The Democrats in Denver: A Historic Convention for Blacks and Women!
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Democrats like to speak the language of global partnership as part of the efforts to formulate a new world order with new security arrangements in the Middle East. The major headlines in most propositions, however, deliberately avoid details, at times because they are simply resonating headlines and at others because the divisions within the Democratic Party are substantial and have to do with the perception of the American role in the post-Iraq war phase and after the return of the Cold War specter in light of the crisis with Russia over Georgia. On the surface, the vision seems clear, resting on diplomacy, inclusion, and realism. In this respect comes the need to acknowledge Iran's roles, encourage an understanding with Hamas, avoid picturing the Georgian crisis as a form of divisiveness and division between the East and the West, search for alternative sources of energy, forge untraditional partnerships and reshape the role of the US on the international arena as an open, rejuvenated country with Barack Obama, the black son of Africa, chosen as a US presidential candidate in a historical precedent. Yet, this vision is smeared with too many disputes, including one over the choice of Obama and the reasons behind supporting him, not to mention the anger at Hillary Clinton's defeat in the primaries. Still, the Democratic Convention in Denver is historical on a number of levels and by all means. To start with, it is the first time a woman reaches the primaries as a candidate; it is also the first time a former first lady enters the race to the White House with the aspiration of returning to it as president. A few Hillary Clinton supporters refuse to vote for Barack Obama, favoring the Republican candidate John McCain in a show of protest against the ongoing attempts to win support for the man simply because he is black and his nomination represents a historical precedent. Regardless of the position of these few, Barack Hussein Obama's nomination for the US presidency remains a historical event even if this meant burning Obama at the hands of an excessively and prematurely ambitious Obama. Had anyone said, four years earlier when Obama's speech rocked the last Democratic Convention in Boston, that this man would earn the party's nomination, he would have been met with a smirk, meaning: black born to a Muslim father in Kenya with an alien name including "Hussein"!

What happened in the Denver Convention was the "Americanization" of Obama in the eyes of American voters. His father's name was dropped off and he was separated from the misleading conception that he is a Muslim when in reality he is Christian. On the first night of the convention, his wife Michelle Obama reintroduced him by saying that he is American despite the strangeness of his name. As if she were saying: He is like us, he is one of us, so accept him. Doubting the identity, patriotism, Americanism, Christianity and personality of Barack Obama is not a light matter and may hinder the candidate's efforts to reach the White House. Shameful campaigns of disinformation over the internet accuse him of being the Anti-Christ to scare Christian fundamentalists away. Other campaigns also claim that he considers himself superior to the Americans, on a mission to lead a global phenomenon and not the US alone. He is blamed for constantly changing his positions. Those who love him attribute this to his excellent skills of listening and his openness to other opinions. Those who meet him for the first time are touched by his tendency to ask critical questions and by his clear desire to achieve change in its real meaning, both on the political and visionary levels. This, however, does not eliminate the perception - occasionally supported by evidence - that he does not commit to one opinion. In fact, his fickle policies are a serious indicator of his lack of experience and his lack of determination.

Perhaps one of the most effective speeches that succeeded in eliminating this perception about Obama was that of former energy secretary and former US ambassador to the UN, New Mexico's governor Bill Richardson, who may get a senior foreign policy position if Barack Obama reaches the White House. Richardson quoted Obama as saying in a speech in October 2002, "An invasion of Iraq without a clear rationale and without strong international support will only fan the flames of the Middle East and strengthen the recruitment arm of Al Qaeda." Richardson then announced that Obama was right when he predicted a "US occupation of undetermined length, at undetermined cost, with undetermined consequences."  In turn, vice presidential nominee Joe Biden adopted the speech of that who was right and that who was wrong: Barack Obama or John McCain. He said, "Now, after seven years of denial, even the Bush administration recognizes that we should talk to Iran because that's the best way to ensure our security." He wondered, "Should we trust John McCain's judgment when he rejected talking with Iran … Or Barack Obama, who said, "We must talk and make clear to Iran that it must change"?" He pointed out that Barack Obama had called for a withdrawal timetable from Iraq, an option rejected by John McCain. But now, the current administration is on the verge of agreeing with the Iraqi government on a timeline. So, "John McCain was wrong, and Barack Obama was right," as he said.

Richardson spoke about a "vision of foreign policy" that ranges far beyond Iraq, especially that "Obama and Biden believe we must fight the terrorists not where we imagine them to be, but where we know them to be, like Afghanistan and Pakistan." Richardson went on saying, "We must lead a global effort to secure loose nuclear materials, not where we imagine them to be (in Iraq), but where we know them to be, like Iran, Pakistan and Russia." He called for standing behind Israel "with full-time diplomacy to achieve peace in the Middle East," referring to a "moral leadership by following the Constitution, shutting down Guantanamo and ending torture" in addition to "ending the genocide in Darfur." Richardson also called for an international leadership to eradicate poverty and stop global warming, saying, "This is the judgment and vision of Barack Obama."

The Democrats speak today about Iraq using the language of "responsible withdrawal." With Iran, they use the language of engagement that is secured by effectively painful sanctions in case dialogue fails, sanctions that will not only involve Europe but will also engage other countries, such as India. A few speak about the role of a "fair" mediator in the peace process, as pointed out by former presidential candidate John Kerry. Others acknowledge that this is exactly what the current Republican administration is doing in its last days. As such, they suggest that the belated attempts to follow the right path confirm the failure of Bush's vision and practices and prove the accuracy of the Democratic vision. A few are contented with major headlines, shifting blame to the past in sheer neglect of the pressing challenges of the present and the future. Much of the talk is floating on feelings of resentment over the outcomes of the war in Iraq, the declining trust in the US, and the deteriorating prestige of America. Rarely do the Democrats remember that global protests to American policies are not solely ascribed to the war in Iraq. They are equally ignited by the policies adopted by Democratic presidents in the past decades. Those include the Arab and Islamic protest against the American bias to Israel which is absolved of accountability and punishment, as well as President Clinton's subjection of Iraq to an unprecedented decade-long system of sanctions which destroyed Iraq's social fabric and infrastructure. So far, neither party is showing significant focus on the core foreign policy necessary for the US beyond the major headlines. This is only natural during electoral campaigns, especially that American voters are saddled with economic concerns and barely pay any attention to foreign policy except when it comes to national security and patriotism.

During the Democratic Party Convention, the focus was on energy alternatives to curb dependence on oil. As if the oil-exporting countries represent the new enemy that undermines the US economy and welfare! One governor has even addressed the convention, warning against "oil dictatorship." He was not referring to Russia, China nor to Venezuela and its Iranian partner. Many Democratic intellectuals are truly committed to human rights, to the International Criminal Court, the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia, as well as the international tribunals for Rwanda, Sierra Leone and Lebanon. Many of them rely first and foremost on the principle of diplomacy. But there are a few others who insist on the centrality of diplomacy while keeping the military option on the table.

The likes of John Kerry speak today about a global movement to rebel against terrorists instead of the "war on terror." They speak about an integrated strategy and about the need to consider new security arrangements for the Middle East. Others speak about a global partnership that replaces American leadership and unilateralism. These few are faced by opposition even among Democrats who believe that the US should be both a leader and partner. To some, the solutions lie in engagement and involvement while accepting the status quo resulting from developments. These favor cooperation with Iran, Syria, Hamas, and Hezbollah to shape a new regional order in the Middle East. All this remained under the title of generalities. It did not reach the point of details nor take the direction of policy and strategy during the Democratic convention.

The convention was a historic event far greater than the details whose formulation can wait. At the Pepsi Center, the largest number of women gathered to support the idea of having a woman in the White House and nominating a black man whose name is Barack Hussein Obama for the presidential post. This in itself is a beautiful accomplishment for democracy and for the progress of nations through the democratic process.

RaghidaDergham.Com
