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ten voters told exit pollsters the economy was their number-one 
concern, most of whom voted for Obama, should be read as the 
repudiation of the free-market agenda that it is. 

As the conversation turns to the question of a “mandate,” 
nearly everyone concedes that Obama has one, but there’s al-
ready disagreement about what it consists of. He won with a 
very broad coalition behind him—from the civil rights estab-
lishment to the Beltway establishment; from antiwar activists 
to Colin Powell. The pressure to govern from the center, to 
try not to alienate the establishment, will be massive. But as in 
1933, when FDR took office, the people yearn for bold lead-
ership—and the crisis we are in requires it.   

FDR, we must remember, did not run as a radical reformer 
but was compelled to take dramatic action because of the great 
traumas and powerful movements around him. The Great 
Depression, combined with pressure from the popular social 
movements working outside the administration (including the 
empowered unions of that time), pushed him to carry out bolder 
reforms. There’s a powerful lesson in this history for our time. 

The small “d” democratic movement that helped elect 
Barack Obama—the millions of volunteers and organizers, 
and 2 million-plus small donors—will play a key role in forg-
ing a progressive agenda under his administration. We will 
need this broad and energized grassroots base to overcome 
the timid incrementalists, the forces of money and power, that 
are obstacles to change. With solid majorities in both houses 
of Congress, the Democrats are poised to provide the Obama 
administration with crucial backup. Historically, though, we 
know the Democratic Party’s finest moments have come when 
it was spurred into action by movements on the outside. 

This is where The Nation, along with other independent and 
progressive forces, can come into play. Unmortgaged to any 
economic interest or political power, we will continue to make 
bold proposals, ferret out the truth, expose corruption and abuse 
of power, and hold our politicians accountable. Working with 
allies—in unions, social justice movements, independent media 
and key organizations like the Apollo Alliance, the Campaign for 
America’s Future, the Institute for Policy Studies and the Eco-
nomic Policy Institute—we will strive to inject new, timely ideas 
into the democratic arena. Progressives in the Senate and the 
House, many grouped around the Progressive Caucus, can pro-
vide leadership and a public forum for these ideas. 

 While we may not agree with everything President Obama 
does, we recognize that he has the capacity to be a transforma-
tive president. The change he can bring will be most lasting 
and profound if the motto of his organizing campaign—
”Respect. Empower. Include.”—embodies the spirit of his ad-
ministration. That was, in essence, the pledge he made election 
night when he said, “I will never forget who this victory truly 
belongs to. It belongs to you.” 

We, the People
In his prophetic turn-of-the-century treatise 
The Souls of Black Folk, W.E.B. Du Bois reflected on the experi-
ence of being black in America as a constant awareness that 
others view one as a problem—to be observed, analyzed and 
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LONDON CALLING: Perhaps restrained by 
an exaggerated sense of its infl uence on the 
American electorate, the BBC refused to 
project a winner until nearly 4 am. But 
when it did, the sense of relief, and the 
hope that America’s long national night-
mare might really be over, was almost as 
strong here in Britain as in the United 
States. For the chattering classes, the US 
election became a matter of obsessive 
interest—indeed, for the past week the 
BBC’s probing examination of swing voters 
in Virginia and likely turnout in Ohio left 
little room for the mundane bank failures, 
tragic knife slayings and looming by-
 elections. There were occasional complaints 
from resentful Little Englanders, but most 
people here seemed to share Guardian 
columnist Jonathan Freedland’s view that 
“the US election is our business” too.

So when the votes were fi nally counted, 
the universal European wish to usher 
George W. Bush into the dustbin of history 
made for widespread jubilation. If the 
left-leaning Guardian was triumphant, 
consider the conservative Daily Telegraph, 
whose editorialist welcomed Obama’s 
opportunity to “transform America’s view of 
itself and the world’s view of America, which 
has rarely been more reviled.” Even the Sun, 
Rupert Murdoch’s resolutely down-market 
tabloid, declared that “there’s no doubt 
Obama’s administration will alter American 
society for good.” 

No British politician summoned the 
eloquence—or the familiarity with American 
literature—deployed by French politician 
Jack Lang, Mitterrand’s former culture 
minister, who pronounced Obama “the
kind of American we love. His is the America 
of jazz and Fitzgerald and Faulkner and 

Kerouac and Kennedy.” But the leaders
of all three British parties were quick to 
celebrate a victory that Prime Minister 
Gordon Brown said would “live in history.” 
Boris Johnson, the tousle-headed Tory 
mayor of London, endorsed Obama before 
the election—a popular as well as populist 
move for the leader of a multiethnic city.

Running underneath all the media frenzy 
was an undercurrent of envy. “If only OUR 
elections could be like this,” moaned the 
right-wing Daily Mail. On the BBC, anchor 
David Dimbleby repeatedly wondered at the 
passionate nature of American political 
disagreement compared with the far more 
constrained tone of British debate. Yet the 
real envy, everywhere echoed but seldom 
acknowledged, was for the heroic history
of the American civil rights movement and 
the way the quiet persistence of African-
 Americans made Obama’s victory so much 
more than a partisan or even an ideological 
triumph. British politics once had a heroic 
narrative of its own. But Margaret Thatcher 
killed the British labor movement, and Tony 
Blair shoveled dirt on its coffi n. And there
is no one in British politics who shows any 
sign of bringing that buried legacy back to 
life. D.D. GUTTENPLAN AND MARIA MARGARONIS

DREAMS FROM HIS FATHERLAND: For 
most Kenyans, the news of Obama’s victory 
came as anything but a surprise—the 
newspapers and airwaves have been full of 
Obama stories for months. Obama’s face and 
fame have been used to sell everything from 
T-shirts to “Senator” beer. In recent weeks 
you could listen to “Obama Be Thy Name,” 
written by a local Afro-fusion musician, on 
the radio and catch Obama: The Musical at 
the Kenyan National Theater. One local 
paper went so far as to run an editorial titled 
Why We Endorse Barack Obama—enough 

to make a stranger think the contest was 
being run here rather than 8,000 miles and 
eight time zones away.

At the University of Nairobi, where I 
teach, I was struck by what students said 
they’d taken away from Obama’s victory 
speech and McCain’s concession speech—
the generosity of spirit and the coming 
together, which they said was far from the 
norm here. “In Kenya, if you lose, it’s not 
the person but the tribe. We are still fi ghting 
for our tribe,” said Gillian Koech, as several 
of her friends nodded. All the students 
expressed the hope that Obama will set an 
example for Kenyans, but they said change 
will come only if their leaders take the lead. 
“If I had magic powers I would make people 
forget Kikuyus and Luos,” said Bob Koigi. 
“Obama’s win is a Kenyan win.”

And a world win, according to some
of their older countrymen. “I’m elated and 
exhilarated, but I think the greatest part is 
that the image of the US is totally trans-
formed,” said Perez Olindo, a former 
director of the national parks. Olindo—
who, like Obama Sr., went to college in
the United States nearly fi fty years ago on a 
pre-independence “airlift”—knew Obama’s 
father when both served in the Ministry of 
Natural Resources, Tourism and Wildlife. 
“He was a thinker, analytical,” recalls 
Olindo. When Olindo looks at the young 
Obama, he sees the same deliberative, 
focused intelligence that made his father 
such a good economist. “I know that he’s an 
American and that he will fi rst and foremost 
promote an American program,” he says
of the president-elect. “But by virtue of his 
background he will have a very keen ear for 
what people elsewhere are saying.” And, 
Olindo adds, “he’s already affected the 
thinking of the world, which is looking more 
positively at America.” KAREN ROTHMYER

Noted.

solved. For black Americans our very self is the object of the 
slavery question, the miscegenation threat, the Jim Crow solu-
tion, the Negro problem, the black family crisis, the welfare di-
lemma, the crime concern or the nation’s racial scar. It is difficult 
to live as the object of this amused contempt and pity. 

When Barack Obama was elected as the first black president 
of the United States, African-Americans became the solution 
instead of the problem. For many black folks, Obama’s victory 
has momentarily healed the double consciousness that is an or-

dinary part of our lives. To be a citizen in a democracy is to be 
not only the ruled but also the ruler, to not only submit to law 
but to craft it, to not only die for your country but to live fully in 
it. In this moment, we are citizens.

We the people, who tilled the soil and cleared the forests 
and harvested the crops for no compensation. We the people, 
who endured the abortion of Reconstruction and carried the 
weight of Jim Crow. We the people, who swung from South-
ern trees and stood on the front lines of foreign wars. We the 
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people, who taught our children to read even when the schools 
had no books. We the people, who worshiped a God of libera-
tion even as we suffered oppression. We the people, who gave 
America back its highest ideals with our nonviolent struggle 
against injustice. 

We the people are now Americans. 
Obama concluded his acceptance speech by talking about a 

106-year-old African-American woman 
named Ann Cooper who voted for him in 
Atlanta. He told us that the sweep of Mrs. 

Cooper’s life was an indication of the tremendous change our 
nation has witnessed. 

Anna Julia Cooper happens to be the name of a black femi-
nist foremother, born in 1858 during slavery, who became the 
fourth black woman in history to earn a doctoral degree. She 
died in 1964, the year of the Civil Rights Act. In her life, this 
Anna Cooper also saw tremendous change. Cooper famously 
wrote in her turn-of-the-twentieth-century treatise, A Voice 
From the South, that the full freedom and equality of black 
women was critical to American democracy because “Only 
the BLACK WOMAN can say ‘when and where I enter, in the 
quiet, undisputed dignity of my womanhood, without violence 
and without suing or special patronage, then and there the whole 
Negro race enters with me.’”

When Obama told the story of his Ann Cooper, I under-
stood again why his victory means so much to me. Barack 
Obama has taken a seat at the table of power, and he has in-
vited all of us to come along. He could not have won without 
us. African- Americans saved Obama’s candidacy in the South 
Carolina primary and delivered North Carolina and Virginia 
to him on Tuesday night. We are equal, not junior, partners in 
this historic victory. He has entered, and we have come along 
with him.

After decades of being ignored by white Democratic presi-
dential candidates who wrote off the South as hopelessly red, 
black Americans below the Mason-Dixon line have been brought 
new vigor by Barack Obama’s candidacy. Obama did not take the 
black vote for granted. He fought hard to earn it. Urban radio 
became a nonstop source of election coverage and get-out-the-
vote activism. Black college football games were transformed 
into voter registration drives. Church mothers pinned Obama 
buttons to their Sunday best suits. Hip-hop designers styled new 
Obama fashions and produced Obama-inspired music. 

Obama also won with the largest share of the popular vote 
of any Democrat since LBJ; he earned a percentage of the 
white vote that rivaled Clinton and Carter; he earned more 
than two-thirds of the Latino vote. His victory is stunning in 
part because he has been a racially forthright Democratic can-
didate. His campaign did not have to spit on Sister Souljah or 
promise to end welfare. Instead, he launched his campaign in 
Illinois by invoking Lincoln, who despite his own racial big-
otry, called on the nation to unify in the cause of defeating 
slavery. In Selma Obama defined himself as part of the Joshua 
generation, those who will help America cross into Martin 
Luther King Jr.’s mountaintop vision of the Promised Land. In 
Philadelphia he paused in the midst of a hard-fought primary 
to help us navigate the difficult terrain of America’s racial his-
tory and begin to build some common vocabulary for talking 
to one another across our differences.

Barack Obama’s presidency will not deal a death blow to 
racism. Racial inequality still affects the quality of the air we 
breathe, the quality of our health, the likelihood of being er-
roneously shot by police, the likelihood of being poor, of hav-
ing little education and of being unemployed. Race is sticky 
and racism is real. Being black will still mean living poorer and 
dying younger.    

Obama does not free us of these burdens, but he does offer 
a new possibility for America’s future. The Obama coalition is 
multiracial and intergenerational. It is led by women and by 
men. It stretches from North Carolina to New York, Califor-
nia to Colorado. The Obama coalition does not mean the end 
of racist attitudes or structural inequality, but it does mean 
that there are millions of Americans who have found common 
cause that moves beyond our old divisions and calls on new 
sensibilities. We have a long way to go before we get anywhere 
near that more perfect union that Obama imagined in Phila-
delphia, but the work has begun in earnest.

 MELISSA HARRIS-LACEWELL

Melissa Harris-Lacewell, an associate professor of politics and African-
American studies at Princeton University, is completing her latest book, 
Sister Citizen: A Text for Colored Girls Who’ve Considered Politics 
When Being Strong Isn’t Enough.

The Big Sweep
Barack Obama secured the presidency with
the highest percentage of the national popular vote won by a 
Democrat since Lyndon Johnson in 1964. He also gained a wide 
margin of victory in the Electoral College. But his governing 
majority was secured in the contests for the Senate and House, 
where Democrats made significant advances. Indeed, the Con-
gressional results confirm that the 2008 election was not just a 

personal triumph for Obama. It was a 
Democratic sweep of the sort rarely seen in 
recent decades. 

The scope of the victory may not be known for weeks, as 
key Senate contests produced results so close that recounts 
could be required in as many as four states. In Minnesota, for 
instance, on the day after the election only a few hundred 

Race in America,
November 5, 2008
The curse is not over. There’s plenty to do.
That curse is so strong we may never break through.
But now, at this moment, we cling to the theme
Set forth by the man who said, “I have a dream…”

Calvin Trillin, Deadline Poet
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