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At the Monday afternoon grand opening of Barack
Obama’s Lexington campaign HQ, I was able to
witness several occurrences that you just don’t

tend to see in this city.
First of all, we’re not used to seeing presidential cam-

paigns woo us in the spring. For the first time in ages,
Kentuckians will actually play a key role in determining a
party’s nominee. The May 20th Democratic primary will be
one of the last in the country, as Barack Obama maintains a
slim lead over Hillary Clinton.

Nor are we used to seeing nearly 500 people brave
Nicholasville Road rush hour traffic to cram into a room and
celebrate the opening of a campaign office. Making this even
more remarkable is that the candidate didn’t even have to be
there. Witnessing 500 people willing to go the a rather simple
event, only on the basis of celebrating the fact that a candi-
date will be coming there at some undetermined date in the
future, is completely foreign to those who follow politics.

And it’s the makeup of the crowd that is also unique.
Not only was the crowd racially diverse, but there was a
large show of force by college students and 20-somethings.
This was not the typical crowd of older party activists and
fundraisers.

But this phenomenon of youth involvement is what
we’ve seen all over America in this year’s elections, as the
Democratic primaries have drawn record turnout among
young voters.

This is a demographic that is often completely ignored
by candidates, due to their typically low rate of turnout.
Ever since 18-year-olds were enfranchised in 1971, elections
have brought about speculation that “this will be the year”
of the youth vote finally coming out in big numbers, only to
see a disappointing fizzle on election day. 2004 was sup-
posed to be one of those years, as discontent with the war
and George Bush were supposed to drive young voters in
hordes to the polls to vote for John Kerry. Though Kerry

took most of their votes, the total numbers were far from
overwhelming, and obviously weren’t enough to tip the
scales his way in the outcome.

But if the primary turnout, huge crowds and enthusiasm
among young people over the past three months are any
indication, this might finally be the year that people have
been waiting for.

And no one has been more responsible for this political
awakening than Barack Obama.

This all begs the obvious question: why is Barack
Obama inspiring so many young people to get
involved?

The theories are plentiful.
There is, of course, his charismatic ability. Obama, a

handsome, relatively young candidate, does not fit the robot-
ic, cookie cutter form of most politicians that we are accus-

tomed to, in both his rhetoric and his demeanor. He is able to
deliver a campaign speech unlike any politician in a genera-
tion. Such ability to connect with young people has taken the
bizarre turn of his “Yes We Can” speech being put to music
in a video that has gone viral on YouTube. 

The thought of a John Kerry speech being put to music
could only be imagined in the realm of satire.

There is also the theory that Obama’s race has, to

some degree, played a role in his popularity. Those under
30 are consistently shown to have more tolerant and
accepting views of those who are different from them-
selves, whether that be race, gender, or sexual orientation.
While making Obama more likely to be embraced by this
demographic, righting the wrongs of American’s past
could also play a role. With very little policy differences
among the Democratic candidates, these voters might be
tempted to side with sending a message that the crimes of
the past generations towards blacks will not be continued
by this generation.

And then there is the theory that it’s not Barack Obama,
but George W. Bush who is responsible for this wave of par-

ticipation. With the Iraq War beginning to look eternal and
the economy showing obvious signs of cracking, some
would say that this resurgence in the youth vote is far from
unexpected. They are hungry for change, and Barack’s
Audastic Hope Diner is the only one still open in town.

At the rally, UK students tended to agree that these the-
ories are far too simple to explain why Obama has connect-
ed with the youth voter.

Joe Gallenstein drew on the diversity of the crowd to
explain his support. “It’s his ability to unite people among so
many different lines of race, his ability to lead and excite all
of these people.”

This theme of leadership seemed to be unanimous.
“One of the things that young people look for in a leader

is the ability to inspire. And Obama, through his policies,
tone and style of his campaign has proven that he has that
ability,” said Richard Becker.

Hillary Bullock claimed that his leadership to inspire

young people is not a superficial phenomenon. “It’s not just
that people like what Barack Obama says; they’re actually
going to get involved, go volunteer and vote for him.”

The students also disagreed with the notion that this is
simply a reaction to the woes of the Bush years, that it is not
Barack Obama himself that is getting so many involved.

Said Becker, “obviously, a lot of it is voter discontent, but
there’s something larger at play. People want to be inspired,

and most importantly, people want to believe in America
again.”

“Bush is an example of what not to be, but Barack is an
example for what we all want to be,” said Sean Taylor.

For those who claim that Obama has simply picked up
the wave of anti-Bush/Republican sentiment, Jen Flinchum
countered “If being against George W. Bush was enough, we
would have John Kerry as president right now.”

In the late ‘50s, much of American youth lay dormant in
the Nick at Nite land of Beaver Cleaver and Ozzie
Nelson. Many were content to go to school, get a job, and

The thought of a John Kerry speech being put to music could only be
imagined in the realm of satire.
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raise a family in their picket fenced house. Don’t stand out in
the crowd, and don’t rock the boat.

Even those who did rebel against the mainstream stayed
clear of politics. The age of Eisenhower left many of the hip-
sters, beatniks and other undesirables completely detached
and apathetic towards politics. The McCarthy era had suffi-
ciently driven dissent underground, and this class of youth
felt that politics had become a waste of time.

Then came John F. Kennedy.
Many on the left, even as early as the mid-60s, found JFK

to be overrated when it came to policy, saying he did not
enact major progressive policies that moved the country for-
ward. But what he undeniably was able to do was inspire.
JFK spoke directly to young people, telling them that the
world desperately needs to change for the better, and the
world desperately needs them to get involved and make that
change themselves. Kennedy was able to break through the
complacency of the ‘50s and draw in the people who would
so revolutionize the ‘60s, socially  and culturally.

I’ve encountered a good degree of apathy among young
Lexingtonians over the past seven years, and it’s certainly
not unique to us. There is a feeling, particularly among the
left in Bush’s America, that the political system is rigged, the
war will never end, and there is nothing they can do to help.
What will be interesting to see is if Obama wins the presi-
dency, will we have a similar political awakening among
young voters? Will Obama be able to do for this generation
what Kennedy was able to do for his? Was Scorsone right
when he claimed the Obama’s candidacy was “passing the
torch to a new generation of leadership”? If you listened to
JFK’s brother and daughter as they endorsed Obama, you
already know that they think so.

Though youth in the ‘60s were able to make significant
advances in society, they were ultimately a failure in the

political realm of this era. Their political movements were
often tainted by other elements of their counterculture allies,
as they could be easily lumped in with them and labeled as
the “pot smoking, damned dirty commie hippies.” This
political strategy of the right was able to alienate them from
mainstream Middle America.

As the Chicago police were cracking open the skulls of
young protesters outside the 1968 Democratic National
Convention, a good portion of America was watching it on
TV and cheering on the cops.

When asked the last time he saw youth in
Lexington so drawn to politics, State Senator
Ernesto Scorsone said it was in 1972. This was

for the candidacy of Sen. George McGovern for president, as
he ran as the anti-war crusader against Nixon’s Vietnam War.
Nixon beat him like a rented donkey in that race, painting
McGovern as the candidate of “acid, amnesty and abortion.” 

Would this “Obama Generation” face the same fate?
Fortunately for this movement, many strategic lessons

have been learned from the ‘60s, and there is not the type of
social “baggage” that existed then. The drug use is not preva-
lent (at least publicly), and the type of young people being
engaged are from such a wide array of backgrounds and
lifestyles that it cannot readily be compartmentalized into
whatever its political enemies want it to be. (Though I’m
imagining a pathetic attempt from the right to claim they are
“Those who hate America.”)

The “Obama Generation” is not seeking revolutionary
change towards something brand new, per se.  It is more
about restoring what they feel America is about: upholding
the constitution domestically, restoring power to the middle
class and regaining our moral authority in the rest of the

world’s eyes. These aren’t revolutionary principles, and
these aren’t messages that alienate Middle America, as hap-
pened in the ‘60s.

“The majority of America is behind his message, he’s in
sync with what the country wants right now,” said Scorsone.

If Obama wins the nomination, we’ll find out if that’s
true, soon enough.

Nevertheless, for the next month we will be deluged by
campaign commercials, robo-calls and wonderfully staged
candidate appearances. It will be a new experience for
Kentucky, as the eyes of the entire nation will be focused on
us. While most of us will be driven sick by this dog and pony
show, come May 20th, this is a wonderful opportunity for
young left-leaning Kentuckians to take part in history.

As we’ve already begun to see lately with the remark-
able participation to halt the CentrePointe plan for down-
town Lexington, youth in Lexington look to finally be
awakened from their groggy state of the past several
years. For the next month, I expect them to be awake,
standing upright, and knocking on your doors to tell you
about their candidate.

And for Barack Obama, that’s very good news. ■

When asked the last time he saw youth in Lexington so drawn to
politics, State Senator Ernesto Scorsone said it was in 1972. This was

for the candidacy of Sen. George McGovern for president, as he ran as
the anti-war crusader against Nixon’s Vietnam War. Nixon beat him

like a rented donkey  in that race.
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