama the person. It is therefore a successful portrayal of personality on two levels. Firstly, the visual effect of a man standing up and making seated people laugh and smile sends messages of a confident and easily accessible individual on a personal basis. Second of all, a quip about one’s accent not only serves to put people at ease and break tension, but also goes further to developing a personal relationship between the candidate and the voter. As this part of the video continues, Obama highlights that he was raised by a single mother and grandparents who “…didn’t have money, but they gave me love, a thirst for education, and a belief that we’re all part of something larger than ourselves.” This voice over is accompanied by images of Obama as a child and a young adult, sharing seemingly happy moments with his mother and grandparents.
 In this sense Obama is portrayed as a loving and loyal son who having taken in the lessons and wisdom from those who raised him went out into the world and achieved greatness, making them proud. This is a representation of an ideal son and a perfect relationship between three generations of the same family, a sentiment that American voters desire and trust.


One aspect of Obama as a son that is hardly mentioned at all is his relationship with his father. In the “Meet Barack” MySpace video, he states that his father is from Kenya, but there is no further reference to the man thereafter. Furthermore, there seems to be no photos shared, or blog entries mentioning his father. This could be for the same reason as the minimal focus on his children, in that he did not wish to attract too much attention to certain family members. There is still, however, as discussed earlier, a small amount of coverage of his daughters in the 2008 social media campaign. It could be argued that an almost complete lack of reference to his father is due to the campaign’s desire to stress the significance of Obama being raised by a single parent family, in order to invoke themes of the American dream of coming from a disadvantaged background to achieve greatness. This could certainly be supported by the fact that Obama had indeed made previous references to his father and his thoughts from a son’s perspective in his internationally bestselling book Dreams from My Father.


Obama’s portrayal as a son within social media in the 2008 presidential election campaign seems mainly to revolve around his mother and here parents, his grandparents. The campaign primarily used video blog entries to display the relationship between Obama and his mother’s side of the family. The primary personality attributes that the candidate displays as a son seemed to consist of loyalty and gratitude, as well as a great respect for the efforts of his mother and his grandparents, and the lessons they taught him. By spreading these ideas across social media, the campaign was able to market these qualities to younger adults who may have felt the same way towards their parents at the time of the campaign.


Barack Obama: The Family Man: Conclusions


Barack Obama’s social media campaign for 2008 tackled the various sides of his personality as a family man in different ways. Through use of photo opportunities and video blogs, the portrayal of Obama the husband revolved mainly around his relationship with his wife. Because of the prominence of Michelle’s position in the campaign, there were many opportunities to portray a well rounded husband, complete with all the various feelings about his wife that any American man would have. From a protective and loving husband in reposted news videos, to a portrayal of a husband and wife double act on photo sharing social networking sites, to a man humbled by his wife’s inspiration on the campaign’s own video blog, the marketing of Obama the husband can be viewed as a success.


The portrayal of Obama as a father, however, centered much less on publicly flaunting his relationship with his children. By posting public speeches on fatherhood, Obama reached out to fathers across the country by relating how difficult fatherhood is, and sharing his ideas regarding the qualities of a good father. The protective nature shown in his reluctance to place his daughters in the media spotlight by spreading images and videos of them throughout the social networks of the internet also served towards presenting him as a good father.


The presentation of Obama the son came mainly in his social media campaign concerning his upbringing. Again video blog entries seemed to be the major method used here, as the candidate showed what kind of son he was through his words and certain highlighting of lessons he learned from his mother and grandparents while growing up. 


As with all presidential personality campaigns, the portrayal of a happy family life in the Obama 2008 campaign led to an increase in trust and relation, as well as having a humanizing effect on the candidate. This is illustrated in the comments and feedback regarding Obama and the various facets of his personality as a family man.
Barack Obama: The Working Man

“Our campaign was not hatched in the halls of Washington – it began in the back yards of Des Moines and the living rooms of Concord and the front porches of Charleston. It was built by working men and women who…left their families for jobs that offered little pay and less sleep…There are mothers and fathers who will lie awake after their children fall asleep and wonder how they’ll make the mortgage, or pay their doctor’s bills, or save enough for college.”


Hard work and the plight of the working man were predominant themes in Barack Obama's 2008 presidential campaign, illustrated here by his emphasis on such subjects in his victory speech. This chapter will explore how Obama's personality was presented with regard to his attributes as a working man. This can be defined as a person from a modest background whose family was not blessed with particular wealth, and who has had to work for what they have, possibly facing hardship along the way. The chapter will investigate the portrayal of the candidate as a working man by separating into two sections. The first part of the chapter will assess how Obama himself was portrayed as a working man, by looking at social media evidences involving Obama directly. This will include, for example, shared videos of Obama on the campaign trail. The second part of the chapter will look at the campaign in general, and how it attempts to portray Obama as a working man by showing his empathy toward such a demographic. By choosing to use such an approach, two aspects of the candidate's personality as a working man can be observed: his experience as a working man himself, and his empathy towards other working men and women. From this, a fuller and more complete conclusion of how the campaign used social media to portray Barack Obama's personality can be attained.


Obama the Worker


This part of the chapter will analyze the campaign’s portrayal of Obama as a working man himself. This will entail Obama’s career story and how it is presented in social media, as well as examining certain speeches that the campaign used to highlight his qualities in this respect. Furthermore, file sharing site Flickr will be a focus, and the use of visual components of the candidate and his campaign team to portray the idea of the working man.


The "Meet Barack" video on MySpace, one of the key sources of social media in the 2008 campaign and a starting point for new followers of the campaign on social media, is a fine example of the portrayal of Obama as a working man. As mentioned in the previous chapter, one of the first actions of the film is to stress the importance placed upon hard work passed down to him from his grandparents, who were of working class origin. The film continues to chart Obama's rise from this background through college with the aid of scholarships, and his work as a community organizer in a south side of Chicago crippled by job losses.
 This video, intended to inspire, successfully promotes Obama as a working man in a number of ways. First of all, the intermittent footage of the candidate telling his story to a room full of people and old clips and visual aids of the working Obama depicting that story sends a constant message of a hard working man and the importance of hard work in the community. Secondly, various images of empty factories and derelict work yards twinned with Obama's inspiring voice over are intended to not only raise hope, but to show that with the hard work demonstrated by the candidate, change is possible. A third way in which Obama is portrayed as a working man is in the narrative arc of his rise from humble beginnings, through his work in Chicago to teaching and writing at Harvard. This shows that with hard work, any person from any background can achieve the most prestigious of vocational positions. These aspects of the “Meet Barack” video are part of the reason it was an important facet of the social media campaign in 2008.


Another such video shared via social networking that was used to show Barack Obama as a tireless working man was a well received clip of a speech made at a rally in Virginia in September 2008. With rain lashing the stage, Obama chose to take off his jacket and roll up his sleeves while making rousing vocalizations stressing the importance of hard work and community spirit in fighting against the hardships of economic crisis. This was an intelligent portrayal of character by the candidate himself, choosing the right moment to emphasize the importance of hard work by making such a gesture. The speech culminated in Obama rallying supporters to help with the voter mobilization drive in the state, telling young supporters that "...a brighter day will come, if you're willing to work for it, if you're willing to roll up your sleeves..." and encourage voters to turn out.
 The way in which the campaign used social media to portray the personality of the candidate in this instance was to not only publish the entire speech on its YouTube channel and the campaign website, but also to take the final few minutes of the speech and create another shorter clip depicting the huge effort put in by volunteers to garner support for the campaign and mobilize votes.
 Therefore, not only is this example and illustration of a successful portrayal of Obama as a working man, but it can also link back to the academic discussion by demonstrating how social media can aid voter mobilization.


Photo sharing social networking site Flickr was used to great effect by the Obama campaign in 2008. The site allows users to upload and add pictures to a "photostream” in order to create an online photographic diary or log. This allowed the Obama campaign to post pictures of the candidate himself on a day to day basis, constantly providing visual updates of his activities. In addition to this, however, Barack Obama's "photostream" includes literally thousands of entries of the hard working volunteers and campaign teams and individuals from all over the country who keep the operation running.
 This is a reflection on the candidate himself and works with other social media content, such as those discussed above, to create an overall picture of hard work and sacrifice bringing great rewards, a general message of the campaign as a whole, and personified in the portrayal of Barack Obama. This is added to by many photos taken and added to the site of Obama himself visiting volunteers and working with them, making phone calls and “rolling up his sleeves” to assist in the campaign effort.
 This is an example of the new media providing a particular use that old media would not have been so likely to do. While social media allows a far greater deal of possibility and scope concerning who receives campaign media such as speeches and rallies, and also how they are received, these sources were still accessible in old media, through television and radio. New media revolving around file sharing social networking sites allows voters access to moments that may have not been publicized so prominently, if at all, in old media campaigns. A visual image of the candidate working hard with grassroots activists behind the scenes at a campaign office is an example of one such moment. This illustrates one way in which social media can aid the portrayal of the personality of a candidate, in this case Barack Obama as a working man, more effectively than old media methods.


The use of social media in the portrayal of Obama the worker is mainly based around the sharing of visual sources, such as videos and photos that display Obama in the light of a hard working individual having earned his success through commitment and determination. The sharing of such sources on social networking sites allows an easier access to the personality of politicians and presidential candidates than in old media such as television and radio.


Empathy with the Working Man

The second half of this chapter concerning the portrayal of Barack Obama as a working man will investigate the empathy shown by Obama to the working man during the 2008 presidential campaign. This will involve studying blog entries on social networking sites by the 2008 campaign team, and also campaign footage taken that spread across the internet via social network of Obama meeting people in the streets of working class communities. This will aim to show not Obama as a working man himself, but his empathy and understanding of the average working American. This will be shown as a significant facet of a presidential candidate's personality, as it adds towards a deeper personal connection between the candidate and the individual voter.


In a video posted online just a day before the election entitled "We Have a Lot of Work to Do," the Obama campaign makes a final push to increase voter turnout. It features a voice over of a speech made by the candidate, in which he reiterates the effort and struggle it has taken to make a success of the campaign from its small beginning to the status of frontrunner just a few days before the presidential election. The voice over is accompanied by footage of campaign workers and Obama himself on the campaign trail, laboring tirelessly to bring out the vote and publicize the Senator’s candidacy, with the final overall message being “Let’s get to work!”
 This is a showing of empathy towards the working man of America in that the candidate acknowledges the hard work it has taken for those who have helped him on his campaign, and this is in turn recognition of hard working individuals across the United States, and shows an understanding of their efforts in every day life. This recognition can be related back to the extract of the Grant Park victory speech at the start of the chapter also, as those being acknowledged here are also those "...in the back yards of Des Moines, the living rooms of Concord and the front porches of Charleston."
 The video is also a demonstration of how Obama's personality, in this case his empathy toward the working man, can be used to mobilize voters and improve turn out. The spread of this video across the social network of the internet would have encouraged those who might use such sites, such as young voters, to not only get out and vote themselves but also encourage others to do the same. This is all a result of the promotion of the candidate's personality in the light of relating to the common worker and the ideal of hard work reaping great rewards.


Attempts at portraying a candidate’s personality in a certain light via social media can sometimes backfire, and the nature of social media means that this can be highlighted and scrutinized much more intensely than with previous media. While being filmed meeting residents of an Ohio neighborhood, Barack Obama was questioned about his tax plan by local worker Samuel Wurzelbacher, later dubbed “Joe the Plumber” as a consequence of the footage gaining notoriety across the internet. In the video, Obama is seen explaining his tax plan to Wurzelbacher, who is unhappy with its correlation, or seemingly to him lack thereof, with the American Dream. The biggest discussion surrounding the exchange was Obama’s declaration that “I think when you spread the wealth around, it’s good for everybody.”
 The spread of the video across various blogs resulted in Obama being portrayed as a socialist, and a candidate who was at odds with the American ideal.
 This was jumped upon by the campaign of Republican opponent John McCain, and Obama can be argued to have subsequently lost personality points in his effort for the presidency. The extreme level of criticism Obama received because of this short clip shows how the freedom of new media can also be utilized to the detriment of political candidates, as it allows opponents just as much freedom to defame a candidate’s personality. Furthermore, the Obama campaign obviously chose not to publicize this video on any of its social networking sites, despite the personal feel of the candidate mingling and listening to the concerns of every day people.


However, the Obama campaign did make use of social media to portray the candidate’s empathy with the working man by posting a blog entry just a week after the Joe the Plumber incident, in which they explained the tax plan and compared it to the ideas of McCain. The entry was accompanied by a link to a “tax calculator” with which any professional could calculate the money they would save in taxes compared the plan put forward by John McCain. Also added to the post was a video entitled “Al the Shoe Salesman Gets a Tax Cut,” seemingly in a direct response to “Joe the Plumber.” It depicted the character of Al Bundy from television series Married With Children calculating his taxes and deciding that he would consequentially vote for Obama.
 Working men and women and small business owners across the United States would have been able to relate to such a situation, and also to such a popular television character, illustrating the empathy with the working man shown by Obama’s campaign, reflecting well on the candidate himself. Furthermore, this adds to the discussion of the freedom of new media, in that a blog entry such as this allows Obama a response to the negative criticism surrounding his empathy with the working man, outside of the parameters of television interviews or press articles, which could be biased or misleading. 


The stress on empathy for the working man in the Obama campaign of 2008 utilized social media in similar ways to the portrayal of Obama himself as a working man, that is through shared files, mainly video content. It is also true, however, that clips shared by other bloggers and political participants can work against the personality of the candidate. The nature of social media, though, means that everyone has a free space in which to respond to criticism independently. Obama’s empathy for the working man was scrutinized by “Joe the Plumber,” however the campaign used social media in a similar way to refute this criticism.


Barack Obama: The Working Man: Conclusions


The investigations in the two sections of the chapter threw up similar results, mainly that the visual component is very significant in promoting Obama as a working man. Because of this, the campaign’s use of file sharing sites such as YouTube and Flickr were effective in showing Obama to be a man not afraid of hard work himself, but also a man who can empathize with the working man and to whom the working people of America can relate. Various images and clips of footage depicting the candidate hard at work, encouraging others to get to work or listening to those struggling to support themselves because of a lack of work created a general theme of hard work throughout the campaign, and this was arguably a key element in his success. 
Barack Obama: The African-American

“This election had many firsts and many stories that will be told for generations. But one that’s on my mind tonight is about a woman who cast her ballot in Atlanta… Ann Nixon Cooper is 106 years old. She was born just a generation past slavery…when someone like her couldn’t vote…because of the color of her skin…She was there for the buses in Montgomery, the hoses in Birmingham, a bridge in Selma, and a preacher from Atlanta who told a people that ‘We Shall Overcome.’ Yes we can.”


Barack Obama’s allusions to race and the progress of African-Americans in the United States in his Grant Park victory speech demonstrate an acknowledgement to his ethnicity. This chapter will analyze the portrayal of Barack Obama as an African-American with the use of social media throughout the 2008 presidential election campaign. Firstly, it is important to point out that, possibly with the intention of not alienating some sections of the white electorate, the emphasis on the ethnic side of the candidate’s personality was not emphasized as outwardly and explicitly as the aspects of his personality discussed previously. For this reason, the chapter will be split into two sections, the first of which will focus on Obama himself as an African-American. The second will examine certain aspects of the campaign not involving the candidate directly, but nevertheless intended to provoke certain connotations with his personality as an African-American. This will include the assessment of, for example, campaigning carried out for the candidate by notable figures in African-American society.


Obama the African-American


The portrayal of Barack Obama as an African-American in the 2008 campaign were few compared to the significance paid to his role as a family man or a working man. This has been argued to be because his “…top staffers saw Obama’s racial ambiguity as an asset.” This was because it allowed black voters to attach themselves to him, but also for other voters to see him as “…biracial or post-racial…” It is also argued that campaign manager David Plouffe saw race as a “…distraction…” and did not want his candidate to become defined by racial politics.
 The effort made by the campaign to avoid public promotion of Obama as an African-American can also be argued as a significant example of the calculated use of social media, and indeed media in general, to sculpt a perfect portrayal of the candidate’s personality. However, throughout the course of the campaign, there were incidences that necessitated references to Obama as a black man, most of which were as a result of the spread of opinions and controversies through social media. The following paragraphs will examine the moments when Obama himself did refer to race, and how this was manipulated in social media, mainly by the campaign, but also by other sources. It is important to study the use of sources other than the campaign itself in this particular section, as the interaction between the campaign and these sources were the main causes for the referral to Barack Obama’s race by the campaign.


One instance of Obama using black rhetoric in a speech which made waves in social media was at an event at the South Carolina Democratic primary in January 2008. He used quotes from Malcolm X to suggest to African-Americans that they should ignore negative rumors surrounding his personality: “It’s the same old okie-doke…They’re trying to bamboozle you. Hoodwink ya.”
 By using this kind of language, the candidate made clear connections with his ethnicity, and therefore openly advanced this attribute of his personality. The main reason for this can be argued to be the purpose of relating to a predominantly black electorate in the state. This is therefore an illustration of how Obama used his personality as a black man to make closer the relationship between himself and the African-American voting demographic. This kind of marketing of oneself deepens the connection to and relationship with the particular voting bloc. 


The most noteworthy social media phenomenon regarding race and the campaign’s presentation of the candidate’s personality was the fiasco revolving around comments made by Obama’s local church pastor, Jeremiah Wright. In March 2008, with the presidential campaign still in the primary stage, footage of a controversial sermon by the preacher spread across social networks and social media such as blogs in particular.
 In the sermon, Wright denounced actions taken by the United States government against various ethnicities, such as Native Americans, Palestinians and African-Americans, ending by repeating the words “God Damn America!”
 Wright’s closeness to Obama – Obama had been a member of his church for 20 years, he married Obama and his wife Michelle and baptized their children
 - meant that Obama was closely associated with the comments and his campaign felt that this reflected incredibly negatively on his personality. Moreover, the desire to distance Obama from Wright and his controversial nature is reiterated by apparent previous attempts to disassociate Wright with the Obama campaign.
 This incident demonstrates the power of social media in influencing the public image of a candidate, and the greater opportunity for and possibility of scrutiny of one’s character, similar to that of Bill Clinton in 1993. 


Since the words of Obama’s African-American pastor reflected very badly on the personality of the candidate himself, the campaign felt it was necessary to openly act in response to the footage. They did this by taking a speech Obama made in Philadelphia just a few days after, and posting it in full on the campaign blog.
 After its rapid spread across the internet, the speech, entitled “A More Perfect Union” became one of the stand out moments of the entire Obama presidential campaign. In the speech, Obama referred to race with regard to himself: “I can no more disown him [Wright] than I can disown the black community. I can no more disown him than I can my white grandmother…” and also with reference to the American “…problems that are neither black or white or Latino or Asian, but rather problems that confront us all.”
 These comments demonstrate the post ethnic personality that campaign manager David Plouffe wished to display. By acknowledging and emphasizing all races simply as American Obama attempts to create a personality where race ceases to be an issue. This is notable because it is a reverse action of those used when promoting Obama the family man or the working man, in that while acknowledging his ethnicity, the campaign aimed to push past it as a part of his personality, rather than lay importance on it as with other aspects.


There were, however, incidences whereby the candidate himself made implicit reference to African-American culture in order to portray that side of his personality. During an address in North Carolina regarding negative campaigning against him by Hillary Clinton’s effort for the White House in the Democratic primaries, Obama “Brushed his shoulders off” in reference to a record by hip hop icon Jay-Z, in which the artist tells of how he deals with negative attacks by others. Because of the popularity of the gesture, mock videos of the incident, edited by internet users, appeared across social networks “within hours.” Campaign spokesman Tommy Vietor only replied that he had some Jay-Z on his IPod when questioned.
 The reference by Obama was a clear promotion of his black identity by the candidate, and the spread of “mash-up” videos across social media in such a short space of time is an example of how social networking sites are a significant part of campaigning, be it directly by the campaign itself or by others. However, Vietor’s ambiguous and short response to the incident emphasizes the reluctance on the part of the campaign to underline the African-American aspect of Obama’s personality.
African-Americans for Barack Obama

This section of the chapter will investigate campaigning for the candidate through social media involving not Obama directly, but others on his behalf. This will mean assessing posts of notable figures in African-American society campaigning on behalf of Obama. This is relevant because it demonstrates and supports the arguments of the first half of the chapter, that the campaign was reluctant to have Obama himself emphasize his race, by showing that the campaign actively promoted other black icons doing so. Furthermore, it will illustrate again how social media is a significant facet of political campaigning, by showing how support for the candidate spread throughout the internet because of the use of social media by these figures in their support of the candidate.


In November 2008, just a few days before the general election, a video was posted on the blog of the campaign website, which depicted hip hop star Jay-Z campaigning on behalf of Barack Obama and attempting to mobilize African-American voters. Speaking to a vast, almost exclusively African-American audience, Jay-Z stresses the importance of voting for Obama because “…for too long, we were excluded from the American dream.”
 This is post is significant for a number of reasons. Firstly, there is a particular highlighting of the black community in this video. The speaker’s choice to use the word “we” often throughout the speech gives Obama a sense of exclusivity as a candidate for the African-American community. Furthermore, explicitly referring to black exclusion from the American dream is a statement Obama himself could never have made, for fear of alienating other voting blocs. Despite this however, The Obama campaign still ran the video in its social media effort, even editing in soft inspirational background music. Secondly, it displays social media as a useful tool into marketing a candidate to a certain demographic. The explicit reference to African-American society discussed above, along with a speech by an icon of the black community and a video filled with every day African-Americans is a clear effort to appeal exclusively and openly to this voting bloc. A third reason why this video is important is that it supports the argument that social media campaigns can aid voter mobilization. The viewing and sharing of this post appealing for black voters to turn out on election day means that it would have reached a much more numerous audience than, for instance, a short television commercial restricted by advertising costs and time slots. 


There are also examples of social media allowing for the spread of campaigning done completely independently of the Obama campaign itself. One such example is an Emmy award winning video by African-American pop star will.i.am, which used Obama’s famous “Yes We Can” speech in a song designed to unite voters behind the Obama campaign.
 The video features African-American artists, but also some of other racial backgrounds, putting music to the speech made by the candidate, in an effort to publicize Obama’s rhetoric of hope and change. This is a particularly important piece of social media in this context because it demonstrates the ability of the campaign message to be put forward to by supporters themselves through the channel of social media. This is an illustration of the freedom of social media perpetuating a campaign message without any extra effort from the candidate’s campaign. In addition to this, the central role of an African-American figure in will.i.am would have appealed to black voters, however the array of multi-racial artists featured in the video also served to highlight Obama’s post-ethnic status. The vision of a black man leading a multi-racial cast is also symbolic of Barack Obama leading a multi-racial nation. 


Barack Obama: The African-American: Conclusions

The Obama campaign’s use of social media to portray the candidate himself as an African-American man was minimal in comparison with other areas. This was arguably in order to keep voters of other ethnicities on side. Another reason for this could have been deeper than simply just an effort to win voting demographics, in that the campaign wished to emphasize Obama’s rhetoric of moving forward and creating a better future for generations to come. This is illustrated in the post ethnic portrayal of the candidate in the wake of the Jeremiah Wright episode. This section of the chapter also reiterates how social media can be a powerful tool for those who wish to scrutinize a candidate, and the freedom of such media allows for much more negativity surrounding the candidate than old media, just as new media provides the campaign with much more opportunity to promote particular factors in the personality of a presidential candidate, as well as respond to negativity such as that which surrounded Barack Obama throughout this incident.
The support shown for the Obama campaign in 2008 by prominent figures of African-American society served to highlight the candidate’s black ethnicity without actually involving the candidate himself. This meant that the Obama did not show himself clinging to a certain ethnic identity and therefore alienate other ethnic voting blocs. The effort by figures such as Jay-Z and will.i.am provided the campaign for the “African-American” candidate that Obama could not carry out himself because of this reason, therefore still managing to market himself successfully to the African-American voter. The use of social media in this effort allowed Obama to distance himself from a central role in this part of the campaign, while still promoting his personality as a black man. This was due to the reach of such facets of media and the perpetuation that is a result of the posting of, commenting on, and reposting of sources. The Obama campaign would have realized this, and it allowed social media to work for it in this way, even reposting some of the sources on its own blog.
Conclusions


This essay is an investigation into how Barack Obama’s 2008 presidential campaign used social media to portray the candidate’s personality. By examining the portrayal of key aspects of his personality throughout the campaign, namely his representation as a family man, a working man and an African-American, definitive conclusions can be made with regard to the question. This concluding section of the essay will also briefly mention some problems faced in the research, as well as suggesting further research that could be carried out in order to extend its findings.


From the academic discussion of media and the presidency, the evolution of the relationship between the two can be determined as the most significant factor in the shaping of modern media. The rise of the printing press and subsequently radio and television allowed a closer relationship between presidential candidates and voters, therefore making personality an increasingly important aspect of political campaigning. Also present throughout the evolution of the relationship between presidential candidates and the media was a decline in deference between the two. From a very respectful attitude toward the president at the turn of the twentieth century, the deference shown to presidents and presidential candidates can be seen to decline throughout the 1900s, with the Vietnam War and the Watergate scandal being particular catalysts in this. At the end of the twentieth century full scale scrutiny of the character of politicians can be seen. Historical examples reflected these as throughout the twentieth century certain presidents, such as FDR and JFK, added new dimensions to the portrayal of personality in order to adapt to changes in the relationship. Internet based new media, in which social media plays an important role, can be argued to be the next step in this evolution, adding a new element to already established media facets such as television, radio and the press. President Obama’s social media campaign of 2008 was the first to acknowledge this, as proven in the funds raised through social media and the strong effort to present his personality through such channels. 


The portrayal of Barack Obama’s personality as a family man through social media seemed to vary according to which facet of the family man was being portrayed. The public prominence of his wife Michelle during the campaign allowed for a comparatively easy portrayal of Obama as a good husband. Numerous public appearances of the couple, both individually and separately, allowed for photo opportunities and video clips to be taken and posted on social networking sites. This mainly revolved around the blog of the campaign site, which acted as a campaign diary that could be followed and commented upon by those who took interest. A very well rounded image of a husband was painted of Obama, both protective and overawed, as well as one who has a great bond with his wife in terms of working together. The reluctance to place his children in the limelight of the campaign too much meant that Obama could not be portrayed so heavily as a father. Posted speeches regarding Obama’s thoughts on fatherhood and comments made in the media by the candidate were the main source of the social media campaign in this respect, as well as brief mentioning of his children in all-encompassing public relations efforts. His role as a son was portrayed mostly in reference to his upbringing in biographical blog entries and videos spread across social networking sites. This was in the form of an emphasis on his admiration of his mother and grandparents, and how the lessons learned from them served him in his adult life, and shaped his rhetoric. 


With regard to his portrayal as a working man, a strong visual representation of such a theme seemed to be very important. This therefore highlights his need to be seen as a working man, in order to set an example, much the same way as a superior in the workplace would set examples for new employees. Various photos and videos posted on social media sections of the campaign website and other social networking sites such as Flickr were motivational in nature, depicting the candidate hard at work, often with sleeves rolled up and tie off twinned with a serious facial expression. Constant messages like these filtering through social networks sent a consistent message of hard work, which was a central theme of the Obama campaign. This is also reiterated in biographical posts in which Obama’s rise to the upper echelons of American politics is attributed to hard work from his modest beginnings. Grassroots campaigning and voter mobilization was also a key theme of the portrayal of Obama the working man. The effort to mobilize voters was significantly linked with the theme of hard work throughout the campaign, and Obama’s empathy for the working man was also portrayed in this. The campaign used social media to do this by sending out sources such as written messages and visual media involving not only Obama himself but also his campaign team and volunteers all over the country. Therefore, the use of social media in the portrayal of Obama as a working man served to promote his personality, but also showed an additional layer in its effort to mobilize voters through the appeal of that side of the candidate’s personality. 

The portrayal of Barack Obama as an African-American was the stark in its contrast to the other facets of his personality. The unwillingness of the Obama campaign to outwardly promote his African-American ethnicity through the candidate himself reflected a key use of social media, namely the ability to market oneself in different ways to different social demographics. The only evidence of Obama referring to his black identity seemed to be in ad lib speeches posted online, such as the use of quotes from Malcolm X and Jay-Z. These were not particular efforts by the campaign to market Obama as an African-American. When forced to address race as an issue with regard to the candidate, the social media campaign attempted to emphasize a post ethnic perspective of Obama, always remaining ambiguous about the man as an African-American. The way the campaign did portray Obama as an African-American, however, was by using prominent figures in black society to campaign to the black community, on Obama’s behalf, it could be said. The efforts made by these figures, not just on social media directly related to the campaign itself but on their own social networking pages, illustrates the power of social media in raising the profile of a candidate with a nominal effort from the candidate’s own campaign, and this was seen and used to their advantage by the Obama campaign.


Social media added emphasis to public relations and the personality of a candidate by creating new levels of dialogue and intimacy between the politician and the voter. This is exemplified in visual efforts to project Obama as a good husband by the emphasis placed upon intimate moments between the candidate and his wife, and also in the dialogue created in the effort to encourage voters to campaign and mobilize their friends. 

Another significant conclusion that can be made from this investigation is the acknowledgement of the role played by the audience or the receiver in shaping a candidate’s personality. Audience responses in social media can lead to the creation of new facets of a candidate’s personality that the campaign has no control over. Examples of this include the support shown for Obama by African-American celebrities and the internet response to Joe the Plumber. This illustrates that despite the best efforts of the campaign to create a particular image of a candidate’s personality, part of this image is created by the audience themselves. This serves to reiterate the more democratic nature of social media, and also demonstrates the added dimension of new media over old media, in that the continued posting, reposting and rating of particular portrayals of aspects of a candidate’s personality can construct the image of such in a more varied way than old media tools. 
It is important to remember that this is only a small contribution to the research that can be done on this topic. The ever evolving nature of social media means that in the four years since the Barack Obama presidential campaign in 2008 great strides have been made, with discoveries made and new strategies carried out in this campaign putting social media at the forefront of the presidential campaigns in 2012. A few minutes spent on the campaign websites of this election’s candidates makes this abundantly clear. The prominence of links to social networking sites and blog and video campaigns within the campaign sites of 2012 show that social media is recognized as a significant campaign tool.
 Therefore, further research could be made into the development of social media since this campaign, just as research was made into the development of television and radio and the significance of these media and effects they had on twentieth century political campaigning, which aided greatly the research in this project. Furthermore, this essay faced particular problems in its research in that some material and online resources were not archived as well as others. A bigger project with a time frame allowing for freer research would allow the researcher to delve more deeply into these resources an add to the conclusions that have been made here. This could make use of, for example, not only combing through social media sites and online archives, but also first hand interviews with people involved in the social media campaign, in order to gain a better perspective on the aims and goals of such a project and how they were carried out specifically.


Overall, the personality of Barack Obama in his 2008 presidential campaign was portrayed using mainly visual components of media, which allowed the voter to study the candidate in detail. This revolved around the utilization of video posts and blog entries. The submission of these sources onto major social networking sites allowed them to be viewed and commented on by followers and, most significantly, shared with other potential voters across an array of social networks. It is this aspect of social media which is perhaps the most important, as it opens up unprecedented possibility to raise funds and mobilize voters, all through the appeal of the candidate’s personality.  
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