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everything to defy the most powerful man in America to achieve it. Against all odds, they succeeded. It is a tribute to their brave 
and defiant spirit that the National Park Service has erected this important new historical exhibit. 
  
Thus, the President House exhibit's most important lesson is not about the country's first President, but about the voiceless 
people whose stories have gone untold for centuries. History is not just a series of dates and facts, it involves interpretation, 
analysis, and point of view. Historic understanding shapes public consciousness, and thus politics and policy decisions, social 
relations, and access to resources and opportunity. 
 
Philadelphia's black community fought long and hard to have the commemoration focus on the lives of the people enslaved at the 
first White House as a way to both redress the past and address the present. While legal slavery no longer exists in this country, 
the economic and social disparities between whites and people of color in the United States have been stubbornly persistent for 
decades, with little focused attention from either the White House or Congress. Certainly, a critical part of black support for 
Barack Obama was rooted in the belief that, as he stated, he would be president to all Americans. While this meant that he would 
not (and could not) be president only to African Americans, it also should have meant that black interests would not be ignored as 
they have been so consistently in most administrations. Policies that specifically address the impact of social and economic 
dislocation on black Americans are as vital to implement as those policies specifically constructed to address the needs of seniors, 
rural workers, or women. 
 
The opening of the President's House exhibit and its exposure of the role of slavery in the founding of the country is a propitious 
moment for reflecting not only on the history of black Americans vis-á-vis the White House and the presidency, but also for a 
redirection in public policy that begins to seriously address the specific needs of the black community, which will not be met 
sufficiently by a general, one-size-fits-all approach. 
 
In perhaps his most memorable speech, delivered in Philadelphia during the 2008 campaign, and his only major public address to 
focus on race, Obama stated "[Race] is an issue that I believe this nation cannot afford to ignore right now," pushing back against 
those who contend that racial discrimination is no longer an issue. He went on to say, "[We] do need to remind ourselves that so 
many of the disparities that exist in the African-American community today can be directly traced to inequalities passed on from 
earlier generations that suffered under the brutal legacy of slavery and Jim Crow." 
 
U.S. history is taught—and for the most part, learned—through filters. In everything from schoolbooks and movies to oral 
traditions, historical markers, and museums, we are presented with narratives of the nation's history and evolution. For 
generations, the dominant stories have validated a view that overly centralizes the experiences, lives, and issues of privileged, white 
male Americans and silences the voices of others. It has been as though some have an entitlement to historic representation and 
everyone else does not. "History is always written wrong," said George Santayana, "and so always needs to be rewritten." The 
new President's House exhibit opening in Philadelphia this week does not rewrite history, but it does finally include the names, 
stories, and freedom struggles of Americans who for too long have been written out of the national narrative. 
 
Clarence Lusane is a Professor at American University and the former editor of the journal Black Political Agenda. He is author 
of several books, including Pipe Dream Blues: Racism and the War on Drugs, Hitler's Black Victims and The Black History of the 
White House in the Open Media Series by City Lights Books. 
 


