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				Who Is Kamala Harris?

			

			On August 11, 2020, a US senator from California named Kamala Harris tweeted: “Black women and women of color have long been underrepresented in elected office and in November we have an opportunity to change that. Let’s get to work.”

			Three hours later, Democratic presidential candidate Joe Biden tweeted: “I have the great honor to announce that I’ve picked @KamalaHarris—a fearless fighter for the little guy, and one of the country’s finest public servants—as my running mate.”

			Kamala Harris, the senator from California, had been selected to be the Democratic candidate for vice president. She was taking the opportunity to make the change she had just talked about.

			The choice made sense in many ways. Kamala was an experienced politician. She had won several races for public office in her native California. She knew how to campaign. And she agreed with Joe Biden on many issues.

			But even in 2020, his choice of Kamala was a bold move. There were still people who didn’t believe a woman could hold a leadership position like vice president. Geraldine Ferraro and Sarah Palin had both run for vice president. Hillary Clinton had run for president. Kamala was only the fourth woman—and the first woman of color—to run at this level. Her father was Black and her mother was Indian. People weren’t used to seeing someone that looked like her running for the second-highest office in the country.

			Some people were thrilled by the news—including many women of color. If Kamala Harris could be nominated for vice president, then maybe things were changing for women, and especially for women of color.

			Other voters had a more mixed reaction. They liked the fact that Kamala was a woman of color. They knew that it had taken far too long for a Black or Southeast Asian woman to get a chance to be in power. But they didn’t think Kamala was willing to push hard enough for change on topics like health care or law enforcement.

			Kamala knew there were doubters. But that was okay. She had been the first many times before. She had been the first Black woman district attorney in California. She had been the first Black woman to be elected attorney general of California. And she had been the first Black woman senator from California. She was used to fighting, so she was ready to fight doubt. And she was ready to fight for the American people.

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 1

				Shyamala and the Girls

			

			Kamala Devi Harris was born in Oakland, California, on October 20, 1964. Her name means “lotus flower,” an important symbol in Indian culture.

			Kamala’s father, Donald Harris, came from Jamaica to study economics at the University of California, Berkeley. Shyamala Gopalan, her mother, came to Berkeley from India. She studied nutrition and endocrinology. She later became a breast cancer researcher. Both of Kamala’s parents were involved in the civil rights movement of the 1960s, and that’s how they met. Kamala remembers riding along in her stroller at protests and marches. Friends from the civil rights movement became as close as family, and Kamala grew up listening to them discuss the fight for racial justice and how they could change the world.
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			Kamala’s sister, Maya, was born in 1967. When Kamala was only seven years old, her parents decided to get divorced. Her father remained involved in her life. But it was her mother who raised Kamala and her sister. The three became very close.

			Shyamala knew that most Americans would think of Kamala and Maya as Black women. She made sure that they were proud of their identity and that they were part of the Black community in Oakland. They spent a lot of time at Rainbow Sign, a cultural center that featured Black performers, speakers, and thinkers. They visited their father’s family in Jamaica as well.

			But Shyamala also kept Kamala and Maya in touch with their Indian roots. Family members from India came to visit them in California, and the girls also traveled to India a few times. Kamala’s grandfather had been part of the fight for India’s independence from Britain and had held high-level government posts. When she visited him in India, she would listen as he and his friends talked about politics. Her Indian grandmother worked to improve the lives of women in rural villages.

			Shyamala and the girls settled into an apartment in Berkeley, a city on the border of Oakland. Their neighborhood was mostly made up of working-class Black families. Kamala rode a bus to Thousand Oaks Elementary School, which was located in a wealthier part of Berkeley. She didn’t know it at the time, but the bus ride was part of a national effort to integrate local schools. Integrate means to blend together. The idea was to bring kids from different races and classes together in schools. Because of the busing plan, Kamala went to a school with students from many types of backgrounds. She got to know people she might not have met without this plan.
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			After school, Kamala and Maya often went to a neighbor’s house until their mother came home from work at her research lab. Kamala took piano lessons and went to dance classes as well. At night, her mother loved to cook. She experimented with different recipes and found ways to make food fun. Kamala learned from her and became an excellent cook herself.

			When Kamala was twelve, Shyamala was offered an important job in Montreal, Canada. Kamala didn’t want to leave her friends and neighborhood in Berkeley. But it was an exciting opportunity for her mother. They all bought winter coats, boots, and gloves and set off for Canada.

			In Montreal, many people speak French. Shyamala sent Kamala and Maya to a French-speaking school, but Kamala found it difficult. It was hard enough moving to a different country. Trying to settle in while learning a new language made it harder.

			Another problem was their new apartment building. Kamala and Maya discovered that kids weren’t allowed to play soccer on the building’s lawn. They thought this was unfair! The sisters protested in front of the building. Soon enough, the building changed its rules. The power of protest had worked.

			Kamala switched to a fine arts school and was much happier there. She learned to play the violin, French horn, and kettle drum. By the time she got to high school, she had settled into life in Montreal and even joined an all-girl dance troupe known as Super Six. But when it was time for college, she was ready to return to the United States.

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 2

				For the People

			

			After graduating from high school in 1981, Kamala entered Howard University in Washington, DC. Howard is an HBCU (Historically Black College and University). Kamala loved Howard immediately. She found it exciting to be surrounded by so many brilliant and creative young people of color. She was on the debate team and became a member of a sorority, Alpha Kappa Alpha.
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			In 1986, Kamala graduated from Howard with a degree in political science and economics. She decided to become a lawyer and returned to California to attend the University of California, Hastings College of the Law in San Francisco, near where she had grown up in Berkeley. At Hastings, she realized that she wanted to become a prosecutor and work in a district attorney’s office.

			
				HBCUs (Historically Black Colleges and Universities)

				In the early 1800s, there weren’t many colleges in the United States that would accept Black students. In response, colleges built specifically for Black students began to appear. The first was the African Institute (now Cheyney University), which was established in 1837 in Pennsylvania. Others followed, with many founded in the years following the Civil War, including Howard University, Morehouse College, Hampton University, and Tuskegee University. Today there are over a hundred HBCUs.

				Among other qualifications, the Higher Education Act of 1965 defined an HBCU as “any historically black college or university that was established prior to 1964, whose principal mission was, and is, the education of black Americans.” Although HBCUs are mainly focused on providing opportunities to Black students, they are open to students of any race and ethnicity.
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						Howard University

					
				
			
			A prosecutor usually works for a city or state government. Prosecutors decide whether someone should be charged with a crime. They try to convince a jury that the person charged with the crime is guilty. The district attorney (DA) is the chief prosecutor for a specific area. District attorneys are usually elected by local voters.

			Many family members and friends weren’t happy about Kamala’s decision. They believed that prosecutors often were harder on people of color. Innocent people of color had been put in jail by prosecutors who were more interested in closing a case than finding justice.

			Kamala saw it differently. As a Black woman, she understood that there were problems with the judicial, or court, system. But that’s why she felt she had to get involved. She wanted to try to change the system. And by doing so, she could change the lives of people in her community.

			After graduating from law school in 1989, Kamala was offered a job as a deputy district attorney in the Alameda County District Attorney’s Office in Oakland. First, however, she had to take a test called the bar exam. Anyone who wants to be a lawyer has to pass this very difficult test. Test results usually aren’t known for months.

			Kamala started her new job, but then she got some unexpected news. She had failed the bar exam.

			She was horribly embarrassed. She kept her job but couldn’t take on her own cases in a courtroom. Kamala was miserable.

			In February 1990, she took the exam again. This time she passed. Kamala was relieved and thrilled to finally start her career.

			Kamala now could walk into a courtroom and argue a case. As a prosecutor, she introduced herself as “Kamala Harris, for the people.” That always reminded Kamala that she was there to represent the people in her area.

			In 1998, Kamala took a job with the San Francisco District Attorney’s Office. It was an important job in one of America’s biggest cities, but she found the office was very disorganized. There weren’t enough computers. Files weren’t taken care of. More than a dozen lawyers were fired suddenly. Some cases weren’t even being brought to trial.

			Kamala left the San Francisco DA’s office after eighteen months. Then she went to work in the San Francisco City Attorney’s Office, working on programs that would help young people who had been abused.

			In 2003, the current San Francisco district attorney was up for reelection. Kamala decided to run against him. They were both Democrats. He was very well known. She was not. But Kamala felt the office should be better run. It was time for her to step in and take charge.
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