Obama’s journey


EVEN with this year’s changes, an American presidential election is still a marathon not a sprint. So start with some provisos. The winning numbers in the 2008 Iowa presidential caucuses were not overwhelming. Barack Obama won the Democratic contest with 38 per cent of the vote. Mike Huckabee took the Republican race with 34 per cent. Neither victory was unexpected. Nor did either of them deliver a knockout blow. In both cases, strong rivals are very much alive to fight and possibly win another day, starting in New Hampshire on Tuesday.

History also teaches that victory or defeat in Iowa are not always reliable predictors of the eventual national outcome. Natural campaigners like Ronald Reagan and Bill Clinton both lost there before going on to be two-term presidents. So do not jump to too many conclusions too soon. The 2008 contest could still be the long-predicted contest between Hillary Clinton and Rudy Giuliani, not a match-up between Mr Obama and Mr Huckabee.

Yet do not shy away from the obvious, either. On the Democratic side, the next presidential candidate will now be either a black man or a woman –– and the chances have risen that it will be Mr Obama. Three details from the Iowa voting are particularly telling, especially if they are repeated in New Hampshire.

The first is that Mr Obama outpolled Mrs Clinton among women, supposedly her great strength. The second is that he easily outpolled her among independents. And the third is that Mr Obama was overwhelmingly the candidate of new, young Democratic voters. Mrs Clinton is an immensely impressive candidate in so many ways. But her performance in Iowa was a sharp reminder that a lot of Americans do not warm to her. Given the determination of Democrats to pick a winner this year, she must recover in New Hampshire if she is to prevail.

The position on the right is much less certain. Mr Huckabee won in Iowa for a lot of negative reasons - prime among them a palpable uncertainty about the Mormon ex-governor of Massachusetts Mitt Romney - but also for a positive one. Mr Huckabee got out the conservative and evangelical Christian vote that has been George Bush’s political bedrock. The question now is whether, with his likeable manner, Mr Huckabee can reach out beyond that base more successfully than Pat Robertson, who ran strongly in Iowa in 1988. If not, his main role in this election may be to have punctured Mr Romney’s hopes, allowing John McCain to come through in New Hampshire or Mr Giuliani in Florida.

Iowa revealed an America we all need: one that is seeking to move beyond the Bush years - and perhaps the Clinton years too. The buzzword in Iowa for all candidates was change. No one in any party ran as the candidate of the status quo. Not surprisingly, the Democrats are more comfortable with this than the Republicans and thus more likely to profit from it. The road to the presidency is never straightforward, but the message from Iowa is truly remarkable. In January 2009 there could be a black man in the White House, not serving the drinks but sitting in the Oval Office itself.––The Guardian, London

