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Above: Democratic vice presidential candidate Senator Kamala Harris at a campaign event in Las Vegas, October 27, 2020.
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INTRODUCTION


I’m Speaking


Women in the American sea of social change have been like water, necessary and appreciated within limits, but often disrespected and taken for granted. They gather, move, and grow over time and distance, with steps forward and steps back, rarely equated with power until they crash into the status quo so dramatically that the landscape they wash over bears little resemblance to what was there before.


The election of a woman, Kamala Devi Harris, for the first time ever to the second-highest office in the land, signals that a new height has been reached in American politics, another glass ceiling shattered.


Since 1872, when Victoria Claflin Woodhull ran for president as the candidate for the Equal Rights Party, and as recently as 2016, when Hillary Rodham Clinton was the first woman running for president on a major party ticket, women have pursued but never won a seat in our executive branch of government. Internationally, women have been leading their nations for decades: Indira Gandhi in India, Golda Meir in Israel, Margaret Thatcher in England, Benazir Bhutto in Pakistan, Ellen Johnson Sirleaf in Liberia, and Angela Merkel in Germany. The United States has finally caught the wave, inaugurating Kamala Harris as vice president in 2021.


A vice presidential nominee representing a major American party is of course dependent on being chosen by the head of a party’s ticket. Joe Biden’s selection of a woman as his running mate was not precedent setting, as Geraldine Ferraro was selected by Walter Mondale in 1984; it was the victory of the Biden-Harris ticket in the 2020 election that set the new precedent. As Vice President Kamala Harris said in her victory speech, “While I may be the first woman in this office, I will not be the last.”


The job of vice president of the United States has not always been viewed as an enviable one. The men who served before had varied opinions. The first vice president, John Adams, complained that it is “the most insignificant Office that ever the Invention of Man contrived, or his Imagination conceived.” Woodrow Wilson’s vice president, Thomas Marshall, once retired said, “I don’t want to work . . . [but] I would not mind being Vice President again.”


The role has evolved, like every other aspect of our democracy, and our forty-sixth president is well aware of it, being in the respected tradition of elected officials who read and pay attention to history. Biden is well aware that every American vice president has been white and male, including him, so how he integrates Harris into his administration will be closely watched. When Barack Obama selected him as his vice president, Biden made clear that he wanted an active role that would make use of his already long experience as a lawmaker, to be “the last voice in the room.” So, when he offered the position on the ticket to Kamala Harris, he told her he wanted the same for her, that she would be the first and the last in the room, and have authority to “challenge [his] assumptions if she disagrees,” and to “ask the hard questions.” The job would not just be a ceremonial one.


The outdoor inauguration in front of the US Capitol on Wednesday, January 20, 2021, was like no other on a multitude of levels. Start with the fact that it occurred after a horrific riot in the same location just fourteen days earlier and while Americans were still in the throes of dealing with the worst pandemic in over one hundred years. Despite these conditions, this was the setting for the transfer of power to the new administration when Joseph Robinette Biden Jr. would become our forty-sixth president and Kamala Devi Harris would be sworn into her office by the first Latina Supreme Court Justice, Sonia Sotomayor. When Harris took the oath, she made history in a multitude of ways: Not only was the first woman, first African American, and first Asian American elected to the office of vice president, but she and her husband, Second Gentleman Douglas Emhoff, who is Jewish, along with their blended family, would become the first interracial and interfaith Second Family. Perhaps it is a most fitting outcome after a year like 2020—characterized by a pandemic, uprisings, and a record-breaking rise in hate crimes by white nationalists.
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Kamala Harris marching with her family in the Inauguration Day parade in Washington, DC, 
January 20, 2021. From left: Her niece Meena’s partner, Nikolas Ajagu, carrying their daughter Leela in his arms; Kamala Harris’s brother-in-law, Tony West; Kamala Harris, holding her grandniece Amara’s hand; Harris’s niece, Meena; the vice president’s husband, Second Gentleman Doug Emhoff; and Doug Emhoff’s daughter, Ella Emhoff.


Harris laid her hands on two Bibles for her swearing-in on Inauguration Day. One belonged to Regina Shelton, a family friend who was a surrogate mother to her when she was growing up in the Bay Area. The other belonged to her hero and inspiration, the late Justice Thurgood Marshall.


She said: “I, Kamala Devi Harris, do solemnly swear that I will support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic; that I will bear true faith and allegiance to the same; that I take this obligation freely, without any mental reservation or purpose of evasion; that I will well and faithfully discharge the duties of the office upon which I am about to enter: So help me God.”


Her first name, Kamala, is the Hindu word for lotus, a flower whose long, slender petals project from its stamen like a crown. It rests on a pad of leaves that float on water, looking ever so delicate but belying how strongly rooted it is in the mud. “Pluck it out,” said an Indian-born English professor I had many years ago, “and the flower emerges from the mud.” Kamla’s middle name, Devi, translates to mother, goddess, female energy. Harris of course brings those qualities to her position as the highest-ranking female official in US history. She certainly looked ready for the role on Inauguration Day with her family at her side.


The presenters at this most emblematic American political ritual included singers Lady Gaga, wearing a hand-size gold peace dove brooch; Jennifer Lopez, in head-to-toe Chanel; and Garth Brooks, in jeans and a black cowboy hat. Amanda Gorman, a petite, heretofore little-known poet, our first National Youth Poet Laureate, upstaged everyone. Bringing tears to many guests’ eyes was the appearance in the procession of US Capitol Police officer Eugene Goodman, who would later receive a Congressional Gold Medal for his heroic action protecting the Congress during the deadly January 6 siege when our democracy was threatened, lives were lost, and our elected leaders on both sides of the aisle were turned into victims.


The attendees looked like the multicultural society that the United States of America is, even though they were fewer in number than usual at such a historic event. That was not because Biden and Harris were unpopular; they were elected by more than 81 million voters, the most votes ever recieved by a presidential nominee. Whereas 1.8 million people attended Obama’s first inauguration in 2009, security and safety measures limited attendance at the 2021 inauguration to one thousand select guests, who all wore the masks that have become a universal shield and political symbol.


The transfer of power from one American presidential administration and one political party to another was celebrated without incident, proving that our 245-year-old democracy still holds, even if we can no longer deny its fragility. Neither the transition in leadership nor the first days of the Biden administration will be described by our historians as peaceful, but the ceremony will be remembered for its elegance and its literal and figurative colors worn by the guests of honor: suffragette white; Oshun yellow and Shango red in the African spiritual tradition; and of course, in the case of our vice president, Shirley Chisholm purple. The mosaic of American and world citizens watching on screens everywhere will be remembered for the pearls they wore around their necks and the Chuck Taylor sneakers on their feet. The scent of curry, collard greens, roast chicken, and Irish stew and the glasses of champagne and bottles of beer consumed by celebrants all over the world, especially in India, Jamaica, and California, celebrated a moment of movement forward for humanity that was almost stolen not only by the COVID-19 pandemic but by people whose American dream is characterized by authoritarianism and exclusion.




We have a lot we need to handle in the days ahead, but I know together we can get it done.


—Kamala Harris





The hull of our country’s ship continued to be battered by tsunamis of crisis, including the impeachment trial against the former president for inciting an insurrection. Though he was acquitted, he faces other legal challenges ahead.


We come from many places—the people and our leaders—by force and by our own will for reasons that are noble and its opposite. We have our sails tilted in a myriad of directions. We are all being carried by the waves of change with a government founded on an idea of a government “of the people, by the people, for the people” riding in the same American boat, now with Vice President Kamala Harris and President Joe Biden at the helm.
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Previous pages: Candidate Harris and a young supporter at a rally at Texas Southern University in Houston, March 23, 2019.
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Opposite: Kamala Harris with her mother, Shyamala Gopalan Harris, ca. 1965.























October 20, 1964


Kamala Harris’s story begins in a tumultuous time in modern America: the 1960s, when her parents, one from India, the other from Jamaica, each chose to immigrate to a country they’d never seen in order to pursue their graduate studies at the University of California, Berkeley. It was a time when America was digging deeper and deeper into an unwinnable foreign war in Vietnam. Because of television, a relatively new technology, civilian Americans witnessed the horrors of war for the first time from their own homes. The images they saw galvanized an unprecedented antiwar movement that intersected with the women’s movement, the counterculture movement, and the mother of all modern American movements: the civil rights movement.


Harris’s mother, Shyamala Gopalan, was nineteen when she graduated in 1957 from the University of Delhi’s Lady Irwin College with the degree most common for women at that time: a BSc in Home Science. Determined to study advanced sciences, she applied and was admitted to a master’s degree program in nutrition and endocrinology at the University of California, Berkeley. She arrived in the US in 1958. (She would earn her PhD in 1964 and build a brilliant career as a dedicated teacher and biomedical scientist conducting breast cancer research.)


Harris’s father, Donald Harris, a graduate of the University of the West Indies and the recipient of a prestigious government scholarship, immigrated in 1961 to pursue a doctorate in economics at Berkeley, which he received in 1965. (He would eventually serve as an economic advisor to his home country and become an esteemed professor of economics at Stanford University, where he is now a professor emeritus.)


As there were few foreign students at Berkeley at the time, they each looked beyond the campus to find people with whom they could share common concerns and ideas. Wearing a traditional Indian sari, Shyamala especially stood out, and she sought places where she could meet people who saw her as a peer and didn’t gawk at her like an oddity. She and Donald were welcomed by a multicultural community that, while relatively small in number, was dynamic, particularly a group known as the Afro-American Association, which was started by a group of UC graduate and law students to educate African Americans about their history. That’s where they met in 1962. It was a time when Berkeley on the whole was becoming, in the words of the New York Times, “a crucible of radical politics, as the trade-union left overlapped with early Black nationalist thinkers.” Many of these thinkers came from the ranks of Black youth who were the descendants of enslaved people who migrated from the southeastern states.


The association would go on to make important contributions to the embryonic discipline of Black studies and to the creation of modern Black American rituals drawn from African traditions, such as the holiday Kwanzaa. Huey P. Newton and Bobby Seale, who cofounded the Black Panther Party in 1966, were in the mix. The main chapter of the national Black Panther Party was in Oakland.


Speakers were often asked to share their knowledge of other cultures. Donald was a speaker one evening about Jamaican life and politics; Shyamala was in the audience. In the exchange of ideas, Shyamala and Donald fell in love, and they married the next year. They were each twenty-four years old; he was her first boyfriend, and she would be, in Kamala Harris’s words, “going against traditions in her family dating back to 500 BC, my mother chose to pursue a marriage based on love, which is one of the greatest expressions of optimism that any one of us makes.”


The couple had Kamala, their first child, October 20, 1964, the year Shyamala earned her PhD and Martin Luther King Jr. received the Nobel Peace Prize. Kamala’s sister, Maya, was born two years later. In between, Donald received his PhD in economics.
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Above: Kamala Harris’s parents, Shyamala Gopalan and Donald Harris.





The Afro-Indian American girls grew up in a community of Black and brown people, in what they describe in their speeches, books, and interviews as an atmosphere of love and encouragement. Like most families in academia and the sciences, they were not rich, not poor, but cultured. Their household was punctuated with art—carvings from Africa and India, framed posters of work by Studio Museum in Harlem artists—and kept “ready for company with fresh-cut flowers.”


A 2021 Essence article noted that meals at their dinner table “would run the gamut from collard greens to curries. Their faith melded Hindu and Baptist practices. Activists would come to dinner and strategize.” Harris wrote in her autobiography, “My parents and their friends were more than just protesters. They were big thinkers, pushing big ideas, organizing their community.” She often tells the story of how they brought her along in their activities, pushing her in a stroller on marches. She remembers “a sea of legs moving about, of the energy and shouts and chants. Social justice was a central part of family discussions.” She’d grow restless, as children do, and would wiggle and whine. When she was asked, “What do you want?” Her response was, in toddler speak, “Fweedom.”


The young family, a cross-cultural union, became a part of the cultural fabric in the Bay Area and formed a bridge of relationships to their extended families in India and Jamaica. Their parents took the girls on visits to both places and gave them an understanding of their ancestral ties. The marriage, though, began to strain. Kamala writes in her memoir The Truths We Hold (2019) that she imagines things might have turned out better had they not been so young. The couple separated, then divorced in 1972, when she was eight years old. After that, she writes, “We would see [my father] on weekends and spend the summers with him in Palo Alto. But it was really my mother who took charge of our upbringing.”


About a year after her parents separated, Shyamala moved with her daughters to the Flatlands, a working-class part of Berkeley with a significant African American population. “Everyone in the neighborhood knew us as ‘Shyamala and the girls,’” she recalled. She described the neighborhood as having “a richness of conscience. People looked out for each other. Neighbors cared about what was going on up and down the block. And safety was a community value.”


Kamala attended a local Montessori school for kindergarten, and then, beginning in first grade, was bused from the Flatlands to a prosperous white neighborhood to attend Thousand Oaks Elementary School. “I only learned later that we were part of a national experiment in desegregation,” she wrote in her book, while reflecting on “how wonderful it was to grow up in such a diverse environment.”


On Sundays, Shyamala sent the girls to the 23rd Avenue Church of God, where they sang in the children’s choir. Kamala’s favorite hymn was “Fill My Cup, Lord.” She was a regular girl whose heroes were her first grade teacher, Mrs. Wilson, and her best friends, who loved dance class at Madame Bovie’s ballet studio. Some of her friends from kindergarten, such as Stacey Johnson-Batiste, remain in her circle of friends to this day.


Harris writes in her memoir that her favorite day of the week was Thursday, when they went to what she describes as “an unassuming beige building at the corner of what was then Grove Street and Derby. Once a mortuary, the building I knew was bursting with life, home to a pioneering black cultural center.” The place was called the Rainbow Sign. It served as a movie house, performance space, lecture hall, art gallery, and restaurant—a safe place to discuss current events and a place where cultural icons like Maya Angelou, James Baldwin, and Huey P. Newton casually dropped in.
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Opposite: Kamala Harris with her father, Donald Harris, April 1965.





The Rainbow Sign was an example of how minorities were obliged to create safe spaces to be themselves and find safety in numbers wherever they could. The mainstream or dominant culture in America had not internalized its own message that all humans are equal and endowed with inalienable rights. And even children such as Kamala and Maya could see that harsh truth. “My mother was the strongest person I have ever known,” Harris wrote in her memoir. “But I also knew my mother was a target. I saw it, and it made me mad. . . . [M]y brilliant mother being treated as though she were dumb because of her accent. Memories of her being followed around a department store with suspicion,” because she was “a brown-skinned woman.”


MONTREAL, CANADA


Kamala was twelve when her mother accepted a teaching and research position in Montreal at McGill University and the affiliated Jewish General Hospital, where she could conduct breast cancer research. The preteen was not keen to leave sunny California for the mostly French-speaking, wintry Quebec province in February 1977 in the middle of the school year, but Shyamala encouraged her daughters to think of it as an adventure. During the five years they spent in Canada, the sisters satisfied some of their yearning for their hometown by returning for visits during holidays and the summer break, staying either with their father or with Regina Shelton, who had been like a second mother to them growing up.


In Montreal, Kamala’s education had a rocky start at first. Shyamala had enrolled her in a French-speaking primary school so she could learn the language, even though Kamala knew only a few French words from her ballet classes. Shyamala eventually relented to her daughter’s pleas to switch schools, and Kamala happily finished eighth grade at the bilingual Fine Arts Core Elementary, many of whose graduates have done things related to music, theater, politics, social themes, or community. For high school, she went to Westmount High, the oldest English-speaking and one of the most diverse public schools in Quebec with a population then of 60 percent white and 40 percent Black students. As reported in the New York Times, “Her childhood friends recalled a confident young woman who showed seeds of activism, found cultural affirmation in her Black identity and complained about French class.”
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Above: Kamala Harris at her mother’s lab in Berkeley, California, in the mid-1970s.




After Kamala’s high school graduation in 1981, the family returned to the Bay area. Kamala and Maya were expected to pursue higher education, and the young women themselves aspired to earn advanced degrees. “During high school, I started thinking more concretely about my future—college and beyond. I’d always assumed I would have a career; I’d seen the satisfaction my parents derived from their work,” Kamala wrote. Her father was a college professor, and her mother was doing remarkable work on the efforts to cure breast cancer. “When I was a kid, I used to accompany my mother to the lab, where she’d give me jobs to do. Cleaning test tubes, mainly. I think she probably knew early on that I wasn’t going to follow her into the sciences. It was the humanities and the arts that spoke to me, even as I was in awe of my mother and her colleagues and their work.”


It was time for Kamala to decide which college she would attend.




Influences


ROOTS: INDIA & JAMAICA


Kamala Harris once described India as a place where “one of the highest callings . . . is to be a studied and learned person.” Her mother, Shyamala Gopalan, was the oldest child in a high-achieving family that immigrated in 1958 to a land she knew little about and had never before visited.


This was an era when higher education was not a common expectation for a girl, even if the family could afford it. But Shyamala’s family was a bit different from most in their social group in India, a society based on a caste system. As a teenager, she left home with the blessing of her parents, but not without a negotiation on the terms. Kamala Harris writes in her memoir, The Truths We Hold, that her mother “had cut a deal with her parents. When her studies were complete, she was supposed to return home to India where the plan was for her to settle down into a long-arranged marriage.” Needless to say, Shyamala didn’t keep up her end of the bargain.
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