
[image: Cover image: The Instigators: How Black Women Have Been Essential to American Democracy (And What We Can Learn from Them) by Atima Omara]








[image: Title page image: The Instigators: How Black Women Have Been Essential to American Democracy (And What We Can Learn from Them) by Atima Omara, published by Harper, an imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers]



[image: ]





Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:


	Change of font size and line height

	Change of background and font colours

	Change of font

	Change justification

	Text to speech

	Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780063424876








Dedication

To all the women and girls of color instigating for a just and inclusive world where we can all thrive. May these stories inspire and guide you in the best and worst of times.








Epigraph

If you truly want to learn about America, talk to Black women. Because unlike everybody else, Black women can’t afford to f*ck around and find out. Black people understand how hard it is when things go bad, especially in America. But anyplace where Black people exist, whether it’s Brazil or it’s South Africa, wherever it is, when things go bad, Black people know that it gets worse for them. But Black women in particular, they know what sh*t is, genuinely. . . . They know what happens if things do not go the way it should.

—Trevor Noah, The Daily Show, December 8, 2022
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Introduction

Cheers erupted from the crowd of onlookers that had gathered on an unseasonably warm, sunny day in early September 2021 on historic Monument Avenue in Richmond, Virginia.

Several feet away from the crowd, a crane had just slowly lifted the sixty-one-foot-tall, twelve-ton statue of Confederate General Robert E. Lee off its pedestal. Unable to attend in person, I cheered along with the crowd via a live stream one hundred miles away. I’d grown up not far from that 130-year-old statue, and it and all the man represented had cast a long shadow over Virginia’s politics and culture since it was erected in 1890. It was apropos that the statue was coming down in Virginia in 2021 as the state was being hailed as a leader in the American South for passing a lot of progressive racial, social, and economic legislation in the previous couple of years. The arc of the moral universe may be long as it bends toward justice, but they leave out how much of a roller-coaster journey it is with anticipatory ascents and stomach-churning dive drops along the way, and the occasional whiplash from abrupt slowdowns.

Virginia’s history reflected that experience. In 1989 it was the first state in the United States to elect a Black governor (L. Douglas Wilder) since Reconstruction, but it was also the place upon whose shores the first enslaved Black people landed in 1619, and where the enslavers formed a new nation known as the Confederacy and started a civil war with the United States in 1861 to keep Black people enslaved. In the 2008 presidential election, the state went Democrat for the first time since 1964, electing a Black man named Barack Hussein Obama. But Virginia was also the place that ushered in the violent, oppressive era the world came to know as Jim Crow in the 1890s. To begin this era, Confederate sympathizing Virginians ratified a state constitution that re-disenfranchised the Black Virginians they had once enslaved, voted for a state holiday to honor Confederate General Robert E. Lee (who was from a well-known Virginia family), and commissioned and erected the statue of Lee on Monument Avenue that I’d witness being taken down.

Growing up in Virginia as I had, this white supremacist attempt at revised history deeply shaped my education, my politics, and the culture in which my generation—and those prior—was raised. Since the statue’s erection in 1890, Virginia became replete with public schools, roads, and monuments named in honor of more Confederate generals and leaders to assert dominance. It was commonplace to hear the words “benevolent slave masters” referenced in our formal education and history books or hear museum docents extolling the virtues of Confederate generals Lee and Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson (the latter of whom was to eventually share a state holiday with Lee), presenting them as heroes for defending Virginia. After a federal holiday was named in honor of Martin Luther King Jr. in 1983, Virginia’s political leadership shoehorned King’s commemoration into the Lee/Jackson state holiday and named it “Lee-Jackson-King Day.” So how did this Virginia become a progressive state, known for its voting rights, criminal justice reform, reproductive rights, and environment-friendly legislation?

Answer: Because of Virginia’s Black women, particularly the actions taken by younger Black women as legislators, organizers, government officials, and political strategists leading up to and between 2019 and 2022. And ironically, or perhaps appropriately, these actions were born out of the political train wreck and emotionally exhausting disaster of a month that many—including former Daily Show host Trevor Noah and then CNN anchor Don Lemon—would call “the worst Black History Month ever” in February 2019.

On the first day of that February, Democrat Ralph Northam was fresh off a successful first year as Virginia governor, and he and his administration had been making a point to position themselves as a visible political resistance to Donald Trump, especially given Virginia’s proximity to Washington, DC. Then a photo surfaced in a medical school yearbook, and everything came to a halt. The photo showed two people at a party: One was wearing a Klansman outfit and hood, and the other was in blackface. The photo was on Northam’s yearbook page—along with his medical school headshot. And the photo had always been there, in a yearbook of the Eastern Medical School of Virginia, apparently seldom noticed or thought of since 1984.

When I first got word of the photo, I was standing in the middle of my living room at the end of what had been a long workweek—I was a little more than a year into having launched my own political and advocacy consulting firm. Some of my client work was in Virginia, and I was still heavily involved in my spare time in state and local politics. As I picked up my phone, I briefly scanned Twitter for news headlines, as I usually did before dinner to catch up on anything I may have missed. My timeline refreshed automatically, and the article scrolled casually front and center in my feed. I froze. Seconds became a couple of minutes as I absorbed the headline naming my governor in the same sentence as “blackface.” I inhaled deeply, and my exhale carried a loud expletive-filled yelp. I immediately shared the article link with a colleague with whom I had worked in Virginia politics on reproductive rights. They wrote back: “Ugh.”

At that point, I’d spent close to two decades working in politics and advocacy. I had been a professional campaign and nonprofit executive staff member, an organizer, a fundraiser, a duly elected political party leader (president of the Young Democrats of America and elected member to the Democratic National Committee from Virginia), even a candidate for public office, and now I was a political strategist. I had parlayed that experience into occasionally writing op-eds on political and policy issues of the day and speaking on television about national and state politics. As a result, I’d had a front row seat and at times had been a stage player in Democratic politics, especially in Virginia. I’d seen the good, bad, and awful of the strategic decisions the party’s major leaders made that had led to that point in time.

So staring at that photo with the knowledge I had, I was pretty sure that this was a political opposition attack to derail a recent legislative push by Northam to expand reproductive rights in the state. Be that as it may, the photo could not be ignored; it was real. News on Trump’s first term in the White House, then the continuously top news item on cable news, was pushed to the side for the Virginia governor blackface photo scandal. It was a lightning bolt that sent currents through the Virginia political establishment, particularly the state Democratic Party and progressive organizations in which I had been active for many years.

Many of us had donated a lot of free time (and money) to help elect Ralph Northam as governor. As board chair for my local Planned Parenthood action fund, I had personally introduced Northam at a major statewide Planned Parenthood endorsement event, had canvassed for him, and even had organized a young professional fundraiser on his behalf. For that last effort, I had received a handwritten thank you note from Northam himself. Many Black women had put in similar amounts of effort, if not more, as his campaign staff or volunteers who canvassed, opened up their homes for fundraisers, and lent their very hard-earned credibility as elected officials and leaders in their communities. We had supported him through an unexpected last-minute contentious primary and a hard-fought 2017 general election that gained national attention when he, the Democratic nominees for lieutenant governor and attorney general, and fifteen other Democratic candidates swept into office in what the media breathlessly called the first “blue wave” election demonstrating opposition to Donald Trump and the GOP. And that was reflected in the election night results in November 2017—as Black women more than any other demographic had brought it home for Northam and Democrats by 91 percent in the Virginia elections.1

From that first text message I sent Friday night—in between gulps of whiskey (straight)—I remained on the phone until the wee hours of the morning with other shell-shocked friends and colleagues. At one point, I found myself looped in a chain of a multiple-way phone call with a mix of other Black Democratic elected officials and party officers—younger and older—across the state exchanging information on who had heard what and from whom. The governor and his staff had retreated into the sanctuary of the governor’s mansion after the photo dropped and were talking to no one. We discussed our feelings of disappointment and betrayal, but also who among us had the standing to reach out to Northam directly, or at least to his inner circle—not in hostility but in trying to gauge where his head was and to determine his next steps: resign or no? Most everyone was on Team Resign at that point. Finally, late into the night, the silence from the governor’s team was broken. In that first statement, Northam admitted he was one of the two people in the photo and announced a Saturday morning press conference for what seemed like an expected resignation. However, at the nationally broadcast press conference the next day, Northam retracted his admission, claiming that he didn’t know who was in the photo or how it had ended up on his yearbook page. Then he admitted he had worn blackface, just once, at a dance competition after medical school where he dressed as a moonwalking Michael Jackson. But he wasn’t in that photo on his yearbook page. Twitter was ablaze, as was my phone, with disbelieving text messages. If you weren’t there at that press conference or watching it, yes, it was as bad as it sounded.

Over the course of the next two weeks, amid increasing calls from Democratic leaders across Virginia for his resignation, Northam was intransigent, insisting he should remain governor, that he was in fact “qualified” to address racial equity and lead Virginia through racial reconciliation discussions during its commemoration of the four-hundredth anniversary of the arrival of the first enslaved Africans to Virginia. The prospect of Northam’s resignation became trickier when his lieutenant governor, Justin Fairfax, a rising Black political talent in the state, who would have assumed the role of governor had Northam stepped down, was twice accused of sexual assault. Though Fairfax denied the allegations, the excitement about the poetic justice of Fairfax, a Black man descended from those who had once been enslaved in Virginia, replacing Northam dissipated for many. Soon after that, the state’s attorney general, Mark Herring, copped to his own blackface incident from college. All of this would buy Northam and his team some time, especially when the next in line after the attorney general was the speaker of the Virginia General Assembly, a Republican.

The year 2019 was another major election year in Virginia. With Northam staying, fear abounded that he would adversely affect the prospects of Virginia Democrats on the ballot in the House of Delegates and state Senate races, who were needed to regain control of Virginia’s General Assembly. Northam obligingly kept a low profile while others filled his absence on the campaign trail. Election Day came, and Democrats won both chambers. And on cue, Northam’s team made overtures to leaders in the Democratic Party of Virginia and elected officials to negotiate a comeback. What followed was an invitation to a holiday party at the governor’s mansion that December. Many of those same people who had called for his resignation earlier that year pulled up to the governor’s mansion to celebrate the holidays and Democrats’ victory in the 2019 elections, and to welcome Northam back into the fold.

But I, along with several other young Democratic members and activists, many of whom were younger Black women like myself, were still feeling whiplash from the entire thing. We all felt a mix of anger, disappointment, and frustration at how everything had transpired, at the supposed allies who had talked a good game about standing with Black people but were now running the moment an election was won—and an invite to the governor’s mansion given. And we felt frustrated with some Black people, particularly our elders, who were quicker to let bygones be bygones, either because of a sense of resignation—“What else can you expect from a white Southern politician?”—or because it worked to their political advantage. Many of us needed space to process what had occurred and to be in community, not just fake-smiling our way through it at a holiday party at the mansion. So we young Democratic and progressive organization leaders, many of whom were Black women—elected officials, leaders of the local Democratic committee and state party—coordinated and held a separate holiday party down the street from the mansion.

January 2020 was around the corner, and the Northam administration was firmly re-ensconced in its power as we headed into a new General Assembly session. So what now? Some folks stepped away from politics temporarily, but many young Black women—elected officials, organizers, strategists, and staff in his administration—decided they would find a way to make the best of a disappointing and disorienting situation. They did not have to wait long.

The spring of 2020 arrived, bringing with it both a global pandemic that disproportionately affected Black and brown folks and the brutal police murder of a Black man named George Floyd in Minnesota. The window of opportunity for local and state action opened wide. Prompted by Black Lives Matter uprisings nationwide and all across Virginia, protesters—a large number of whom, again, were young Black women leading the efforts in the streets—demanded real change to state policy and institutions. All of these events became a perfect maelstrom, providing an opening for Black women not just to be heard but, in a rare turn of events, to be faced with less resistance than usual from their non-Black counterparts on politics and policy.

Under pressure from many Black leaders, Black staffers in his administration, Black members of the General Assembly, and Black women advocates and activists—with younger Black women in the vanguard—Northam, eager to demonstrate his newfound awareness on racial justice issues, would sign legislation and a series of executive orders over the next year or so that enhanced the lives of Black and brown voters across Virginia.

Among the major legislative changes made during this time was the Voting Rights Act of Virginia, a first-of-its-kind state-level law that expanded access to the ballot for voters and expressly prohibited voter suppression tactics. Cosponsoring the legislation was Marcia “Cia” Price, from the Virginia House of Delegates, who was forty years old at the time of passage; and forty-eight-year-old then State Senator Jennifer McClellan, now the first Black woman elected to the US House of Representatives from Virginia. McClellan was first elected to the Virginia General Assembly when she was just thirty-three. Both women not only had deep experience in organizing and policy work before they were elected, but had deep roots in Virginia going back generations.

The voting rights legislation had first been floated a couple of years before, but with GOP control of the General Assembly, the bill never moved forward. Now, however, with Democrats in the legislative majority and with a Democratic governor, Democratic legislators McClellan and Price, who had been discussing the idea with their women-of-color colleagues in the years prior, could now do more.

This opening also led a young mom, social worker, and community activist named Chelsea Higgs Wise to push for legalizing marijuana through Marijuana Justice, the Black-led grassroots organized she had cofounded. If the Northam administration was serious about addressing the wrongs of the Jim Crow past, Chelsea surmised, it could rectify the harm of Black people being disproportionately criminalized for cannabis usage and possession compared with their white counterparts. Marijuana Justice led a coalition of grassroots and advocacy organizations in this lobbying effort and is widely credited as being the reason Virginia became the first state in the South to legalize marijuana use.

Back in the Virginia General Assembly, a young Black woman in her early thirties named Adele McClure, who was then executive director of the Virginia Legislative Black Caucus, strategized an ambitious legislative agenda with Black legislators in both chambers of the Virginia General Assembly. Whether it was advancing voting rights, economic justice, reproductive rights, or reform in the criminal legal system, these policy changes benefited not just Black Virginians, but all Virginians.

All of these substantial policy shifts were because of the leadership, organizational, and strategic abilities of young Black women between the ages of eighteen and forty-five, a group I call the Instigators. Demographers would simply call these women Gen Zers and Millennials, but there’s more to this special subset. While Millennial and Gen Z Black women share the accident of birth with their white counterparts, their values and politics transcend such generational markers because of the singular experience of what it means to be Black and a woman in the United States of America (and the West at large). Regardless of class, gender, sexual orientation, nationality, and regional divides, Instigators are connected through a shared ancestral belief, passed from generation to generation, in the importance of the collective over the individual. Political tactics and ideas may vary, but Instigators over index in their shared commitment toward a more just world because of their experiences. Why use the word instigator? As it’s more commonly used among the masses today as someone who is a troublemaker, words like agent provocateur, agitator, and incendiary are synonyms. However, its most basic definition is a person who brings about or initiates something—so to be an instigator can be something positive. I am reclaiming the positive use of this word in reference to the young Black women throughout history and today who have and continue to instigate direct action and social movements to push the United States into becoming an inclusive democracy.

What happened in Virginia in February 2019 and the events that followed is a case study of what not only progressive Black leadership but specifically Instigators can do in this country when met with people who listen and work in collaboration with them. To be sure, Governor Northam signed into law much legislation, but after the blackface incident these Instigators knew, as one Black colleague wryly put it to me at the time, that “they had him by the short hairs.” Despite Black women playing a role in making a Democratic statewide sweep possible, the Northam administration priorities before February 2019 initially had not been the civil rights and racial justice issues he would support in those final two years in office.

Many (white) leaders and top strategists in the Democratic Party believed their victories in Virginia (and elsewhere around the country) during the first Trump administration were owed to white moderate voters (and particularly, white suburban women); but I note the specific and definitive turnout of Black women voters (many of whom were Instigator age): 91 percent for Democrats in the 2017 Virginia statewide elections; 98 percent in Alabama in the 2017 special election where Black women were crucial to electing US Senator Doug Jones, the first time a Democrat was elected in a generation in the state; and 92 percent in the 2018 midterm wins that elected more progressive Democrats across the country in harder-to-win places. These were defining moments for the wave of Democratic victories and progressive wins during the first Trump term. And it is Black women—particularly this overlooked demographic of younger Black women, the Instigators—who have always existed at major inflection points throughout US history; carried forth the tradition of fighting for freedom, equity, and justice for themselves; and then built the democracy in the United States of America that so many folks enjoyed in the latter half of the twentieth century.

There were the women who are most known, such as the late-nineteenth-century anti-lynching advocate and investigative journalist Ida B. Wells or twentieth-century activist Diane Nash, a leader and strategist of student activism in the 1960s civil rights movement. And there are lesser known women, such as Maria Stewart, a young nineteenth-century Black mother who became the first US-born woman of any race to give a political speech in public to a mixed-gender audience; or abolitionist and suffragist Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, who cofounded an organization that advocated for full suffrage and equal rights for all citizens, Black and white, right after the US Civil War.

Instigators are not confined to one period of US history but have existed during every major social movement across time. When Instigators mobilize, they take it upon themselves to move their families, friends, and communities when it matters. Look at any American justice movement—the abolition of slavery, voting rights, women’s rights, labor, the environment, LGBTQ+ rights, disability rights—and Instigators are present and are usually the fiercest advocates for equity and justice. They live their lives at the intersection of race, gender, age, socioeconomic status, sexual orientation, gender identity, disability, parenthood, and caregiving. They are motivated to act—not because young Black women are inherently magic, but because they inevitably experience the injustice of a society pushing them to the margins; and just to survive, they push back—hard—and demand more for themselves and their community.

Among those in today’s Democratic Party and the larger progressive movement, there remains an ongoing argument about what will improve equal access to opportunity and quality of life in the United States: How can everyone live their own version of the American dream? Many subscribe to the idea that women will rise up against the patriarchy in defense of this nation; more recently, it’s been suggested that young voters will take up the mantle, though this looks more dubious, with Gen Z men voting more and more conservatively. But the analysis that a moderate-minded (usually suburban) swing voter will be the deciding factor in the future of our nation remains most prevalent. These constituencies are usually portrayed in politics, media, and culture as white women, white youth, and white moderates. While white people are still in the majority and lead our media, cultural, and political institutions, this view is constantly reinforced despite copious amounts of evidence to the contrary. It is myopic, inaccurate, and has prevented the United States of America from existing as its best self—an inclusive, multiracial, multiethnic, multireligious democracy—or effectively fighting the threats to the work of making it a more inclusive democratic nation. This narrow view, along with misogynoir—when anti-Black racism and misogyny combine into a specific hatred and prejudice directed toward Black women—has dismissed the very women who have made it possible for the civil rights and civil liberties to exist that most Americans take for granted every day across generations.

My interest in the survival of American politics and democracy at large isn’t theoretical. I’m the American-born daughter of two African immigrants who made a permanent home in the United States after witnessing their own country’s young democracy collapse. My parents were born and came of age in colonial Africa under the fading power of the British Empire. These experiences shaped them and informed how they parented me. Their pan-Africanist beliefs nurtured my interest in collective Black liberation, history, and the fight for civil rights, justice, and equality in the United States and around the world. Inspired by the Instigators I read about, I enlisted in the cause as a young adult to continue the work to improve our imperfect union.

This book shares my own journey and experiences in contemporary politics, as well as highlights key Instigators as the strategists, candidates, community organizers, elected officials, and leaders in the Democratic Party and social movements that they were and are. From that deep dive I explore consistent strategies and tactics the Instigators used and traits they possessed that allowed for many wins for democracy.

At the time of this writing, many Americans are pondering an administration that does not support many of the democratic norms, institutions, protections, and rules of law they have enjoyed and taken for granted in administrations prior. During the 2024 presidential election, many voters who turned out for the previous election stayed home; and there are signs of a significant erosion of support and disengagement among the next generation of Instigators that the Democratic Party would need to maintain strength and build power moving forward. In highlighting what the Instigators have done and continue to do, I provide a road map of what it will take for activists, donors, candidates, elected officials, strategists, political and progressive movement leaders, and the rank and file to commit to the real work of fighting authoritarianism and rebuilding a better and more inclusive democracy. If we are to regain any semblance of what was and build better than before, and sustain a more inclusive, multiracial democracy, it will primarily be through taking lessons from, centering, and supporting the ideas of these Instigators.






So, About the 2024 Election

Part of me wishes I had gotten wasted drunk on election night 2024. But I had worked twelve-hour days for the previous few weeks (in addition to two weekends in a row) on voter turnout projects with communities of color and youth for my clients. I was tired. So I knew that too much alcohol of any kind, combined with the fact that I wasn’t as young as I used to be, would put me straight to sleep. And I wanted to be awake to process the results.

At the last minute, I had decided against attending the official Harris–­Walz election night party at Howard University. I had been offered “friends and family” seats, so I knew I would be close enough to clearly see Vice President Kamala Harris and Governor Tim Walz onstage. But a quiet hesitation had held me back. I remembered when I was in New York City in 2016 for Hillary Clinton’s official election night party. As this new election night approached, it cracked open the cabinet in my mind where that memory had been stored—and out came a wave of flashbacks, stirring what I can only describe as post-traumatic election night disorder.

On the morning of Election Day 2016, I was handing out literature at my local polling place. I was at the end of several months of knocking on doors, fundraising, organizing debate watch parties, and playing surrogate on TV and radio for Hillary Clinton’s presidential campaign. When I had received an email a few days before that stated I (and a plus one) was invited to the Clinton campaign’s official election night party in New York City, I rerouted all my plans (and that of my husband’s, who was more than happy to join me) for the day to be in the room where history would be made.

After arriving at our hotel and securing our tickets to the event, my husband and I made our way over to the Jacob K. Javits Convention Center. As someone who had worked with and for many organizations focusing on advancing women in politics, I was on a high of excitement and nerves. As I walked into the convention center, and through the metal detector check, the mutually excited chatter of attendees filled my ears, reflecting back at me my own feelings in the moment. After getting situated, I quickly descended on the open bar, then mingled and got comfortable as we watched the night’s results come in.

It was while waiting on Virginia returns that I knew something was off. Tim Kaine, the senator from my home state of Virginia, was the Democratic nominee for vice president, and although he was exceedingly popular in Virginia, the results were taking longer than usual to come in. Friends in politics across the country were texting me in all the various ways you can say “WTF Atima—why haven’t they called Virginia YET?!”

The Commonwealth of Virginia had voted Democratic for president for the first time since 1964 on the historic night that Barack Obama was elected in 2008, and it did so again in 2012. Virginia was still relatively new to being considered reliably blue in a presidential election, which I’m sure factored into the decision to select Kaine as Clinton’s running mate. So seeing it not be such a slam dunk had people more nervous than usual.

I texted back each time, “Northern Virginia always comes in last—and they have the densest population and that takes a while to count.” But I also couldn’t shake the voice in my head that was saying, But girl, it doesn’t take THIS long.

Finally, Virginia was called. Cheers erupted in the room as I threw my hands in the air with a sigh of relief. I then refocused my attention on the television to the incoming Pennsylvania returns. And soon enough, I noticed that it was taking a little too long, too. I shot a text to an old friend of mine who had lived and worked in western Pennsylvania politics. He had been on the ground for Clinton (and then Obama) there in 2008, and had worked several races in the region since. At first, he seemed optimistic. But as the minutes ticked by, that optimism turned to nervous doubt.

Before too long, I noticed the room getting almost deathly quiet. The mingling had stopped. Everyone was glued to the television. The air thickened with anxiety, and the realization started to grow that Secretary of State Hillary Clinton might really actually lose this election—and that Donald Trump, a guy with ZERO government experience, at any level, who openly wielded bigotry as a strategy to boost his candidacy, might win.

Did I have doubts heading into that Election Day? Yes. But did I still think Clinton would manage to eke it out because of who the opposition was? Also yes. And I know that so many people in the room felt the same. Hell, so many folks I knew, on both sides of the aisle, didn’t think it would even be close.

Then my Pennsylvania friend texted me, “Atima, I don’t see how she rebounds, the numbers she should be getting . . . our [blue] wall has crumbled.” My heart sank at the word crumbled. I swallowed hard, closed my eyes, and lowered my head. I hoped he was wrong; the networks hadn’t called it yet, but my friend knew Pennsylvania, especially that part of Pennsylvania, like the back of his hand, and what he was seeing matched what I was starting to see on-screen—the viable reason it was taking so long to call the state for Hillary Clinton.

What the cameras captured at the Javits Center that night was a roller coaster of emotion—waves of excitement and joy, followed by deep concern, then consternation, then shock, and finally, the first stages of grief. Like most Black people, I had never bought into the whole “post-racial America” myth after Obama’s election, but whatever remnants of hope I did have about this country’s ability to continue rejecting white supremacy, to build upon previous efforts to improve racial and gender equity, and to now elect a woman were fading fast.

Flash forward to 2024. I didn’t think my nerves could handle a repeat of that night in the Javits Center. But there was reason to be hopeful. Eight long years had passed since 2016. In that time, many more women and people of color from all walks of life—spurred by Clinton’s loss—had run for office and won. Kamala Harris herself had won a major US Senate seat in the 2018 wave before being chosen as Joe Biden’s vice president. There were many more progressive societal shifts in conversations around race and gender.

Despite that, my life experience told me that Harris, as a Black and South Asian woman, would face biases that Clinton hadn’t; but unlike Clinton, she wasn’t dealing with an electorate that had absorbed three decades of political baggage and right-wing political attacks about her. And when Harris stepped in as the Democratic nominee for president, she ignited a level of enthusiasm Clinton had never enjoyed: unprecedented fundraising numbers, a revival of grassroots volunteer energy at local and state levels, and rallies that frankly hadn’t been seen since Obama’s historic runs for president. Her single debate against Trump was widely praised and even sent conservatives into a minor tailspin on social media and television.

All of that gave me hope and should have compelled me to go to Howard University that night. But 2016 still loomed large. And honestly, hearing a few people panic over just one battleground state going the wrong way would have frayed my nerves.

So there I was—home on the couch on election night 2024, wearing sweatpants, demolishing my takeout, and nervously sipping every last drop of a cocktail I had concocted. All while staring at the maps on my devices with the narration of my election night results bae MSNBC’s Steve Kornacki in the background.

“Trump is increasing his vote share and she’s not catching up,” muttered my husband, stretched out on the couch across from me.

“STOP saying that—you’re bringing down my mood!” I shot back.

He glanced over, his face resembling the proverbial deer-caught-in-headlights look husbands get when they realize—too late—that they’ve stepped in it.

“Okay, I’m not saying anything that he isn’t saying!” he said, pointing to Kornacki on the screen.

I must’ve scowled, because then he added quickly, “I’m not!”

I sighed.

Raising his eyebrows, he said, “Okay, I’ll go sit in the other room.” He slowly rose to his feet.

“No. Don’t go.”

But I knew he was right. Kornacki, with his map of blue and red states, was walking viewers through turnout totals from 2020. He showed how GOP strongholds in North Carolina and Georgia had elevated turnout for Trump, while Harris wasn’t matching Biden’s numbers in key Democratic areas. At that point, votes in both battleground states were nearly all counted.

I’ve worked in politics for nearly twenty years on national, state, and local campaigns, managing voter engagement operations, fundraising, and communications. My experience runs so deep that I can often predict what’s happening before others do—even those who crunch data professionally in politics. In hindsight, I was snappy with my husband because I was already in the first stage of grief: denial.

We finally went to bed when they called North Carolina and Georgia. We knew Pennsylvania wasn’t looking good—and that was all Trump needed to secure 270 electoral votes. If that was the case, we wouldn’t even need to wait for Michigan, Wisconsin, or Arizona. Still, I wanted to go to bed when it was even a statistical possibility that a bunch of votes might show up somewhere. Uncharacteristically for me, I would’ve been thrilled to be wrong—to discover the pit in my stomach was just from drinking too late, or some misplaced anxiety, instead of what I already knew to be true.

As I lay in bed, unable to sleep, I could feel the slow, familiar rise of dread. I knew what was coming. I couldn’t even begin to process the policy fallout of Trump taking office again, because my mind was already racing to what I knew would be the postelection narrative: Kamala Harris—first Black woman, first Asian candidate to lead a major party ticket—would be blamed for not doing enough to win. Instead of what should be the story: a hard reckoning with the series of inactions, ineffective strategies and policies, and chronic overcompromise from a Democratic Party and progressive movement still largely led by white leaders, strategists, pundits, and donors who too often ignore or dismiss critical voting blocks to their base that do not look like them—such as Black women. Some might argue that elevating Harris as the nominee disproves that. But for me, evidence of this disregard was confirmed by how Harris was treated—first as vice president, then as a presidential candidate in waiting, and then finally as the Democratic Party nominee for president—by TV pundits, Democratic Party–­elected officials, strategists, and, at times, even her own team.

Because as I write this, I’ve been, painfully, proved right: A battle would be waged online, on TV, on podcasts, and in the most vaunted legacy publications by men—mostly white men with a handful of men of color, both gleeful Republicans and those in Democratic and progressive politics and movement spaces—debating “What the hell happened?” in the 2024 election without looking inward.

This question surfaces every time Democrats lose. It’s part of a broader fight to control the post-election narrative, but also, and most important, it’s a proxy war to decide who ends up controlling the Democratic Party.

The gag is this: The answer never really changes. It’s always the same tired, decades-old excuse: Democrats didn’t “do enough” to appeal to *fill in the blank* white people (white people is assumed but never directly said). Oftentimes, the blank is filled by “suburban” or “middle class.” Over the past decade, it’s often been “working class.”

In recent years, along with Black consultants, there has been an even more valiant attempt by some Asian and Latino Democratic consultants to raise awareness about the importance of two growing demographics: the Latino and Asian vote. But the fact that those efforts are still largely dismissed, or treated as an afterthought, confirms where the party’s true priorities are when discussing middle or working class voters. Because when Democrats lose, the blame always, always comes back to not appealing to a certain demographic of white voters—never any other demographic.

The 2016 election retrospectives—those self-flagellating media tours throughout rural America—did not center Black people or other communities views on US government policies in their analysis of what the media called “economic anxiety.” Yes, Black, Latino, and the occasional Asian voters would show up in media focus groups, but they were usually Republican or swing voters. And their presence was typically framed to reinforce a larger narrative about what concerned the white moderate majority when it came to politics and policy.

Who gets omitted from that coverage tells you everything: whose perspectives are seen as worth the media’s attention and whose are not. But it also reveals something deeper for anyone paying close attention: It tells you where voters really are.

Now, these pundits, strategists, and political media folks won’t usually say “white people”—especially after 2020—for fear of being called racist for fixating on white voters. Instead, they’ll offer a gaslighting cleanup—“Of course I mean all working-class/suburban people”—to mollify critics. In 2024, many eagerly pointed to Trump’s marginal gains with voters of color, particularly men considered working class, as evidence of a broader shift.

But after years of working in politics, and just as many years reading, watching, and even commenting on political media, I know that’s a convenient cover if ever there were one. And frankly, it doesn’t take an expert to do the same. With a little digging you’d find that in the 2024 election, as in previous cycles, the overwhelming majority of voters of color (Black, Latino, Asian, and Indigenous)—many of whom would be classified as working class according to their household income—voted for Kamala Harris. Conversely, the majority of white voters, including those deemed working class, supported Donald Trump, just as they have supported Republican candidates in many elections past. Voters of color were invoked only when it helped reinforce the real narrative media, strategists, and elected officials actually cared about: white voters.

Over the past eight years from 2017 to 2024 we’ve seen a consistent pattern throughout a number of elections—the 2017 Virginia elections and the special US Senate race in Alabama, the 2018 midterms, the 2020 presidential race, and the 2022 midterms—which is: a determined, almost recalcitrant lack of support for Democrats among white voters and, conversely, a loyal (albeit sometimes reluctant) base of voters of color, particularly Black women. In every one of these elections, Black women—especially younger Black women—delivered.

And yet, after each cycle, during every post-election pollster briefing, it seemed like maybe, finally, journalists, left-leaning political consultants, and campaign staffers (most of whom are still white) were beginning to get it. Like maybe this time, they’d use that insight to build a smarter, more thoughtful, informed media analysis or inclusive strategy. And then another election cycle would pass and too many would conveniently forget that Black voters, particularly Black women, made critical Democratic victories possible.

It felt like watching Dory, the beautifully distinct blue tang fish with short-term memory loss from Finding Nemo. Except this time, it wasn’t funny or endearing. It was profoundly frustrating and terrifying because this inability to treat recent history as prologue is exactly what has led to this harrowing point in time.

Indeed, catering to the all-powerful white moderate voter is what led a Democratic primary electorate, still shell-shocked from the 2016 loss, to pick Joe Biden in the 2020 presidential primary. To be sure, it was older Black voters in South Carolina who gave Biden the boost his campaign needed and saved the primary campaign from ending. But I read that support less as a ringing endorsement of Biden himself and more as a reflection of his familiarity to older Black voters as Obama’s vice president—and a deep, practiced understanding, and, yes, a more moderate one, among those voters of how to navigate white folks they’d had to contend with for decades, who they saw roundly reject progressive policies if they seemed, in their eyes, to unfairly benefit Black people or other people of color.

While Biden seemed to appreciate that trust, and understood what it signified, it still took pressure—especially from Black women working both inside the political machine and outside of it—to translate that loyalty into action: namely, his selecting a Black woman as his running mate.

And there was no doubt that was the right move. United States Senator Kamala Harris being selected as vice president jolted the Biden campaign’s fundraising efforts; his best hour of fundraising up to that point came the day after she was announced. And 150,000 of those donors were donating for the first time.1

There were high hopes for Biden’s presidency after he was elected: exuberance, relief, mostly from having defeated Trump. But by 2024, hope had faded. Despite a few legislative wins, Biden’s consistently shaky poll numbers not going up due to inflation, rising concern about the latest Israel–­Hamas war, persistent concerns about his age when he announced he was running again, and a bad debate in July confirming everyone’s worst fears, contributed to the effective end of his campaign. When Biden ultimately chose to suspend his campaign and endorse his vice president in his place, the Democratic Party and progressive movement were handed a literal do-over in Kamala Harris.

Harris, a full generation younger than Biden, is the daughter of two immigrants—a Black Jamaican man and a South Asian woman. Her blended family includes her Jewish husband, Doug Emhoff, and his two children from a previous marriage. Many Americans could relate to her. And in 2019, she had run a reasonably progressive presidential campaign that championed, among other things, an expansion of universal healthcare coverage, tax relief for the middle class, lower drug prices, a path to citizenship for Dreamers, and abortion rights. Many assumed, therefore, that her policy stances this time around would lean to the left of Biden’s well-known centrist approach.

Even those who had professed skepticism about her background as a prosecutor—or who were unsure about her positions on foreign policy, particularly in the Middle East—were now at least willing to learn more, especially when faced with the alternative. All of this helped reignite the enthusiasm of Democratic voters (and many Independents) at a moment when public polling consistently showed that Biden’s reelection was definitely not assured.

But instead of building on all of that goodwill, the majority-white Democratic campaign leadership Harris inherited from Biden kept the same strategy: focusing their efforts on moderate, specifically conservative, white voters they believed were exhausted by MAGA chaos. That approach showed up in some of the most frustrating ways.

During the Democratic National Convention, what began as a celebration of Harris’s historic candidacy, her running mate Tim Walz, and their past legislative accomplishments quickly turned into a parade of Never-Trump Republicans delivering prime-time speeches in support of Harris—but they were still very clearly Republican in their remarks. The pandering continued after the convention with the trotting out of major Republican endorsements, most notably former House Republican leader Liz Cheney, who joined Harris on a nationwide tour aimed primarily at winning over white suburban women.

Harris had made up the ground Biden had lost in polling. Numerous polls in the first weeks of her candidacy showed her running evenly with Trump. But while the race was consistently neck and neck, she wasn’t definitively closing the gap with key groups she needed—particularly lower-turnout voters of color and young people. We know now, these were people disenchanted with Biden and the Democratic Party for a number of reasons that included, but were not limited to, the rising cost of living (e.g., housing, groceries, and inflation), or people who simply fell down a rabbit hole of misinformation or disinformation. These are voters who, when they do turn out, have traditionally backed Democrats. However, decisions were clearly made to not invest a lot of messaging and ground effort in solidifying these voters. As someone whose work focused on turning out these constituencies, I knew how costly even a few thousand missed votes in a battleground state could



















	forging alliances with the right-wing white evangelical movement to consolidate political power;

	supporting and enacting voter suppression efforts in multiple states, particularly in the South and the Midwest;

	and building a well-funded, multipronged right-wing media ecosystem in print, on TV, on the radio, in podcasts, and online.






	failing to invest in and build a left-wing media ecosystem that can respond in real time to the right-wing outlets shaping the mainstream news cycle;

	allowing social media platforms to go largely unregulated, which lets misinformation and disinformation flourish;

	providing inconsistent and late funding to Black- and brown-led organizations doing the essential year-round voter engagement work needed to activate disaffected communities;

	failing to effectively support progressive candidates of color, especially Black women running in racist and misogynist environments;

	refusing to support, elevate, and listen to Black and brown expertise and leadership inside campaigns and movement organizations;

	prioritizing outreach to white independent voters over base-building with loyal voters of color and white progressives;

	continuing to hire a rotating cast of white consultants with the same ideas, who got us in this mess in the first place;

	and centering white women’s concerns as shorthand for the “women’s vote,” at the expense of Black women voters and other women of color who have deeply supported the Democratic Party and progressive causes time and time again.
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