UNITING A DIVIDED NATION

Op-Ed Article By Congressman Jesse Jackson, Jr. (IL-2-D)

Elections are supposed to be about choices, and the policy choices between Gore and Bush were relatively stark.  In short, the fundamental choice was between Bush's emphasis on a greater role for state governments and Gore's emphasis on the need for continuing a significant federal role.

But, since both campaigns knew that the nation was divided over these very policy options, neither side was confident they could win the national debate if they revealed their true selves.  So instead of making the choices clear, both candidates campaigned to conceal their differences by tailoring and blurring their message for a relatively narrow voting market of undecided suburban independent voters.

The election confirmed the obvious.  We are a divided nation.  But what was the divide.  The professional pundits have focused on the division between Democrats and Republicans, liberals and conservatives.  But, if one looks at the electoral map, the division was as old as the Civil War itself -- North and South.  Bush won the old states' rights Confederacy and the states of small western cities and rural communities whose politics reflect a similar ideology -- plus Ohio, Indiana and New Hampshire.  Gore won the Union states of the North and Northeast, the larger western states of California, Oregon and Washington, plus New Mexico.

The American people chose a virtual tie for governing in the White House, the U.S. House and Senate.  If compared to a chess game, Gore and Bush, Democrats and Republicans, took no chances, played a perfect conservative game and the result was a stalemate.  While the two presidential and party mates checked each other in the campaign, and neither can really be declared a winner or a loser, the American people may very well end up the losers with neither person or party able to accomplish much.  Our politics could end up in an ugly mess and a nasty feud.

Even foreigners could suffer.  How does a president, frustrated and angry over a stalemated Congress, gain political advantage in 2002 and 2004?  Does he use the bully pulpit of the presidency to make progress on some serious domestic problems facing Americans -- say education and health care, two key issues that both candidates and parties emphasized during the campaign?  Or does he create an excuse to become a presidential bully and attack or invade some vulnerable country to rally the nation (and the vote) just in time for the next election -- a la Reagan in Grenada after the bombing of the American Embassy in Lebanon and the suspicions around Clinton's attack on Iraq during the Lewinsky affair?

Faced with this dilemma, and regardless of who eventually is elected President or controls the House and Senate, how do we unite a divided nation?

Both Gore and Bush, Democrats and Republicans, campaigned on the importance of health care and education.  Both candidates and both parties stated their goal was to provide every American with a good education and health care.  Reflecting that commitment, today a sign reading "No One Left Behind" hangs outside the Republican National Headquarters.  To be sure, each had a different means of achieving their goals, but they all had the same goals.  Thus, the education and health care of all Americans is the common ground around which both candidates and parties should unite.

We ought to rise above political personalities and parties and do something together with regard to education and health care.  If the goal is to provide all Americans with an education and health care of equal high quality -- and leave no American behind -- why not empower every American with a new constitutional right to both?

Once an individual right to education and health care is codified in the Constitution, it would force a Republican or a Democratic President, a Republican or a Democratically-controlled House and Senate, to come together with their various ideas, proposals and legislation, compromise on the means and methods of achieving the goal, but give every American the legal right to have them.  Such constitutional amendments would have universal application and, legally, would leave no one behind.

Most Americans believe they have a constitutional right to protect their family with a gun.  But American citizens have no constitutional right to protect their family with an education or health care.  Can there be any greater irony of misplaced or missing priorities in the Constitution?

If the American people were polled and asked:  "Which one of the following do you think would provide your family with greater security and protection?  (1) access to education and health care of equal high quality? or (2) a gun?," I think it would be nearly unanimous that the American people would say, "one, an education and health care."  If those are the priorities of the American people -- and I believe they are -- then we should have the wisdom and political will to codify them in the form of constitutional amendments which guarantee every American the right to an education and health care of equal high quality.

Over a century ago, following the Civil War, the country was even more divided and polarized than it is today.  Even so, our leaders had the wisdom to make corrections, ad new rights and codify in the Constitution the gains of those struggles with the 13th, 14th and 15th Amendments.  And 130 years later all Americans are the beneficiaries.  Today we should codify in the Constitution the right to an education and health care so that 130 years later every American can say we are a better people because of expanded rights.

Individual constitutional rights are non-partisan and non-ideological.  They are neither Democratic nor Republican, liberal nor conservative.  Fighting for new human rights for all Americans is the way to unify a divided nation, rise above the political and ideological skirmishes, and improve the quantity and quality of life for every American and, in the process, make us a more perfect Union.
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