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A More Perfect Union: Gradual Emergence of an American Ideal

The story of the historic 2008 Presidential election began long before the candidates
announced their bids for the Presidency. It has been a long and winding path toward the
realization of our forefathers’ dreams of liberty and justice for all Americans -- a course which
these early patriots set into motion with the framing of the Constitution, but which
they understood even at the time was not yet complete. As we move further into the twenty-first
century, the United States of America continues its struggle to create that more perfect union.

The summer of 1787 was particularly uncomfortable in Philadelphia, with a searing heat
and deplorable humidity unrivaled in years prior (Bowen 3). The American Revolution had
ended just four years ago, and the United States was in its early and formative years. Recovering
from the chaos of revolution and the havoc of war, while facing an uncertain future and
economic depression, America was bristling with political discord (Robertson 30). The weak
Articles of Confederation "seemed as much a vehicle for fostering ... interstate economic
antagonisms as a solution" (Robertson 30). It was in this turbulent setting that fifty-five
influential delegates of twelve states would privately convene, from May to September, to iron
out the course of this nation's destiny. Thomas Jefferson described this legendary gathering as
"an assembly of demi-gods" (qtd. in Bowen 4). Even for the greatest of patriots, however,
unifying thirteen states of widely varied backgrounds and interests under a national Constitution
would surely prove a daunting task. George Washington would call their achievement "little

short of a miracle" (qtd. in Bowen).



The product of these visionaries' grand compromise was to be a loosely constructed
document that would be remarkably resilient, subject to interpretation and amendment. The
basic framework of the United States Constitution has consequently guided the nation through
urbanization, industrialization, suburbanization, and globalization (Robertson 245). It has
proudly endured the trials of growth and expansion, crippling depression, presidential
assassinations and impeachments, an ever-changing national demographic, vast technological
advancements, and even a bloody civil war (Robertson 246).

Outlined in The Preamble were noble ambitions for the fledgling nation: "to create a
more perfect union, establish Justice, ensure domestic Tranquility, provide for the common
defense, promote the general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our
Posterity" (U.S. Const). The addition of the Bill of Rights, introduced through the efforts of
James Madison shortly thereafter, further outlined the most basic liberties afforded to United
States citizens. Yet, even as these founding fathers defined liberty and justice for the new
republic they cherished, it was clear that these inalienable rights would not be extended to the
whole of society. The nation was not yet prepared to vanquish its most tragic injustice; slavery
would persist in the union and would nearly destroy it in civil war in the century to follow.

Ever blazing the path toward that more perfect union, Americans would continue to
organize and fight for equality throughout history. African-Americans would gain the legal right
to vote during Reconstruction, with the ratification of the Fifteenth Amendment to the
Constitution in 1870. Yet, it was not until 1965, nearly 100 years later, that The National Voting
Rights Act finally ended decades of discriminatory voting practices. This achievement would at
last ensure minority voters were protected from the unwarranted demands of a bureaucratic

system designed to disenfranchise them.



Women, too, had encountered discrimination and exclusion from the political process at
this nation's inception. Their struggle would endure through 1920, when the Nineteenth
Amendment was ratified, granting women’s suffrage. Progress toward perfecting the union
proved to be slow and gradational, but generations of Americans have remained relentless in
their pursuit of that inalienable right to liberty and justice.

Through the changing landscape of American politics over the ages, and particularly in
recent history, great strides have been made toward ending discrimination and promoting
equality. Nevertheless, one barrier has not been surmounted: the presidency. The highest office
in the Jand has been held by forty-three men over the course of our history, all of them having
been Caucasian. Each of them proclaimed a Christian faith, and only John F. Kennedy was not a
Protestant. Prior to 2008, no woman or person of color has ever held the executive seat, nor have
they been a major contender for the office. This is one aspect of our union which had remained
to be perfected after more than two hundred years of transformations.

The presidential primary season of 2008 saw history in the making. The Democratic
Party front-runners, Hillary Rodham Clinton and Barack Obama, redefined the face of an
American presidential candidate and opened new doors for women and minorities in pursuit of
the nation's highest office. The public response was overwhelmingly positive - turnout at the
Democratic primary elections shattered previous records and the increasingly heated battle for
the nomination would endure late into the season (Isenberg). Ultimately, Senator Barack Obama
would gain the majority of delegates by a slight margin, but together both candidates
demonstrated another significant paradigm shift in U.S. politics. That original vision of a more
perfect union, long sought after, now comes ever nearer to fruition as Americans continue to

write each new page history.



The 1960 election of John F. Kennedy bore a certain resemblance to current events, as
Kennedy was narrowly elected to become both the youngest president in U.S. history and the
first Roman Catholic president. In his 1961 inaugural address, Kennedy stated:

Let the word go forth from this time and place, to friend and foe alike, that the
torch has been passed to a new generation of Americans — born in this century,
tempered by war, disciplined by a hard and bitter peace, proud of our ancient
heritage — and unwilling to witness or permit the slow undoing of those human
rights to which this Nation has always been committed, and to which we are
committed today at home and around the world. (“Inaugural Address™)

As in Kennedy's time, the torch has again been passed to a new generation of Americans
— these individuals having been born into an era of civil rights. We, too, are tempered by war
and terrorism, and we stand proud of our diverse heritages which have built a unified American
identity that is greater than the sum of its parts. The modern American is fully committed to the
nation's founding ideals of liberty and freedom for all its citizens and to fostering opportunity
and prosperity for the American people, regardless of their background.

Thursday, August 28, 2008, Senator Barack Obama of Illinois accepted the Democratic
nomination and formally began the final stages in his campaign for the Presidency. Whether or
not Senator Obama successfully rises to the roll of chief executive, it cannot be denied that a
barrier has been broken, and Americans have ushered in a new age of politics. Obama’s story is
the twenty-first century American story. Born of a white mother from Kansas and a black
immigrant father from Kenya, and married to a black American woman who is the descendent
of enslaved ancestors, Senator Obama's very identity models the complexity of modern

American society (Obama 9; “A More Perfect Union”). He has been educated in America's most






