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Leading articles 

Times Person of the Year 2008 
Barack Obama's flawless campaign to win the presidency against the odds shows 

how America has changed. His presidency may change the world 
In 2008 the American people chose as their presi­
dent a man whose candidacy had seemed fantas­
tically improbable. Yet it was not the first time, 
by any means, that they had done such a thing. 
Less than three years before winning the presi­
dency Jimmy Carter appeared as Governor of 
Georgia on the television show What's My Line? 
as a mystery guest. The panel failed to recognise 
him. Barack Obama is an unlikely president, but 
he is not the only one there has been. 

In 2008 the American people also chose as 
their president a man with an extraordinary life 
story, whose background contained little that 
suggested that one day he would hold such high 
office. It was not the first time they had done 
that, either. In fact, American politics has long 
been dominated by individuals with an inspiring 
tale to tell. Presidents commonly weave their 
own story of triumph over adversity into tbe nar­
rative of their campaigns. Barack Obama did this 
too, but compared to some others he made mod­
est use of the technique. 

What, then, made Barack Obama's rise to the 
presidency so ,remarkable, such a landmark, is 
not the fact of his improbability or of his extra­
ordinary background. What made it landmark is 
the nature of those things. For unlike his prede-

cessors, Mr Obama's improbability, Mr Obama's 
extraordinary background, is not just important 
to him and to the story of his personal triumph. 
It caps a period of incredible change in America 
and makes possible incredible change in the 
world. And it is this - and the way he won the 
presidency - that made him the obvious choice 
as The Times Person of 2008 (see pages 6, 7). 

This year, for the first time, The Times has 
chosen a Person of the Year, a Briton of the Year 
and a Team of the Year. Our aim was to help to 
describe the year by identifying the individuals 
who made it what it was. Our selections for 
Briton and Team of the Year will be revealed
during the coming week. 

Three things in the story of Mr Obama's rise 
are particularly striking. The first is the most 
widely remarked upon -- Mr Obama is an 
African-American. He won the presidency as the 
candidate of a party that little more than 40 
years ago was fielding openly racist candidates. 

Even on election day there were pundits who 
believed that Americans would not elect a black 
president. Mr Obama proved these pessimists 
wrong. From the beginning he. handled the race 
question brilliantly. 

Mr Obama is not, however, typical even as 

an African-American politician. And this is the 
second striking feature of his election. The Presi­
dent-elect is not the son of an African-American; 
he is the son of an African. He has many close 

- relatives living in Kenya and others who were 
brought up there. He spent some of his child­
hood in Indonesia. 

The holder of the world's most powerful elect­
ed office, then, has experience and emotional ties 
with the developing world and this may alter 
how America views other nations. For Britain -
whose colonial rulers tortured Mr Obama's 
grandfather - this might be some small cause . 
for concern. Yet it is certainly in Britain's interest 
for American leadership to be widely accepted 
and for the President-elect to be able to break 
down barriers to friendship with his country. 

Mr Obama is also unusual among modern 
presidents in coming from the Northern urban 
Left. Mr Obama will be, at the least, a very differ­
ent president to his immediate predecessor. 

He won the presidency with such politics and 
such a history. He wooed . the Establishment, 
seduced the media, reassured the middle class
and enthused millions of young Americans. We 
did not hestitate before choosing Barack Obama 
as the first Times Person of the Year. 

Darwin and Discovery 
Arguments of 2009: the theories of a great ·scientist 

Next year marks the 200th anniversary of the 
birth of Charles Darwin. It is also the 150th anni­
versary of the publication of Darwin's On the Ori­
gin of Species. The life and work of a great scien­
tist and a seminal figure in intellectual history 
will, therefore, be the subject of intense interest 
and debate in the coming year. Such events as an 
outstanding Darwin exhibition at the Natural 
History Museum in London, a Darwin Annivers­
ary Festival at Cambridge, and the reopening to 
public view of Darwin's home, Down House in 
Kent, merit enthusiastic interest and support. 

But one aspect of these educational ventures is 
especially worth noting. Darwin is not merely a 
man of his time. The extent of his achievement 
gives him a plausible claim to be counted the
greatest figure in this nation's history. And his 
ideas, while confirmed by mountains of evidence, 
remain startling in their implications for pre-sci­
entific modes of thinking. They are consequently 
an enduring target for movements that disdain 
critical inquiry and the 1ife of the mind. In 2009 
the celebration of Darwin has a value beyond a 
19th-century scientist's findings about the natu-

ral world. The communication of Darwin's ideas 
is integral to a culture that values learning over 
superstition and dogmatism. 

The publication of On the Origin of Species on 
November 24, 1859, represented - in the words 
of Ernst Mayr, the biologist - "perhaps the 
greatest intellectual revolution experienced by 
mankind". The book's importance lay in 
Darwin's not only adducing the fact of evolution 
but also in discovering its main mechanism. This 
was natural selection, the process by which small 
variations operating over millions of generations 
produce new varieties and new species. 

The ideas formulated in Darwin's writings are 
not merely a branch of science. They are the key­
stone of numerous areas of inquiry. Theodosius 
Dobzhansky, the geneticist, encapsulated 
Darwin's importance when he observed: "Noth­
ing in biology makes sense, except in the light of 
evolution." When, in 1953, Francis Crick and 
.James Watson unravelled the structure of DNA 
- among the most important scientific discover­
ies of the last century - they demonstrated the 
power of Darwin's insights. Here were the units 

It's a Knockout 

of inheritance that cause evolution, and that pro­
vide the link between all living organisms. 

Despite the overwhelming evidence for evolu­
tion, Danl'in's ideas remain unsettling to some, 
because they demonstrate that natural processes 
are a sufficient explanation for the development 
of life on Earth. Mainstream religious denomina­
tions have no difficulty accepting Darwin's 
discoveries. But a minority, across faiths, aim to 
present sacred creation myths (sometimes 
ineffectually disguised under the label "Intelli­
gent Design") as if they were scientific truth. 
Extraordinarily, Sarah Palin, the defeated US Re­
publican vice-presidential nominee, is on record
as believing that biblical Creationism should be 
taught in science education alongside evolution. 

These are sentiments that must be rebuffed. 
Darwin's ideas have overwhelming explanatory 
power. They provide a means of uncovering 
further mysteries of life, because they are driven 
by evidence and reason. The commemorations 
of Darwin's work are of immense educational 
value. But more, they are a celebration of the 
spirit of inquiry. 

Genetically modified rats represent an important advance for medical research 

According to the Chinese calendar 2008 has 
been the year of the rat. The work of a Chinese 
scientist means it may now be followed by a 
more significant landmark: the year of the knock­
out rat. 

Knockout mice, in which a gene is silenced to 
mimic human disease, have been around for two 
decades. They have brought insights into condi­
tions such as muscular dystrophy and cancer, 
and their contribution to medicine has been rec­
ognised with a Nobel prize. Yet while rats are bet­
ter models than mice for most aspects of human 

physiology, their genomes have hitherto proved 
much more difficult to manipulate. That should 
chanlle with the isolation of rat embryonic stem 
cells (see page 11). The achievement promises to 
provide the first efficient means of breeding 
knockout rats, and thus to answer questions that 
could not previously have been investigated. 

Those answers can be expected to deliver new 
drugs, but seeking them will'require a robust de­
fence of animal research. While there is a wel­
come movement to avoid animal experiments 
where possible, recent trends show that the num-

bers used are going up, not down. The rise is ex­
plained by the growing importance of knockout 
mice, and the advent of knockout rats is certain 
to exacerbate it. 

This will not go down well with animal rights 
activists, even among the law-abiding sort who 
abhor the actions of extremists. Scientists must 
be prepared for such protests, and ready to ex­
plain why their research is important. An in­
crease in animal experiments is not unwelcome, 
if it means science is closing in on the genetic ori­
gins of disease and new approaches to therapy. 
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Tredoku 
Su Doku moves into
a new dimension 
Puzzles, pages 45·51 

Imm 
Cheers 
A hangover-free 
wine is cause 
for celebration 
Ian Evans, page 43 

b·heh·lli 
Sexual revolution
Why ladies should 
withdraw after dinner 
Magnus Linklater, 
page 30 

N'HiBMi 
Quiz time 
Peering back through the gloom 
offers some illuminating moments 
Martin Waller, pages 62, 63 

Em 
Good King George 
Kauto Star hopes 
to make it three 

Morland cartoon, page 29

Letters to the Editor 

Smoking ruffians 
Two ruffians sitting in the train 
carriage persisted in smoking, 
although civilly requested by 
my son to desist, on account of 
the ill-health of his sister 
A Subscriber, December 26, 1855 Page 31 

Today's weather 
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Mostly dry witli cloud clearing 
to leave plenty of sw:ishine 
Full report, page 7 3 
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