Craving change —Syed Mansoor Hussain 
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Black America has serious problems with the establishment. These problems have to be faced and not swept under the proverbial rug. An Obama candidacy will definitely, once and for all, confront and possibly defeat the demon of slavery and discrimination that envelops the American psyche

I have been desperately trying to understand the Obama phenomenon. As the Democratic delegate count stands today, Senator Barack Obama will most likely be the Democratic Party’s nominee for the presidential election later this year. If he is indeed nominated, it would be an historic first.

Of the three decades that I spent in the United States, all of them were spent in two of the ‘bluest’ states, New York and New Jersey. Politically I am a liberal and support integration, affirmative action and the right of all minorities to participate equally in the American ‘dream’. That said, even I was not quite ready for the ‘Obama-mania’ that has swept the country.

Many within the Democratic Party were quite comfortable with the idea of nominating the first woman presidential candidate. As I said in an earlier column, the fact that we now also have the chance of nominating the first African American is perhaps too much of a good thing. I do however hope that once the nomination process is complete, the Democratic Party will rally around whichever candidate finally comes out on top.

Senator Obama is undoubtedly an extremely attractive candidate. He is young, intelligent, presentable, an excellent speaker and carries little political baggage. What does however interest me is why he has been able to capture the imagination of so many within the US at this time and what separates him from other ‘black’ American candidates that we have seen in the past.

Over the last three decades, I have had a chance to work closely with many young, intelligent and successful black Americans. Most of these were physicians that I helped become experts in surgical disciplines. Many of them possessed the same qualities that can be found in Senator Obama, or for that matter in any other successful American professional.

Still as I saw Senator Obama win one primary race after another, I kept wondering what made him different from other successful black Americans that I had worked with or had become friends with over many years. He does not seem to carry the sort of ‘baggage’ that many black Americans, even the successful ones, carry. He does not have the resentment or the anger that typifies many who have lived through discrimination, overt and covert, and had to fight against the ‘system’ before they could rise to any level of success.

Here I might be entirely wrong, but I believe that the reason Senator Obama is able to project himself as somebody without any resentment against the system is that he is truly different. As a real, not a euphemistic, African American, he is ‘of’ the black American community but not ‘from’ it. He is not a child of former slaves and does not carry that racial memory and the accompanying baggage.

That said, he has undoubtedly accepted that community as his own, has married into it and now identifies with it completely. His personal background is, however, extremely eclectic, allowing him to rise above the typical and relatively narrow perspective that many black politicians usually represent. In my opinion, this combined with his personal qualities has made it possible for him to achieve success in the primaries.

Does all this mean that if he is the Democratic Party’s nominee he will be elected president? Quite possibly, but different factors will come into play during the general election that are not really a part of the primary process. At this time the contest is still between him and Senator Hillary Clinton. From a political point of view, there is little difference between them and so far it has been a popularity contest rather than a fight over issues.

One of the issues many felt would become important for him in any election was his ‘Muslim’ background. Interestingly, it his ‘Christian’ background that has recently emerged as a stumbling block for him. His identification with the pastor of his church, who by all measures represents the historic black plethora of resentment against the American ‘system’, has emerged as a serious political problem.

It is obvious that he does not share the views of his pastor, but he is identified with them nevertheless. In a recent speech that was very well received, Senator Obama tried to distance himself from those opinions but he did not condemn them outright. That perhaps is as much a reflection of his personal sense of fairness and his objectivity as anything I have seen so far.

Most politicians would have without a second thought made good political mileage out of an outright denunciation. Senator Obama however tried to put such extreme views in context. The fact is that Black America has serious problems with the establishment. These problems have to be faced and not swept under the proverbial rug. An Obama candidacy will definitely, once and for all, confront and possibly defeat the demon of slavery and discrimination that envelops the American psyche.

As a supporter of the Democratic Party and of liberal causes, I would be extremely happy if America can finally get rid of the albatross of racism that hangs around its neck. More importantly, Barack Obama as president will present a face of America that will indeed be much more congenial and acceptable for the rest of the world than the present Commander in Chief. But that will not be possible unless Senator Obama is elected president.

An Obama candidacy will present a new and unusual challenge for the average voter in America. Sadly, the majority of the US voting public is not ready to vote for an African American for president at this time. I hope I am wrong.
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