PRESIDENT OBAMA
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other things, the establishment of a Palestinian state; a nuclear
tfreeze followed by disarmament (not merely arms control
with the Soviet Union); slashing the budget of the Defence
Department: a single-payer universal healtheare system; a
foreign policy altentive to the interests and nceds of
developing socicties and not solely focused on a narrow
definition of US nterests; equal punishment [or the buyers
of illegal drugs moment at the apex of the world of nations
rather than the one-sided and punitive cxcess visited on
dealers: increased taxes on the richest 10% of Americans
and using that money to support public education and the
~needy: reparations for descendants of slaves; and declaring
South Africa a roguc nation (at a time when the Reagan
administration pursued “constructive engagement’ with the
apartheid regime). Jesse Jackson saw the US as one ol many
equals in a world order rather than a preponderant power,
and seemed to have a greater empathy and understanding of
the non-western world than any other leading politician.

Distance to Cover

Ir is astonishing to read Jackson's platform over two decades
later and realise not only lrow sensible it was but also the
distance that remains to be traversed. For me, the high point
of Jackson's candidacy was when he pronounced at one of
the conventions that the problem of the US was not that it
had a two-parly dominant political system but that both
parties were so similar and so far over at the conscrvative
end ol the political spectrum. In a society etermally besotted
by the "choice’ offered at the end of a process that weeds out
anyone with independent thought, Jackson cpitomised
wisdom. At Grani Park on 4 November, Jesse Jackson was
erying, like thousands of others black and white. voung and
old, men and women at the enormous symbolism and
ineredible victory of a black man tinally ascending to the
presidency of a nation with a history of slavery. They were
perhaps also the tears of a man who rcalised more acutely
than many others in that crowd that in order to attain the
White House, Obama had to feave Jackson and his brand of
yolities firmly behind. Pragmatism may produce political
victories, but it docs exact a severe price: somelimes il may
even demand of you your soul.

Crossing the Barrier

O bama was able to transcend the prejudices of a deeply
racialised society because of his obvious mielligence.

and the compelence and modcration he radiates. He inspires
safety and reassurance in a socicty decply doubttul about
the tuture and maybe even dimly aware that its financial erisis
in a century, cight vears of the most inept presidency in its
history, two costly and inetfectual wars, and an opponent
seemingly trapped in a time-warp, [or the American public
to finally accede to a black man in the White House. Obama
deseryes a huge amount of credit for sensing the political
moment and running a perfect campaign. Yet, the conjuncture
that has elevated him to the presidency also indicates the
magnitude ot the challenge he faces. It is both ironic and apt
that a society in which the inferiority of racial minorities has
long been accepted as tact has turned to one of them for
deliverance in its moment of grave crisis.

Realising King's Dream

ver four decades ago in April 1968, less than a day

before his assassination, with a prescience that has often
charactensed leaders about to meet their death, Martin Luther
King Ir tamously said, I've been to the mountaintop And I've
seen the promised land. T may not get there with vou, But 1
want you to know tonight, that we, as a people, will gef to
the promised land. And I'm happy. tonight. I'm not worricd
aboul anvthing. I'm not fearing any man. Mine cyes have
scen the glory of the coming of the Loed.

Barack Hussem Obama's election as the 44th President of
the United States 1s a substantial step towards the colour-
blind and egalitarian socicty that King envisaged. His election
should also serve to remind Americans and people
cverywhere (for we all live, often too comfortably, with our
own myopias on race, caste, colour, religion, class, gender
and other incquitics) of the huge distance that remains to be
traversed.

Yet, even as we are sobered by all thal, now is the time to
celebrate the extraordinary improbability and incredible
beauty of what we saw on 4 November: a handsome young
black man turning to hug his tall and lovely wife and their
two daughters as they raced along a ramp, cheered by tens of
thousands of Americans of every hue. and the cchoes ot his
first speech as newly elected President of the United States
of America slowly faded into the night sky over Chicago.
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