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Author’s Note

When I first sat down to write this book, it was clear that our country desperately needed a revamp when it came to political representation—and that the end of white politics was on the horizon. And then, 2020 happened and knocked our fragile democracy right off its axis. After all, I wrote this entire book before the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. I wrote it before Joe Biden became the president and Kamala Harris became the vice president. I wrote it before the violent white mob stormed the US Capitol on January 6, 2021. I wrote it before President Donald Trump was impeached for a second time.

It’s like I had a crystal ball.

Americans have long been hindered by both our dark history and the inability of our leadership to confront a racist framework that has consistently prioritized white comfort over Black and Brown life. And yet, if 2020 showed us anything, it’s that the end of white politics is knocking right on our front door. Case in point: the groundbreaking election of Kamala Harris as the first female, first Black, and first South Asian vice president of the United States, which represents both the changing demographics in the United States and the shifting spectrum through which power and politics here are played. The electorate of this country, so heavily comprised of women and people of color, yearn to be represented by people who look like them and who share their lived experiences. Harris doesn’t just represent what the end of white politics might look like; she’s ushering the end of white politics right into our living room.

And yet, it’s not going to be easy. The tumultuous turmoil and civic unrest of the past year also showed us that seventy-four or so million Americans aren’t quite ready to let go of the power of their whiteness, and what’s more, they are willing to throw out the entire American democratic experiment to hold on to the promise of an America that no longer exists. As our demographic shifts away from whiteness, our political landscape changes, and these electoral wins for our multiracial democracy provoke pushback and even violence from the fading white majority. Though our country was built on the foundations of freedom and democracy, it’s becoming quite clear that the biggest prize of all for many Americans is, in fact, power.

After the November election results came in, this lingering legacy of white supremacy affirmed that these seventy-four million people are willing to destroy the entire American democratic establishment in order to prevent a coalition of people of color from becoming a politically powerful majority. Some of those seventy-four million were so afraid that they were willing to band together and launch an insurrection on the Capitol building in January 2021. Every step from the outside of the barricade into the Capitol building—into the House chamber, the Senate chamber, and up to the Senate floor podium—was made possible by white privilege. Every step they took without the fear of being shot or killed was undeniably white privilege. And yet, the very idea of the end of white politics is precisely what motivated the attack in the first place. When power slips from its grasp, the dying lion will always lash out. The insurrection of the Capitol was a death rattle to the America we’ve seen for the past four years—the death of America’s former king of the jungle, and the white supremacy that installed him there.

And yet, despite all of the challenges that have risen up to meet it, positive change marches forward. Since Donald Trump was elected in 2016, we have dramatically expanded the American electorate; as a result, the promised demographic shifts are becoming a reality, illustrated by big electoral wins in the 2020 election. By registering and motivating the electorate to turn out to vote and make their voices heard, Stacey Abrams and other organizers facilitated the Democratic win of the Senate majority and turned Georgia blue for the first time since the Clinton years. This is no small feat. We’ve long considered the South full of so-called red states, but now, we’re taking our first steps toward a more diverse and inclusive future, one where all voices are considered and where the votes of communities of color aren’t suppressed.

And Georgia won’t be the last red state, county, or district to turn blue. Stacey Abrams and her fellow organizers on the ground created a model for others across the rest of the nation to follow. These powerful movements begin by conversing with the people in these communities who are so often ignored by the mainstream and helping them to raise their political voice. Every voice, every vote, counts. What’s more, leaders like Abrams are approachable, accessible, and relatable to average Americans—those who are working for a living, fearing eviction, and suffocating in student loan debt, all experiences that the millionaires in the Senate have no familiarity with and thus can never effectively legislate for. Leaders who truly represent the American electorate feel a sense of urgency to alleviate the pressure so many Americans feel—especially in the darkest depths of the deadly COVID-19 pandemic—because they, too, feel these pressures in their own lives and lived experiences. And by electing these leaders to positions of power where they can make a real impact, we inch closer to our Founding Fathers’ goal of “freedom and justice for all.”

A week before Kamala Harris became our MVP, or Madam Vice President, my brilliant Sirius XM cohost Jess McIntosh said: “We have elected younger, more diverse, more progressive representatives since Donald Trump was elected...[including the addition of] Jon Ossoff and Reverend Raphael Warnock to the Senate in Georgia. This is us building a democracy.” And she’s right. We don’t get here by accident; we get here by action. To maintain this representative electorate, as well as the momentum of recent Democratic wins in states like Georgia, we have to focus on what worked and who made it work.

Ultimately, the on-the-ground organizers and leaders in these communities are the ones who truly understand the electorate they are serving and are the most fit to lead them. And by electing them, empowering them, and holding them accountable—that’s how we preserve the integrity of the more representative electorate in future generations. That’s how we promote real progress and change. And as we support the newly-created infrastructure that has elevated these leaders to positions of power, they can then, in turn, break through the barriers and open the door for even more members of a diverse electorate to join them in the chambers where policies are being made. If we want to keep moving forward, we can’t stop until our legislative is truly representative of the increasingly diverse population they serve.

When we talk about the future of American politics—that is, the end of white politics—we’re talking about building a democracy for ourselves in which the will of the people, all of the people, will reign supreme. A future where the American populace looks a lot more like Kamala Harris and less like Mitch McConnell. A future where our legislative power structure is representative and inclusive, where the lived experiences of women and people of color are not only considered but valued in the formation and passing of legislation. A future where Americans can represent themselves and see themselves represented.

At the end of the day, if we want to make this idealized America a reality, we need to facilitate the end of white politics so that a new era of truly representative politics can begin.

And that’s exactly what we’re going to do.








INTRODUCTION

What Now, Liberals?

 

LOS ANGELES, CA—It’s a hot summer day in July 2018, a few months shy of the critical midterms after the shocking 2016 election of Donald J. Trump. Two years of the Trump administration’s chaos and hyperpartisanship set the stage for the fourth annual Politicon conference, where I was asked to speak on a panel titled “What Now, Liberals?”

This was my first time at Politicon, an annual convention in Los Angeles that has been a hub for colorful characters and the politically obsessed. It’s a conference about politics, but think of Politicon as less of a stuffy meeting of political operatives and Capitol Hill insiders and more as a conference that represents the culmination of politics as reality show entertainment, where the green room can be populated by anyone from presidential campaign–winning political strategists like James Carville and Donna Brazile to flashy oddballs like Dennis Rodman, the cartoonish NBA Hall of Famer known for his colorfully dyed hair and a controversial relationship with North Korea. Why is someone like Rodman at Politicon, let alone standing next to conservative media personality Ann Coulter? I’m not sure, but the fact that the question even needs to be asked gives you an idea of the bizarre atmosphere. There’s plenty of political cosplay, complete with red-, white-, and blue-themed outfits and people dressed in costumes of our founding fathers, like George Washington. It’s a bit of a circus.

To be fair, though, Politicon is an equal opportunity circus. It has a bipartisan vibe, with activists and media personalities from all sides of the political spectrum, not to mention sideshow and carnival-barker-types looking for their moment in the spotlight. There are the bleached-blond Fox News wannabes, Tomi Lahren clones, and celebrity feminist activists, like actress Alyssa Milano, all there to speak their minds and stand out in the crowd, vying for the potential to snag a moment that goes viral on social media and earns them a coveted spot as the next cable news star or trending Twitter hashtag. The attendees are both obsessive political media watchers who want to get a glimpse of their favorite television pundits up close and political activists who are passionate about issues like climate change and getting dark money out of politics.

As a former staffer for Hillary Clinton’s 2016 campaign, I was the perfect candidate for the “What Now, Liberals?” panel. I’m sure the original goal was to convene a bunch of bitter liberals to wax derisive about Donald Trump and point fingers of blame for the devastating electoral college defeat. The panel was moderated by Republican operative Shermichael Singleton and consisted of Daily Kos founder Markos Moulitsas, political commentator Sally Kohn, former Obama administration official Nayyera Haq, and Kyle Kulinski of the Young Turks network and the cofounder of Justice Democrats, a political action committee founded to run far-left progressive candidates against incumbent Democrats.

The Young Turks media network has a massive far-left following, and they were heavily populated throughout the packed conference center room. The audience was pretty rowdy from the start, interspersed with a littering of “Make America Great Again” hats and “Don’t Blame Me I Voted for Bernie” gear.

The folks who show up to watch someone like Kulinski or Cenk Ugyur, the founder of Young Turks, are mostly male, mostly white, and always very vocal in their opposition to the Democratic establishment. The room is set up to spin the maximum amount of drama. About half of the room is solidly behind Bernie Sanders. To this segment of liberals, I’m perceived as a moderate because I worked for the Hillary Clinton campaign. The rest of the room is made up of Trump supporters who want to see liberals argue about why they lost in 2016.

After a few years on the cable news circuit and as a visible person who worked for Hillary Clinton, I was dubbed by my liberal colleagues and by this crowd as an overpaid shill even before I opened my mouth. Because of Hillary’s history of taking donations from corporate PACs and high-dollar donors, she has been branded as a “corporate Democrat.” Therefore by association with her, I’m caged under the same big-money umbrella. To be clear, big money in politics is a problem, but it wasn’t a problem created by Hillary, nor was it one that Hillary wasn’t critical of herself. As for me, I’ve never been overpaid, but facts don’t seem to matter where this Politicon audience is concerned. This rush to judgment versus an impulse to listen is one of the reasons our Democratic movement has been challenged, and our own judgments often are what hold us back from winning as a party. To Kulinski’s fans, I was viewed as part of the evil establishment. But as a black woman who is still paying off student loans, I think these so-called liberals need to get their facts straight, and I decided to make that panel the moment where I would speak my mind.

To understand the fervor and polarity in this room, you have to understand that the progressive left has traditionally separated into issue silos. And the Democratic establishment doesn’t always lean toward or speak to each cause. So everyone is in a constant fight for attention around particular issues. There are the climate activists. There are the folks pushing for LGBTQ+ equality. There are those fighting for racial justice. But the truth is that all of these issues intersect, and most are also economic issues. They also all impact not just individuals but entire families and large populations.

Progressives have begun to understand this and to speak to these intersections of critical issues; for example, understanding that reproductive health care access is an economic issue for women and, by relation, entire families. As is equal pay, which is usually reported on as an issue only women have to care about, as if that woman’s kids and spouse wouldn’t benefit from having more money as well.

These silos exist in the progressive movement but more so in the form of divides. The intersection of race, gender, class, and sexual orientation is the place where the most work can be accomplished if policy makers of the future come to the table with an understanding that (1) lived experiences matter when it comes to informing effective policies and (2) not all lived experiences are the same, even within shared minority or demographic experiences. A white woman and a black woman are not treated the same in our society. Neither is a straight black man and gay Latino one. And it’s in the mess of this disparate treatment that progressives need to focus on the future. Identity matters in politics. It informs the quality of our lives in some instances, despite the conservative mantra that every outcome is determined by a person’s work ethic and drive. That lie has become exposed, especially as more and more historically marginalized people come into positions of political power.

Yet, it’s proven to be difficult to imagine how we can utilize the party’s diversity to rejoin our separate factions and move together as one powerful movement in the House, the presidency, and beyond. And that obstacle was evident in this room full of anxious Democrats I found myself sitting with at Politicon.

I’m sure the organizers wanted fireworks—and it was inside this three-ring political circus of Democratic schisms that they got their wish. The main source of the drama onstage was Kulinski, a Bernie Sanders supporter and progressive podcast host with a solid online speaking platform who came with a preprinted list of progressive policies he was primed to cite during the hour-long panel discussion. The audience made it known through their raucous applause for Kulinski whose side they were on. And it was not mine.

Kulinski’s fans in the audience represent the id of some of the most vocal people on the progressive left; in many ways, they’re the id of the Bernie Sanders supporter: white, male, Millennial, and uncompromising. Typically, these young white men, who love Bernie more than sliced bread, are also raucous, rowdy, and quick to heckle anyone deemed insufficiently progressive, the problem here being that anyone not named Bernie falls into this category for them. It was a no-win situation for me on that panel because I did not plan to go along with the status quo.

To be accepted by this camp you must pretend not to see any of Bernie’s flaws, so for me the “What Now, Liberals?” panel was the perfect place to check the assumptions and refocus the conversation away from progressive purity tests. It was also the perfect place to establish the fact that the future of the Democratic Party depends upon people of color like me and to voice the fact that our perspective demands the attention of the entire spectrum of progressive politicos. The future of the Democratic Party depends on confronting the persistent challenges we face as a movement as we continue to lack self-awareness about our own biases. But what ended up being manifested at this large Politicon gathering was a messy intraparty bickering match among Democrats. The real enemy and challenge for everyone in that room was defeating Republicans and Donald Trump, but you wouldn’t know that based on my having to be escorted out in the end by security.

As each panelist laid out his or her analysis of what went wrong for Hillary and the Democrats in 2016, the crowd became more vocal, both in their applause and with their very loud booing of anyone who, like me, disagreed that Bernie’s nonelection wasn’t the source of today’s Trump madness. As the conversation turned to what needed to be done to win going forward, I shifted in my seat to get ready to say what they didn’t want to hear: “Future elections will be shaped and won by women of color.” Then I added that all of the Democratic candidates would need to do a better job of speaking to and about the issues that black women, in particular, care about the most if they want to win the 2020 Democratic nomination—and that’s why Bernie didn’t win in 2016.

The crowd immediately reacted—and it wasn’t pretty.

Boo! Boo! Shill!

I looked up into the liberal-minded crowd hissing and jeering at me, a bit taken aback by just how aggressive their reaction was to what I thought was an obvious point about Bernie’s potential vulnerabilities. But nevertheless, I persisted. I didn’t want to let this crowd of predominately boisterous Bernie Sanders supporters, still bitter from the 2016 primary, distract me from participating in the panel. We are all Democrats, after all. We are on the same team.

In reality, all I was doing was stating the obvious. Bernie’s weakness among black women is well documented. I kept trying to make my point and back up my argument with data, like the fact that nearly a million black voters who voted for President Barack Obama in 2012 stayed home in 2016; in part, this disconnect exists because our party doesn’t speak directly to those voters, including Saint Bernard. Clearly, the folks in this audience weren’t familiar with the statistics.

“Bernie Sanders is the candidate best positioned to engage black women,” Kulinski said. The crowd roared with applause.

Wrong. Sanders lost in 2016 because he got trounced in southern primary states, where black women gave Hillary Clinton the critical wins to amass the delegates needed to clinch the nomination. So, I immediately clapped back, “Bernie Sanders lost the primaries by four million votes. And so, while it is true that a lot of people still support Bernie Sanders,… he did not win the primary.” And the truth is that it was older black voters in the South who supported Hillary Clinton in large numbers through the Super Tuesday states and southern primaries. Super Tuesday is the voting day in March of a presidential election year that’s the closest thing to a nationwide primary. Nearly 40 percent of the American electorate vote on Super Tuesday—Alabama, Arkansas, Colorado, Georgia, Massachusetts, Minnesota (with caucuses), Oklahoma, Tennessee, Texas, Vermont, and Virginia. Clinton had amassed enough delegates on Super Tuesday to put her in a solid position to win the nomination. Months later, Sanders would drop out of the race after the California primary on June 7, 2016.

I lived through 2016 with a bird’s-eye view of it all and have the battle scars to prove it. I saw firsthand what worked and what didn’t. And while everyone has something to say about the failed Hillary Clinton campaign, they usually don’t include the fact that black turnout dropped 7 percent from 2012—and that largely impacted the election. And it isn’t that most black people were just too busy that week. It’s that the 4.4 million people who voted for Obama in 2012 stayed home, and a third of those people were black voters. The nearly one million black voters who decided not to turn out in 2016 would’ve likely tipped the election to Clinton. While in 2020 Democrats constantly want to talk about 77,000 votes in white working-class bastions like Wisconsin and Michigan, there doesn’t seem to be enough media or party focus on the black voters. The last time I checked, 1 million was a bigger number than 77,000.

Boo! Boo! They continued to shout as I kept trying to speak about Bernie’s lack of appeal to black voters as the major issue.

Booing as a silencing tactic may scare some folks into submission, but not me. What became clear to me was that the harassing and bullying behavior of the Democrats in the audience was just the in-person manifestation of a dynamic we saw during the 2016 primary and beyond.

I explained that there was a tangible impact on voter enthusiasm that took effect in 2016 that we have yet to deal with, and whether Russia expertly exploited already existing tensions around issues of race and gender or whether we simply acted out our own predisposed biases, we’ll never really know. The voter suppression that led to a Trump victory resulted from many factors, but one that can’t be denied is that the party establishment and the lefty types all contributed to the outcome as well because they weren’t exactly doing a good job of engaging voters of color. That’s because we are an afterthought instead of the central focus of the Democratic Party. Since the beginning of this country, whiteness and white voters have been analyzed, dissected, and obsessed over. However, the country is changing, and our politics must too.

After more heckling by the mostly white male audience later in the Politicon panel, I was outright frustrated. The moderator, Shermichael Singleton, tried to calm the crowd, but I was fed up with the disrespect. “You know what? Stop it!” I said. “There are children in cages. And if you guys are really progressive, we can work together to try to get this fucker out of the White House… [And the only way to defeat Donald Trump] is to engage black women.”

And the spark for this book came in that moment.

In that Politicon room of rowdy leftist enthusiasts, what started as a fight among Democrats became a clarifying moment as I recognized the need to define the strategy for future Democratic success. That success is going to be built on a foundation of people of color who will need more than a few lines about free college to deliver their much-needed votes. We also aren’t going to show up where folks are trying to yell and manipulate us into submission and aren’t willing to listen, including to our feedback on their shortcomings. No one is immune from criticism, and to win future elections across the board and reestablish the power of our democracy, we need to start looking at the reality staring us right in the face. The future of politics is not only going to be about what white voters want and think but will expand to include the ideas and needs of people of color who look like me. Our party will need to evolve to meet the demands of winning.

One of the things you should know about me is that I didn’t join the Hillary Clinton campaign because I was a lifelong Hillary Clinton–obsessed fanatic. There were plenty of those amazing young staffers on the campaign, but I came into the fold with a sense of urgency to counter the threat of Donald Trump. I came to the Hillary Clinton campaign, post Barack Obama’s success, knowing that people of color have been propelling candidates to victory all over the country since before 2016. Those same people of color, particularly women of color, are going to be an essential part of any Democratic success in the 2020 election and beyond, no matter who emerges the victor of the nomination.

I realized right there on the Politicon panel that I needed to make the case for inclusion. Women and brown people should now refuse to be drowned out by a traditional class of politicos who know only white male leadership. The end of white politics is about confronting not only America’s blind spot for centering whiteness, angrily attacking anyone brave enough to point it out, but also understanding that the America of the future does not look like a whites-only club. It looks like me, and all of us. We need to listen to the people of color and diverse groups because that’s who will bring us to the dance. We need to promote them to positions of power within our party. We need to listen to their honest assessment of how things have been done, where we’ve gone wrong with reaching voters who look like them, and let them lead the way.

At Politicon, the loudest voices in the room represented the fewest number of votes for the Democratic base—and they didn’t even know it yet. I don’t state this just because I happen to be a woman of color. Yes, I’m a black woman, and yes, I’m a progressive, but that doesn’t mean I could fabricate an entire library of data and impartial analysis to support this argument. The facts are there. The movement is coming; the change is already happening. This is the end of politics as we’ve known it in America. We’ve been doing white identity politics since America’s founding. We just called it politics. The white men booing in that room represent the past. They need to understand where we are going, so they don’t get left behind. The women and people of color are already getting in formation, and we aren’t going to be thrown off course.

Now that more perspectives other than those of white men are being considered, all of a sudden identity politics is a problem? The end of white politics is a statement of aspiration. It’s one that acknowledges a country where we are able to radically rethink the issues and priorities of our government and to center the needs of every single American, regardless of their background, by focusing on identity-based politics. Unless we reimagine how we lay out Democratic priorities and speak more intentionally to diverse communities, they aren’t going to show up for us at the ballot box. And why should they?

Unless you count booing as a type of persuasion.
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