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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.















CHAPTER 1



Demonized Politics


 


I UNDERSTAND THE FRUSTRATION. In America, we participate in a political system that seems to benefit only those at the top and those who have always been at the top: white males of privilege. But we voters of color have frustrations of our own.


The party and the people in power have left us behind and forgotten about our most critical, pressing needs. The disconnect is clear when people of color try to pivot the political conversation away from a solitary focus on what white men want toward opening it up to what we all need. It’s long past time for women and people of color to step out of the shadows of being an afterthought.


After Hillary’s loss in 2016, there was a lot of criticism of identity politics because she amplified the historic nature of her glass-ceiling-shattering candidacy, basing it on being the first woman to ever win a major party’s nomination for president. There were even some in our own party who criticized this messaging and criticized the entire idea of identity politics as a whole.


“It’s not good enough for someone to say, ‘I’m a woman! Vote for me!’” said Bernie Sanders. “No, that’s not good enough. What we need is a woman who has the guts to stand up to Wall Street, to the insurance companies, to the drug companies, to the fossil fuel industry.”


It’s not only Bernie who has attacked candidates for highlighting their differences from the typical white male political option, as if the very prominence of this fact is a problem.


If it didn’t matter that a candidate was a woman, then we probably would’ve had a woman president a long time ago. We live in a world where being a woman does put you at a disadvantage from seeking positions of leadership and authority, and it’s the obligation of today’s politicians seeking power in 2020 and beyond to speak to that inequity as opposed to sweeping it away as if representation is a frivolous concern. Women need representation in politics because their perspective is much needed in American government. Every study shows that women are more likely to compromise when in office, and in doing so they are able to get more accomplished. We’ve come a long way from a country run by white male landowners, but you wouldn’t know it by looking at the United States Senate. Currently, there are 26 women in the United States Senate out of 100 Senate seats: 17 Democratic senators and 9 Republican senators.


Currently, women are a majority of the US population. But their numbers in politics don’t reflect that power in numbers. The Pew Research Center, a nonpartisan think tank based in Washington, DC, predicts that we are going to see a generational shift in our politics and that white people are projected to be a minority of voters by 2045. With demographics trending away from whiteness, the smart strategy as a party would be to prepare for the constituencies who will decide elections and shape the future. And those constituencies aren’t white. America’s coming demographic shifts put us on a collision course with an America that’s long gone. I’m calling out African Americans, Latinx, and the LGBTQ+ communities. Identity-based politics—embracing identities other than those that are white, male, and heteronormative and running political campaigns based on the needs and experiences of those identities—are the future.


The term identity politics gets a bad rap from all sides, but it is absolutely the path to triumph for the Democratic Party. It requires an understanding of the intersectionality of all of our identities and how this intersectionality impacts our lives both individually and collectively. It was particularly trashed during and immediately after the 2016 presidential election. Senator Bernie Sanders made his disdain for identity politics known after the 2016 election, and he was part of a course of mainstream voices who insisted that Trump’s win was the result of “economic anxiety” for the majority white voters who supported his election. Sanders has always railed against powerful monied interests and Wall Street but has only recently started to speak more to systemic inequality and racism. His dismissal of the importance of representation or why women want a woman president seems like an aspiration that is lost on the Vermont senator. When you’ve always been represented, as white men have, it isn’t a top priority to ensure that others are represented too.


Fukuyama is cited by critics of identity politics who have said it’s the catalyst for the social divisions we’re currently experiencing in this country. The focus on lived experiences, Fukuyama says, “create[s] obstacles to empathy and communication.” My view is exactly the opposite. I believe that people’s lived experiences inform better policy making, and ultimately that is what we are doing here. Politics is about the people, and in order to take care of the American people, it is helpful to understand their needs, wants, and fears. Diverse representation means that those who are representing the rest of us in the government understand the communities they come from and aren’t on a privileged perch looking down, defaulting to the perspective of white America.


The media defaults to the white America framing too—from print media to click bait headlines and right-wing TV. That’s why they largely accepted this shared explanation about the ills of identity politics as a reason for Trump’s existence in the White House. Most Americans swallowed this and moved on. But we shouldn’t move on.


Merriam-Webster’s defines identity politics as “politics in which groups of people having a particular racial, religious, ethnic, social, or cultural identity tend to promote their own specific interests or concerns without regard to the interests or concerns of any larger political group.”


In response to Fukuyama, 2018 Georgia gubernatorial candidate Stacey Abrams wrote in Foreign Affairs magazine that the marginalized did not create identity politics. Instead, she explained that what Fukuyama saw as a “fracturing” is in reality “the result of marginalized groups finally overcoming centuries long efforts to erase them from the American political activism that will strengthen democratic rule not threaten it.” What those who criticize identity politics misunderstand is that it is simply a description of politics that will now actually consider the concerns of diverse communities and promote their rise to the ranks of political leadership and power. Women and people of color cannot ignore their identity because it’s not as simple as changing your outfit. You can’t just take off your cultural identity or gender like a pair of pants. We can’t simply choose to opt out of identity politics. I can’t separate myself from my identity, and why would I? Our identities are part of who we are, and they impact how public policy improves or harms our daily lives. Our identities are part of who we are, and intersectionality matters. Intersectionality is defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as “the interconnected nature of social categorizations such as race, class, and gender as they apply to a given individual or group, regarded as creating overlapping and interdependent systems of discrimination or disadvantage.”


It’s the misunderstanding of what identity politics means that leads critics like Fukuyama to attack it as something distinctly different from the politics we’ve been playing since the dawn of American history. We’ve always been doing identity politics in America; it’s just that up to this point in time, white has been the only identity that has mattered. We’ve defaulted to white as if that identity is neutral, as if it doesn’t coincide with unearned benefits and a long history of divisiveness, trauma, and violence, as if white supremacy doesn’t still exist in America. But identity politics isn’t something that people of color can choose to opt out of.


It’s helpful to understand this on a personal level. I am treated differently in a wide spectrum of situations because I am a black woman. Stereotypes about how black women are angry and hostile follow me everywhere I go, whether warranted or not, whether I personally display those personality traits or not, and whether those personality traits are justifiable or not. Black women and white women do not have the same lived experiences. When I walk into a job interview, every single stereotype about the people who share my race and gender walks into the room with me. Unfortunately, for people of color living in a culture where whiteness is considered better and more desired, we are at an automatic disadvantage in many circumstances, even if we are interacting with “good” people who “don’t intend” to display bias. Implicit bias is something everyone has because we all grew up in the same culture. Our identity is not always something we can choose, and yet as a result, we don’t get to choose whether we are treated better or worse for it either.


Identity politics is not something that marginalized communities can ignore; it must be at the center of their politics. They cannot ignore their own oppression in order to make it more comfortable for white Americans to engage. To gain equality, they must take on the structures that discriminate against them. To have it any other way would be to ignore the American experience we live.


One of the most important things we have to remember about identity politics is that it essentially creates a broader spectrum of politics, a framework that establishes new parameters for the people whose issues we consider and the person who is elected to represent those interests. Equal pay is an issue that illustrates this point. The often-cited statistic is that women make only 77 cents for every dollar a white man makes. But that’s the statistic for white women. Black women actually make only 64 cents on the dollar, and Latinas make only 54 cents. That disparity illustrates how race and gender can affect economic status, and thus, policy solutions must take that into consideration. No policy to solve equal pay can truly be effective unless every aspect of people’s lived experiences is taken into consideration, and those differ depending on what color skin we were born with. I wish this wasn’t the case, but it is, and we have to deal with it. What most detractors to identity politics fail to realize is that in 2016, Donald Trump ran on identity politics too—white identity politics. If not explicitly, he certainly ran on prioritizing the interests of white Americans over everyone else.


“Trump went against the traditional Republican platform by promising to expand government, to protect Social Security, to protect Medicare and basically to provide government benefits that white people wanted.… Trump’s appeal is about whites wanting to feel like they’re getting some share of government benefits and support. This is of course wrong: White Americans receive a disproportionate share of resources whether that’s from the government or just the overall economic, social and political resources in the United States,” Duke University professor Ashley Jardina explained in an interview with Salon magazine. Jardina defines “white identity politics” as “the group of voters who feel attachment to their whiteness as a thread of solidarity and belonging.… They feel like their way of life is being threatened and they feel like their political power and status are waning,” meaning that their white identity politics are directly tied to the white resistance. So, how is Trump’s appeal to white America through white identity politics different from the intersectionality-driven identity politics that this new wave of Democrats has run on and been criticized for?


What we have to understand and not ignore is that when Trump blames Mexicans for the ills of modern society, what he’s really saying is that America is at risk because it’s less white than it was in the past. When Trump says that we need to ban all Muslims from crossing the borders of the United States until we can “figure out what the hell is going on,” he’s implying that their presence here makes America less great. And by less great, he means less white. When Trump says let’s “make America great again,” he really means he wants to “make America white again”—a country where white reigns supreme in culture and in politics. Don’t be mistaken: this is his identity-based political platform.


The real idea of identity politics is just saying that there is more than one experience to consider as we set out to solve America’s most pervasive problems. It’s the work of progressives to think well beyond America’s “default” identity.


Yet, Democrats are more concerned about getting back voters they “lost” to Trump, which they assume are all white and all working class, at the expense of the present and future base. If Trump was able to turn those voters out with racist appeals and bullying bluster, on what planet is there a unifying message for both them and black people? Democrats don’t seem to understand that the coming demographic shift will have an even greater impact on our future, even though they’re the party better positioned to benefit from it. I want Democrats to let this fact sink all the way in: you don’t need a majority of white men to vote for Democrats to win. White voters—particularly working-class white male voters—have become a collective obsession of the Democratic establishment since the 2016 defeat, yet the outsized focus on white voters does not correlate with their importance to electoral success, especially in the future where everything is shifting and voter turnout numbers are trending upward.


Here’s a fun fact: Democrats haven’t won a majority of the white vote since 1964. Republicans, and some establishment Democrats, still stuck in the past—often obsessive over a mythical swing voter who is probably white and who lives in the suburbs—misunderstand the electorate. They miscalculate the inevitable shift in power to marginalized communities who harness the power of their votes. So many of us misunderstand our history and our past, and these Republicans and establishment Democrats who haven’t assimilated modern realities benefit from our lack of understanding of our racial and political history.


Until 1964, the Democratic Party was right alongside Republicans in denying rights to black people. African Americans didn’t win full voting rights until the Voting Rights Act (VRA) of 1965 was passed. The VRA, coupled with the Civil Rights Act a year earlier, created an exodus of southern-based Democrats who switched parties. That civil rights switch marked a period in American history where all of our politics realigned, creating the political parties as we know them today. At the time, even White House adviser Bill Moyers acknowledged, “I think we just delivered the South to the Republican Party for a long time to come.”


Republican politicians have been playing to this white anxiety for decades, even before Trump. Richard Nixon employed what is known as the southern strategy to coalesce white voters against black civil rights, using dog whistles like “states’ rights,” which often was a code for allowing states to continue racist policies that discriminated against black Americans, particularly in the South. It’s not a shock that we are in a current moment where the president is talking about an invasion of brown immigrants, exploiting America’s racial divisions because Republicans of previous eras did the same thing, just not as explicitly. They disguise their protection of America’s racial purity in words that sound reasonable, like “border security” or “protecting the homeland.” Republicans began speaking to a growing sense of white resentment without being overtly racist. What’s clear is that this backlash was the result of anxiety over the growing rights and political power black Americans gained during the civil rights era. By the time Jimmy Carter came along to win without a majority of white voters in 1980, followed by Bill Clinton (1992 and 1996) and Barack Obama (2008 and 2012), much of this political realignment of post–civil rights had been solidified. Both Clinton and Obama won two terms without a majority of white voters. The civil rights era was all about the status quo being ripped apart and the fallout from those progressive actions, resulting in an expansion of rights beyond only white people. A true reconciling of America’s history and how it shapes our politics today is essential in building the movement that will do the most good in the long term.


The white supremacist underpinnings of our society that resonate and impact us today go beyond party lines. Although the identity or makeup of the parties’ membership has definitely flipped, partisanship doesn’t really begin to explain how the white supremacist structure improperly influences members of both parties to stand still and do nothing other than maintain a status quo that keeps them in office. And the demographics are continuing to shift in real time right under our feet, making it more and more likely that any success must be built on an identity-based formula rather than outdated traditions of the past.


America has had moments of progress that have rocked the very foundation of the white supremacist mind-set that’s often prevalent in our country. Yet, it’s important to remember that this progress often comes with backlash as well, such as we saw during the 2016 presidential election. The backlash, now often called “whitelash” by political pundits, to the first black president, Barack Obama, fueled the election of Donald J. Trump as president. Whitelash is the breakdown of white identity politics; it was the result of an increased racial solidarity among white people with the shared perception that they were losing something—status, rights, and privileges—they had traditionally enjoyed. Trump, then, in many ways is uniquely American. Trump isn’t the backlash; he is the response to the backlash. And in some ways, he’s the manifestation of America’s white supremacist soul, the dark underbelly that slaughtered Native Americans, kidnapped and enslaved Africans, and caged Latinx asylum seekers after separating parents from children. But joining our intersecting interests can combat this far easier than trying to go it alone, and the younger generations of Democrats are now embracing this fact, even though the establishment Dems aren’t.


Fun fact number two: This wasn’t the first time America snapped backward politically after making historic gains in the form of diverse representation. The highest number of black officials in history actually happened during the period from 1863 to 1877, the era known as Reconstruction. But with that progress came a white backlash, just as we’ve seen in this post-Obama era, and after Reconstruction ended, that period of racial and political progression was followed by decades of lynching and Jim Crow laws.


The political self-determination of black people in America seemed to be a bridge too far. Even today, the threat of another backlash is ever looming in the minds of establishment and moderate Democrats. Going forward, Democrats should not be afraid of this backlash from the faction of America still in favor of white supremacy, and they shouldn’t fear identity politics just because conservative thinkers like George Will or even Fukuyama say it’s the reason we have a President Trump. That’s ignoring the historical record and the reality. We’ve been playing white identity politics since the beginning, but this old way of doing things has left so many people and their concerns out of the conversation for too long.


How can black people be involved in politics if their representatives are not going to talk about police violence or the outright discrimination that keeps them from moving up the socioeconomic ladder? How can more LGBTQ+ people engage in politics without talking about the fact that they could be fired from their jobs or assaulted in the streets just because they aren’t heterosexual? How can women engage in politics without talking about reproductive rights, disproportionate pay rates, workplace sexual harassment, and childcare struggles, especially if we are women who aren’t white? It’s the reason that childcare is not at the center of every single election at every single level. It’s the reason that health care that men need is included in most plans but that birth control and procedures for reproductive rights were only recently added after a long legislative fight in Congress during the passage of Obamacare.
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