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CNN)——RL‘V. Martin Luther Kin,

\ A g Jr. told followers the
mgh( b’cjlore he was killed that he had been “to the moun-
taintop” and seen the promised land of racia] equality.

Last week’s election of Barack Obam
y a ama was the equivalent
of taking all African-Americans to that pea :

e ak, says Dr. Alvin

In his view, Obama'’s victory last weel
political triumph. It wa
black America.

i Poussaint has made it his life’s work to study how
Alncan-Americans see themselves and how the larger soci-
ety sees them.

From the days of the civil rj hts movement thro
the 1980s, when he was a script cfnsultant on “'I’ht:(fnl;}l‘)'):
$ has been a leader in assessing how
Iimages of black people in the media shape perceptions.

who is 74, s professor of psychiatry at Judge
Baker Children’s Center in Boston and at Harvard Medical

School.

At a key point in the civil rights movement, Pous-
saint moved to Mississippi and worked for the Medical
Committee for Human Rights, in Jackson, from 1965
to 1967, helping care for civil rights workers and aid-
ing the desegregation of hospitals and other health care
institutions.

Poussaint met Bill Cosby in the 1970s and has worked
with him on a variety of books and shows, most recently
co-authoring a book with Cosby. He was interviewed by
CNN on Wednesday.

{ k wasn't just a
S a seismic event in the history of

CNN: What do you think is the long-term impact of the
election of Barack Obama as a symbol and a message to
the black community in America?

Dr. Alvin Poussaint: We're going to have a generation
of children—if he’s in there for eight years—being born
in 2009, looking at television and images, hearing before
they can talk, absorbing it in their brain and being wired
to see the visual images of a black man being president of
the United States and understanding very early that that’s
the highest position in the United States.
Solﬁunkthat’sgoingtobeverypoweﬂ’gﬂlnm
visual imagery . . . and they're going to see these images

constantly on television, probably offsetting a Iot of the :

AR st st e

King, and the Mountaintop

negative imagery that they may see in shows and videos
and sometimes in stereotypic comedy.

These images will also make black parents proud.
Although there are many barriers to this, it might put back
on the table the importance of the two-parent family. . . .
Maybe it will do something for couples and bring black
men and black women closer together.

The sense of pride may carry over into family life, the
same way it is being carried over now into the life of the
church already. At black churches this past Sunday, all of
them were talking about Obama and being ambassadors
for Obama—in other words, suggesting that now that he’s
president, that black people should take the high road.

The big problem with all of this is that if there’s high
expectations that somehow the social ills that the black
community faces will suddenly evaporate, they're going to
be disappointed—because the economy, the economic cri-
sis is a major issue that’s going to affect the black commu-
nity, making things worse. . . . So there’s going to be more
unemployment, more poor people, more black homeless
and more poverty. . . .

Obama’s also going to have a positive effect on the
white community. Way back in the 1960s, I used to go to
Atlanta when it was segregated and even after it started
desegregating. When you went downtown to restaurants,
you would walk in as a black person and they would kind
of act like, “What are you doing here?” You weren’t wel-
come, you know, you just felt it.

And Maynard Jackson became the first black mayor,
and I felt a whole change in the tone of the city. You went
places and when you walked in, people had to consider:
“Is this someone who knows the mayor, this black per-
son?” And so I think they began to treat all black people
better because black people were now in power. . . . This
may help to eradicate stereotypes that they hold. . . .

So this may have a spinoff effect . . . maybe more
blacks will break through the glass ceiling in corporations,
more blacks may, because of their newfound confidence,
become more civically engaged, run for office.

CNN: What if he had lost, what would the impact have
been then? §

Poussaint: A lot of black people would have concluded that
hglostbecéuse of his race, and the black people who had no
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faith in the system in the first place would have continued
to feel that maybe even more strongly, and may?e even
have more anger at the institutions that have authority over
them and that they see as white-controlled.

CNN: Obama is taking over at a time of tremendous inter-
national and national challenges. Every president has
setbacks. What would be the impact of setbacks on a polit-
ical level?
Poussaint: Nearly everybody that you hear talk about it
realizes that he’s inheriting a horrible situation. In fact one
of the black leaders joked about how, as soon as things are
falling apart in the country, that they hand it over to a
black person—“Here, you take it.”
People are saying that he's just been dealt a terrible
hand and is 80ing to have to work very hard to be suc-
cessful and they’re rooting for him and hoping. There’s a
mindset right now of “What can we do to help Obama?”
And I don’t think it's just black people saying it, it's all the
people who voted for him, young people and women, the
workers, the unions—“What can we do to help him be
successful, and undo the mess that we're in?”

CNN: What do you make of the idea that “The Cosby

Show” made America more ready to vote for a black man
to be president?

Poussaint: I don’t know, you can’t study this stuff scientif-
ically. The intent when the Cosby show came on . . . was
to present a black family that was not the old stereotypical
family that white people laughed at in a sitcom. And we
wanted the show to have a universality, in terms of a
mother, a father, wonderful children, a lot of love being
shown, an emphasis on education.

Today if you have 12 or 15 million viewers of a show

a week, it’s number one. Well, Cosby was bringing in
about 60 million Ppeople a week. So this had a deep effect
on white children, Latino children, and even many adults,
what their images of black people were.

So that’s why Karl Rove reached into the hat the
other day and said this was the beginning of the post-
racial era, because it made white people embrace this black
family like a family of their own and fall in love with it.

It probably played some role at chipping away at

those negative images, which made white people . . . more
ready to embrace a lot of things, including Tiger Woods
and Oprah Winfrey and Denzel Washington and Will
Smith. Certainly when Obama gets on the scene, people
don’t say, “What kind of black family is that? We haven’t
seen any black family like that.”

Because that’s what they said about the Cosby
show, . . . that this doesn’t represent a black family, this
is fantasy. And it wasn'’t fantasy, because there were black
families like that in 1984, and there are many more black
families like that in the middle class and upper-middle

class today.

CNN: You were a consultant on the Cosby show. How did
that come about?

i . When the sh
. him and his wife. OW w,
P ngecv;xled me and said he wanted me 1,
coming AL nsultant to keep this a positive shey

be a production €O “1 want you to read and Critiqy,

ing: ;
without stereotyp! e%ore it goes into production, anythjy,,

everysingle L bto make this family psychologicam

believable, livi reality.” He wante e

y.” ted the story lines |
i le, living in reality. 4
halvle a plot that made sense. . . - He told me to weeq o, ;

what he called put-down humor, which he felt was

prevalent, particularly on a lot of black shows where v,

le. ;
make]ﬂlv;la;: faﬁz‘;lr)ed to comment on anything, from

ere casting, to may.

me of the people they w j
:;r[‘oti'zietghﬁe was a wide range of colors on theb show i,
t xf’ns of complexion, what’s on the reading table, what
c:rltuml activities the kids are going to, what college,

they're applying to. . . .

CNN: You co-authored a book with Bill Cosby. What's
the message of that book?

Road fi
Poussaint: It's called, “Come on People: On the Road from

’t be helpless and
Victors.” The message is, don’t pless a
xge'f;f:na see yourself as a victim and wallow in failing

hink that's lotmli&.mywhwewdmst'ake

?;:: l:igh road any:‘;ou have to work hard to try to achieve
ds. . ..

agalns}:{g;: Zfd the black people are where they e today
because we succeeded against the odds, we didn’t allow
the racism out there to totally squelch us. And we feel that
spirit is being lost, particularly ir
ties and sometimes among
And we felt they had to adopt
victors. <

And victors are
they take education
example—if he took a vi
black man could never get
States,” which a lot of
for the presidency. So he
attitude—“I'm going to go
it's possible.”

CNN: What do you
terms of significance?

Poussaint: The civil
the civil rights bill of
'65, that opened things
ties all over the country. O
those accomplishment:

Poussaint: It equals those but
symbolism. It's like people
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King, who was moving us toward the mountaintop . . . to
Obama, people saying [we're] getting to the mountaintop
and now being able to gaze down. So it’s the fruition of a
movement beginning in slavery. . . . We were in slavery for
250 years, and then Jim Crow segregation for another 100,
and we've been struggling for freedom. Obama represents

us winning our freedom—like “free at last, free at last, free
at last.”

But it’s not really true, We still have racial dmm-
nation in the country, we're still going to have racial
injustice.

AwviN Poussaint is a noted professor of Psychiatry at Har-
vard Medical School. He has authored several books on

the subject of child psychiatry.








