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For Laura




INTRODUCTION


THE BEFORE TIMES


Before the 2016 election, I only ever understood politics as a spectator sport. Actually, watching football is a frighteningly accurate metaphor for the way I learned about politics growing up. Every four years, everyone would gather around for the election, or as I came to understand it, “the big game.” There were teams, and little reason to deviate from whichever one to which you had previously pledged loyalty. Without intricate knowledge of the inner workings of the sport, you might watch along with passive interest, mostly to see who was going to win. (Also, obviously, the men were always yelling louder than anyone else.)


I suppose I first understood my parents were Republicans when my mom told me that I should vote for Bob Dole in a mock version of the 1996 election at my elementary school. I can still smell the marinade of low-grade sloppy joe meat in the cafeteria on that day. I remember standing in front of a big box covered in aluminum foil, staring at the paper ballot featuring Bill Clinton (Democrat) and Bob Dole (Republican), along with a portrait of each. Waiting on the line leading up to the table, I decided that, actually, I liked the other guy better. (I’d love to tell you I was developing a fiery political ideology in kindergarten, but that came later. Mostly Bob looked super old.)


Not long after that mock version of the 1996 election, I knew that I was cheering for the other team. During my junior year of high school, I learned that seven in ten children go on to affiliate with the same party as their parents. I definitely thought, “Not me, Gallup Poll.”


My worldview has long been rooted in a desire to leave the world a better place than I found it. Before I had access to the word “feminism” or was introduced to the wide-reaching effects of institutionalized racism, I understood true equality to be the highest possible good. This was precisely as complex as my unquestioned support for LGBTQ rights, which developed well before I began to understand my own sexuality as a queer woman. My views have become more nuanced over time, but I have always believed in the necessity of equity with total conviction, and that ethical priority was as simple as the fact that I had so many gay friends in high school my parents called me Liza Minnelli. (Media illiteracy has warped the concept of “bias,” but if you would like to say I am biased toward equality, I’m okay with that. I’d go one step further and argue that establishing equity ought to be the ultimate mission of any true democracy, but we’ll get to that later.)


My parents were confounded by my passion for social justice, evidenced, in part, by the massive pride flag hanging in my bedroom during the fight to legalize gay marriage. They were confused by my literal and figurative flag waving. We never talked about that, because as far as my mom and dad were concerned, political issues were something that could be swept out of view. In the rare instances when they dedicated energy to politics, they prioritized economic policy, which is to say, they showed up every four years to vote Republican because of the tax breaks.


I disagreed with their ideology, but I usually accepted their attitude. I avoided talking about politics growing up, too. My parents, brother, and I are textbook hotheads when we’re around one another. (People often explain this to me by saying it’s because we’re Italian, as if our blood has been replaced with very spicy red sauce.) When my mom and dad told me to stop talking about politics, they were mostly hoping we would have one less thing to yell about.


Still, the stigmatization of political discussion was not specific to my household. In various settings of suburban New Jersey, the adults in the room were wary of the tensions that might arise. Engaging in political conversation was as crass as showing up for the neighborhood Super Bowl party without a chilled bottle of pinot grigio. This became more obvious as I grew older, but it started early. When we role-played the 1996 election, my kindergarten teacher reprimanded me for asking who she was going to vote for. Such was the sentiment echoed through my upbringing. All of the authority figures in my life believed that talking about politics was off-limits. It was meant to be private. What if—gasp—you found that you didn’t agree about Bob Dole? From early on, I broke with my mom and dad over ideology, but for a long time I subscribed to the idea that avoiding political conversation altogether was simply a matter of politeness.


I was too young to vote for Obama in 2008, but that didn’t stop me from trekking to Washington, DC, for his inauguration in January 2009. My friend Allen and I were so cold, we lined our gloves and socks with heating packets. Obama was barely visible in the distance, but we were too excited to care. The crowd around us was high on hope. I thought the entirety of the National Mall might lift up into the heavens as Aretha Franklin sang “My Country, ’Tis of Thee.” I was thrilled to see the march toward progress going so well, and yet still didn’t comprehend that it wouldn’t continue unless each and every citizen chose to play an active role in our democracy. That role requires us to talk about politics.


Politics was once framed as if it might be removed from the stuff of our daily lives, as if it were, at most, a special interest. Once upon a time it was possible to say “I don’t like politics,” as if expressing a distaste for olives. But the 2016 election revealed that every element of our daily lives is political. The constant scandal associated with Trump’s campaign and administration made political news a centerpiece of American life. We were increasingly exposed to the inner workings of the federal government. And as a result, there was elevated public awareness around the mechanics of power that dictate life in this country. We saw how politics affects where and how you vote, the quality of your local school system, and that jammed-up intersection that always makes you late for work; it determines everything—even the quality of the water we drink and the air we breathe (shout-out to that greedy little Earth pillager Scott Pruitt). Now saying “I don’t like politics” is as absurd as declaring “I’m just not that into the weather.”


This, as you can imagine, made things even more difficult at home. The shift began during the 2016 primaries, as it became increasingly difficult to avoid strong opinions. By the time the debates rolled around, maybe the only person in the country without a stance on Trump’s candidacy was Ken Bone. But I couldn’t know for sure how my parents felt about the election, because they banned political conversation by the middle of primary season.


I visited my parents’ house in New Jersey during the Democratic National Convention when Hillary Clinton received the nomination. Before I arrived, my mom asked me to please “keep it nice”—she didn’t want to hear all that political stuff. I excused myself after a quietly tense dinner to watch the live stream on my laptop. Hidden under the blankets in my childhood bedroom, I cried into my dusty floral duvet cover. I was moved by the possibility of a female president and disturbed by the fact that my parents were rooting against that outcome. I wished I could talk to them about it.


Throughout the campaign, I swept these feelings away. I told myself that it didn’t really matter: Jersey goes blue every election. The Electoral College would render my parents’ votes null and void, even if Clinton’s presidency weren’t all but guaranteed.


In fact, I was so sure Clinton would win, I wrote an article anticipating her victory. In October of 2016, then–Teen Vogue editor Amanda Chan reached out to see if I’d be down to prepare a post titled “We Just Elected Our First Female President. Here’s Why That Matters.”


“This is under the assumption, of course, that Hillary wins,” she added. “If she does not, we’ll obviously still pay you for the piece even if we’re unable to run!”


“Oh GOD, don’t jinx us!” I wrote back.


“HA! Knocking on all the wood, right now,” Amanda responded. “Thanks, Lauren!”


A few days later, I sent Amanda a draft. I concluded the piece by declaring victory for women: “This is a hallmark occasion in the fight for women’s rights no matter what happens in the next four, eight, or sixteen years. It’s a giant leap toward the excruciatingly gradual process of normalization. The true victory will be far quieter. It will require no balloons or happy tears. It will feel like a natural extension of the fact that women are half of the population—no more exciting or revolutionary than electing a William, George, or John.” I had no idea that I was going to have to accept that kill fee.


On November 8, 2016, I voted for Hillary Clinton in New Jersey, where I was still registered. On the train ride to my parents’ house that morning, I cranked up my headphones and noted the blue water sparkling brighter than ever before. I stared out the window making a theatrically determined expression, because Hillary was going to be our next president, and also because I was pretending to be in a music video. I wasn’t worried about the results. The only thing making me nervous was the possibility that my parents were going to vote for Trump.


I hoped their plan was to sit this one out—but of course, talking about politics was still off-limits. They weren’t vocal Trump supporters, but I noticed they had begun to see him as “the lesser of two evils”—a refrain requiring Simone Biles–caliber mental gymnastics. I had known, since kindergarten, that my parents tended to vote for whoever was wearing the right jersey, but Trump was so monstrous, I thought this time might be an exception.


My heart sank as I pulled up to my parents’ house. My dad’s car was in the driveway. That meant he had come home early from work to vote.


“Hey, cookie,” my dad said as I walked into the kitchen. He held out his arms for a hug. I put down my bag and begrudgingly leaned into his chest.


“Do you want something to eat?” my mom asked, opening the refrigerator to take inventory. “I made that iced coffee you like.”


I stared at them like they were strangers. Throughout the campaign, I had foolishly reduced Trump supporters to backwoods Nazis, and then here were two of them, standing across from me in the kitchen, offering hugs and snacks.


I put down my bag and I placed two hands on the kitchen counter to brace myself. I was about to break the rules and talk about politics. “Please, don’t do this,” I said. “Don’t vote for him.”


My parents come from working-class backgrounds. They grew up in Queens. My mom was the only child of a divorced single mother, at a time when divorce was so taboo there were kids who weren’t allowed to play with her. She put herself through community college, eventually becoming a physical therapist. My dad’s parents were aggressively blue-collar. My grandpa actually lost part of an appendage working in the Scholastic factory. He’s missing about a quarter of his index finger—it’s some serious Upton Sinclair shit. From those humble beginnings, my dad hustled to become the vice president of a waste management company, and now he makes so much money, his political views are centered around tax breaks for the wealthy.


My mom and dad know the value of hard work, and that is perhaps the fundamental flaw in their conservatism. They believe everyone can and should struggle to obtain the American dream. What they fail to fully comprehend is that we do not all start on an even playing field. The myth of meritocracy valorizes skill and perseverance while ignoring the ways identity and class factor into success. But I wasn’t supposed to talk about that with them, either.


That day, more than any other day, I imagine my dad was ready for a fight. “You are not going to tell me who to vote for,” he bellowed. “Who the hell do you think you are?”


“Ralph, there is no need to yell,” my mother said, wringing her hands.


“I’m not yelling!” he yelled.


“You’re yelling,” I said.


Then my mom turned to me. “Please don’t start a fight about this stuff again,” she said.


“I can’t stand here and watch you vote for Donald Trump,” I told her. “Haven’t you seen how racist and sexist he is? Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”


My dad began to grumble.


“I told you that you were welcome to come here to vote, but I asked you not to talk about politics,” my mom said. Her voice softened. “Please, Lauren, why do you always have to start a fight?”


I threw up my hands. “Whatever,” I muttered. “He’s gonna lose.”


Looking back at the 2016 election is like watching a horror film. I want to scream, “Behind you!” at my past self, plodding along as if we were still on that march toward progress. I still haven’t totally gotten over how convinced I was by the illusion of democracy as a historical achievement. The misconception persisted until near midnight on November 8, 2016.


My memory of the Before Times is most clearly encapsulated in that awful cake of Trump’s face being carted around on election night. I remember it in shocking detail: it was a truly grotesque confection, including no less than four lines of wrinkles beneath each too-blue eye. “What a joke,” I thought. How tragic this bust of icing would seem the moment he conceded—the profundity of his national humiliation cast in sugar and butter! I imagined Jared Kushner’s voice sputtering for an aide to “get that thing out of here.” I reveled in the absurdity of a bigoted reality star presuming he might win the presidency.


That night, we attempted small talk over dinner. Soon enough, we were done loading the dishwasher, and my dad deemed it a reasonable hour to start following the results. My mom couldn’t understand why I had been itching to turn the TV on all night.


“I can wait until the morning,” she said as I grabbed the remote. She was heading upstairs to bed, wrapped in that blanket every suburban mom hangs over the living room couch. It’s possible I muttered back a “good night” without turning away from the TV. I was hunched over, making a snack out of my cuticles. My dad sat in silence. He wasn’t sure what to do with himself. “They still haven’t called California,” he offered after one particularly melodramatic sigh. I wanted to scream, to ask why he was reassuring me of the outcome he had voted against mere hours ago, but Jersey was already blue, so I tried to drown my resentment with a gulp from my overfilled glass of red wine.


Nail-biting turned to crying by the time Pennsylvania was announced, and soon enough, it was official: Donald Trump was going to be the next president of the United States. Suddenly, the space between me and my father was an unbearable emotional gulf filled with throw pillows from Pier 1 Imports. I can still picture it: my hair piled in a messy bun, mascara streaming down my face, and my father wishing he had snuck off to bed two hours earlier with my mother, who had managed to avoid this mess entirely.


Across from him sat both his daughter and yet another “bleeding-heart liberal.” The dad part of him won out.


“What are you so upset about?” he asked, in what I knew was a fumbled attempt to comfort me. They were the wrong words but I recognized that he was trying to talk about politics. He was searching for something to say. The silence stretched so long I thought he had given up, and then: “It’s not going to go back to the 1950s.”


“Is that really what you think I’m upset about?” I snapped. He stared at me. He seemed to understand that Trump was an embarrassment but couldn’t fathom that he would have any impact on his life or his daughter’s life.


I glared at him and got up to go to bed. “Good night,” he called after me, as if it would all be okay in the morning.


It was clear that Trump was a hateful clown from the moment he announced his campaign by declaring that Mexicans are rapists. His bid for the presidency should have become unviable when we heard him brag about “grabbing [women] by the pussy” on tapes recorded by Access Hollywood. There ought to have been no question that the man who entered the political arena to challenge the birthright of our first black president was too racist to be allowed within twenty-five miles of the White House. There were CVS-length receipts for the case that this demonic sweet potato would be a menace in power, so for many, myself included, his win was unimaginable.


The next morning there were two sweet seconds before I realized it hadn’t been a nightmare: Donald Trump had won the presidential election. It was as if a switch had flipped. It’s hard to explain how I understood the world before, like trying to recapture the delight of peekaboo after developing object permanence. All at once, everything changed.


Part of the problem was that I had the privilege to view American democracy as a historical achievement. It was a foregone conclusion that the system of checks and balances would protect our freedoms from fascism as our country ground along toward progress—sort of like a magical, self-cleaning litter box. On the horizon was one big equality rainbow, and then, record scratch, freeze frame: Donald Trump became our forty-fifth president.


On November 9, 2016, across the country American citizens, and especially young people, woke up to the true nature of the world we thought we were living in—and we had no choice but to do something about it. Trump’s election made the country spark like an aurora borealis of light-bulb moments. Political awakenings involve a series of intellectual and emotional realizations that render inaction impossible; they can happen for any number of reasons, but rarely does such a huge portion of the population question the status quo. It’s no coincidence that the term “woke,” which refers to recognizing systemic injustice beyond individual tragedy, especially in regard to racism, has reached critical mass in popular culture. A huge portion of the country is awake now, and we’re talking about politics more than ever before.


These sorts of epiphanies can spring from all sorts of inciting incidents. But the day after Trump won the election marked what may well be the most widespread series of political awakenings in recent American history.


Our political awakening can be attributed to a paradigmatic shift in the collective understanding of democracy and our role in the system. Trump’s win shook many Americans out of a coma, as we were reminded that government by and for the people requires our input. It forced us to protest, march, run; to insist on raising our voices in ways that once seemed impossible. It forced us to ask who is in charge. Because if Donald Trump can become president, you really have to wonder who the hell makes the rules.




CHAPTER 1


POLITICAL AWAKENING


My political awakening was also literal. I opened my eyes the morning after the election and thought, “Holy shit, I have to do something about this.” I’m a writer, so I wrote. More specifically, I’m a journalist, so I began to research and report. Before Trump won, my writing was often lowercase “p” political in the sense that it dealt in cultural power hierarchies, but I never thought I would write about traditional politics. The day after the election, it was no longer possible to write about anything else.


It was clear to me that lasting change would start with young people who felt the same way I did. I put a call out on Twitter, looking to interview young people who had undergone a political awakening in response to Trump’s election. I expected to get maybe fifty responses total. I received more than three hundred and fifty emails within twenty-four hours, many including impassioned essays detailing the profundity with which everything had changed. I continued to hear these testimonies long after the election as I traveled the country, speaking to more and more young people in the midst of their political awakenings.


Details differed, but the central question remained the same. Across my interviews, the newly awakened were asking, “Who makes the rules?” No longer were they willing to accept the unquestioned authority of politicans and media gatekeepers. The result was a stunning new sense of agency. Young people were rethinking their approach to civic participation, insisting on personal responsibility. (This should happen continuously in government supposedly by and for the people.)


Many of the young people I spoke to felt overwhelmed. “I felt a sense of hopelessness and that the problems were too big to change,” a twenty-eight-year-old named Andrew wrote to me, identifying himself as the son of a Mexican immigrant living in Chicago. “I still felt that things might not pan out if we tried to organize for change,” he said, “but if we didn’t we’re all well and truly fucked.”


In one of my earliest interviews, a recently graduated political science major said it was only after Trump won that she saw that she could have a role in government. “I know it sounds stupid,” she told me over the phone, “but I guess I thought of politics as a thing that important men did off in a room somewhere.” One engineering PhD student was similarly baffled by his own passivity. “I understood that citizens could be attending town halls,” he said, “but I never understood that I should be doing that.” (By the time of our call, he had gone a step further and begun working as a labor activist on campus.)


This experience was eerily similar across accounts. Most of my interviewees sounded like people who saw the light and decided not to be assholes anymore. Time and again, I heard these five words: “I had no other choice.”


“I genuinely never cared much for politics,” a Temple University student named Monica told me. “Upon hearing the results of election night, I knew I had to educate myself to be able to support my opinions and express my views.”


Seeking out information was the first step. But there was more to do. “Before 2016, I thought I was politically engaged because I had a subscription to the New York Times and would skim a couple articles every week,” said a Case Western Reserve University student named Rachel. “I had never called to voice an opinion to my representatives, nor could I have even told you what their names were.” After the election, she became a field organizer for Organizing for Action, a political group in Ohio. “I’d never contacted any of my members of Congress, rallied, protested, etc.,” echoed a then twenty-nine-year-old named Stephen, who was raised in a conservative Southern home. “I’ve now done all of those, as well as challenged friends and family both online and face-to-face.”


Across this wide range of experiences, there was consensus on what had changed, too. Before, caring about politics seemed like a secret club, coded in respectability and expertise. You had to have a particular set of qualifications, and, ideally, multiple pairs of boat shoes. Politics was something “important men did off in a room somewhere.” Now, armed with knowledge, young people began to speak out on the issues that mattered most to them. They joined marches and protests, regularly contacted elected officials, volunteered for local candidates, and took action in other ways they’d never considered possible before. Some started nonprofit organizations or decided to run for office themselves.


I suspected this paradigmatic shift carried historic potential for a re-democratizing revolution. Even in its earliest stages, it was clear this moment was about more than the results of the 2016 election. Trump was just the allegedly-243-pound straw that broke the camel’s back.


“WE ARE THE ONES WE HAVE BEEN WAITING FOR”


For example, on November 9, 2016, that switch flipped for Heather Ward, Rebecca Davis, and Kat Calvin. All three experienced the literal day-after awakening moment and radically altered their approach to civic participation as a result. Heather decided to run for office. Rebecca started a local activist group. Kat quit her job to start a nonprofit. All of that was stuff they’d thought about doing, but they hadn’t felt the same sense of agency before.


Heather first thought about running for the school board when she was still covering it as the editor-in-chief of her school newspaper. In writing about the proceedings, she was struck by how out of touch the appointees seemed to be with the day-to-day lives of students. There were lawyers and a few wealthy moms but no one who might provide this crucial perspective. The purpose of the school board was to govern student life, and yet there was zero representation of the governed. Heather thought she might run for one of the volunteer positions someday. She filed the idea in her “even tually” folder. She wasn’t qualified yet, she thought. One day she might be.


Heather was successful throughout her college career at Villanova. She studied hard while earning her accounting degree and received stellar grades. She was one of those kids who had her first job lined up by sophomore year. For Heather, it was a spot at Ernst & Young. She had few concrete plans beyond filling the position on November 8, 2016, right before everything changed.


On the day of the 2016 election, Heather was studying abroad in Milan. She’d been following the campaigns closely and intended to watch the results despite the time difference. Before going to bed, she set alarms for two a.m. and six a.m. She wanted to catch both the results and Hillary’s victory speech. This was a historic moment, after all. America was about to elect its first female president. At two a.m., when Heather woke to news that Trump was in the lead, she promptly went back to bed, assuming it must be some kind of fluke. A few hours later, when she discovered that he had won, it felt like a bad dream—and only partly because she was still half-asleep.


The next day, Heather walked around Milan crying. “I don’t know if any of my Italian friends had any idea what was going on,” Heather explained later. She called her younger sister, back home in Pennsylvania, who reported that kids at the high school were crying, too. Heather was trying to make sense of what had happened herself, though she couldn’t help but wonder what all those kids at school were feeling. That was precisely when she decided she was going to run for the school board. If not her, who? And if not now, when?
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