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INTRODUCTION TO KAMALA HARRIS

BY SERIES EDITOR SCOTT DWORKIN



Right out of the gate, Senator Kamala Harris is one of the strongest candidates running for president in the 2020 Democratic primary. She has assembled an experienced campaign team and has a mix of grassroots and high-dollar donors. Harris already has a national presence both in person and online that is going to be tough for most other candidates to rival.

The senator has a lot of strengths that are built well for her campaign for president. One thing made clear to me by several friends who have worked with Harris is that she is tireless in her efforts. She won’t be outworked, and she rarely takes days off. She is absolutely committed to the progressive cause.

Kamala Harris is an inspirational figure to many. She has been at the forefront of the national progressive movement for the last eight years, ever since being elected as attorney general in the state of California in 2011. When she won her race for the U.S. Senate in 2016, she immediately became one of the leading progressive voices in the chamber.

She reminds me a lot of President Barack Obama. She too has strength and poise, mixed with a brilliant understanding of complex issues and laws and an ability to cut through gibberish and nonsense to get to the core of a matter. She also has fierce negotiating skills and a capacity to present complex issues in an understandable way for the average American. The senator was an early supporter of Obama herself, and she has drawn comparisons to him in the media throughout her political career.

Kamala Harris wants to stand up for folks who can’t stand up for themselves, to serve as a voice of hope and reason in a world filled with lies and despair, especially on the campaign trail. And she is promising to weed out all of the rampant corruption that has been ongoing for years in Washington but spread like a wildfire following President Trump’s swearing in. She might be the perfect candidate to not only beat Trump but also clean up the mess he’s made while in the Oval Office.

The Harris campaign is running on a strong Democratic values platform that incorporates most of the issues you would hope to hear from a progressive candidate—all while being able to keep a serious tone mixed with the uplifting message that Speaker Pelosi crafted for the 2018 midterm election: “For The People.”

One of the most prominent issues in Senator Harris’s platform is a focus on rebuilding the middle class. She has already pledged on the campaign trail to give the “largest middle class tax cut in a generation.”1

Another strong part of the Harris campaign platform is her willingness to be a voice in the civil rights movement. One issue that commonly arises is the fact Harris hasn’t consistently taken the progressive position on every item in the past, or fought every opponent tooth and nail. But what people might have to realize is that being an attorney general requires you to choose your battles and be willing to negotiate.

Kamala Harris has a strong record of fighting to protect women’s rights throughout the country. She’s fought for years for reproductive health rights and helped lead the fight for equal pay for women, and she has also led the charge in going to bat for women in film.2 She has a long track record of supporting progressive values in support of women. The key moment in Senator Harris’s national political career was her questioning of Judge Brett Kavanaugh during his Supreme Court confirmation hearings. She flipped the script on the partisan judge and asked Kavanaugh to name a single law governing a man’s body. It left Kavanaugh speechless.3

When it comes to President Trump and his cronies paying for the crimes they committed, there may be no person better suited to making sure the current administration is held accountable for their corrupt acts than Kamala Harris, who was a career prosecutor for twenty-five years before getting elected to the Senate. She also serves on the Senate Intelligence Committee and has spent time personally on the investigation into Putin’s election attack and the failure of social media platforms to protect our democracy.

Harris seems like the kind of prosecutor-in-chief America needs to drain the expanded Trump swamp in DC following the April 18, 2019, release of the Mueller Report. The report revealed that Donald Trump and his team expected help from Russia,4 and detailed numerous instances in which Trump tried to obstruct justice.5 In a CNN town hall shortly after the report came out, Senator Harris made it clear that Congress has to follow the facts where they lead, even if that means impeachment.

Harris would be the perfect kind of person to dig in, follow the facts, and deliver justice for the American people.

In the past, the junior senator from California has been criticized for not responding hard enough to big banks and those on Wall Street. Now, one of her talking points on the campaign trail has been how she took on the big banks and will try to clean up Wall Street’s mess from the White House. Harris said this in her announcement speech on January 21, 2019:

And I’ll tell you, sitting across the table from the big banks, I witnessed the arrogance of power. Wealthy bankers accusing innocent homeowners of fault, as if Wall Street’s mess was of the people’s making.6

She did win a massive $18 billion settlement for California homeowners from three large banks after the peak of the 2008 financial crisis as a state attorney general. But her follow-up initiatives fell flat.

Harris personally reached out to multiple Wall Street executives for potential support before announcing her run, and even though she pledged to take on Wall Street, she has accepted $798,677 from the securities and investment industry.7, 8 Her ties to big banks are bound to become a campaign issue at some point. A CNBC article explains one reason why:

In 2012, the California Department of Justice found in an investigation that OneWest Bank participated in “widespread misconduct” when foreclosing on homes, recommending that Harris file a civil enforcement action against the bank. However, Harris declined to prosecute OneWest or its then-CEO, Steven Mnuchin, despite the department’s recommendation. A spokesman for Mnuchin called the allegations “garbage.”

The OneWest issue was resurfaced in 2017 when Mnuchin was nominated to serve as Treasury secretary. She was also the only Democratic Senate candidate to receive a donation from Mnuchin during the 2016 elections, according to FEC records.

So not only did Harris decline to prosecute Trump’s Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin, her campaign even took a contribution from him in 2016.

Even though Harris asks for and takes money from some corporate leaders, she still has broadly attacked those same people, if only in her public statements and not yet in action. In March of 2018, Harris issued a statement announcing her opposition to a bill aimed to deregulate banks. In it, Harris made her position against Wall Street abundantly clear:

The American people deserve an economy where Main Street is protected from the excesses of Wall Street. After 2008, when Wall Street recklessly triggered the worst financial crisis since the Great Depression, Congress put in place a number of common-sense safeguards to protect taxpayers and reduce the risk of another major recession. The bill that the Senate passed today needlessly weakens those protections.

By shielding nearly two-thirds of the largest banks from tough oversight, reducing transparency, and allowing banks to make mortgages to unqualified buyers, this bill invites financial institutions to engage in the same risky behavior that led to the Great Recession and cost taxpayers more than $600 billion to bail out the banks.

This legislation is short-sighted and irresponsible. It’s a bonus for the wealthy and powerful—not the American people.

As Attorney General of California, I fought tooth and nail for Californians hit hard by the state and national mortgage crisis, including winning a $20 billion settlement for California homeowners from the big banks. We established a multidivisional Mortgage Fraud Strike Force and passed the ‘Homeowners Bill of Rights,’ establishing the nation’s most comprehensive anti-foreclosure protections. Taxpayers deserve more of these protections, not less.

Congress should not incentivize banks to engage in further reckless behavior and leave American taxpayers to pick up the tab. One financial crisis in the past decade is enough.9

Consumer advocacy is a big part of what she represents as a candidate. If there’s one thing Americans could expect with a President Kamala Harris, it is that she would fiercely take on bad corporate behaviors, especially those that injure Americans. Part of keeping Americans safe involves making sure companies don’t defraud its customers, whether it be with faulty products or outright fraud.

In addition, Senator Harris has pledged to not accept corporate PAC contributions during this campaign. But when candidates make that pledge, it’s important to note that most corporations probably wouldn’t get involved in a Democratic primary anyway. It would be easy for them to say they wouldn’t take sides in order to avoid making a contribution to any candidate. It’s like if I said I was not going to go to the Academy Awards next year, even though I wasn’t invited. So there isn’t really much risk in making a pledge. Large donors provide most of her funds.

Harris has the unique experience as a prosecutor to be able to figure out a way to ensure laws are made without loopholes for corporations. A good example is when then–California Attorney General Harris publicly urged the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB) to “adopt consumer protections against harmful practices by payday lenders.” She wrote a scathing letter about the payday lending industry to the CFPB, saying:

Californians who need short-term emergency access to cash are getting stuck in a destructive and unaffordable cycle of repeat high-interest loans that they cannot afford to repay. Together with California’s existing lending laws, the Bureau’s proposals would bring needed protections to vulnerable California consumers who take out small-dollar loans, which too often are predatory and create a debt trap for fixed- and low-income borrowers.10

Senator Harris explained her position further in this November 2017 tweetstorm:

The Consumer Financial Protection Bureau is a watchdog agency with the core mission to defend American consumers from predatory and fraudulent practices that can financially ruin you and your family. When I was CA’s Attorney General, we had to fight tooth and nail to get relief for struggling families who were put in impossible financial positions by the foreclosure crisis, predatory for-profit colleges, payday lenders, the list goes on.

If we want to fight predatory behavior in the future, we need to maintain a strong @CFPB. Mick Mulvaney, the man Trump is sending in to lead the @CFPB, has called it a “joke.” He’s flat-out wrong. The American people deserve someone who will stand up and fight for consumers.11

If American consumers want a fierce advocate in the White House, then Kamala Harris would be a good choice. This necessity will become more apparent as the campaign goes on, especially given the current White House’s moves to try and deregulate every industry as much as possible.12

The fund-raising prowess of Harris seems to be limitless. Whether it’s her relationships in California with donors at both the state and federal level, or her ability to appeal to some of the wealthiest Democratic donors in the country, Harris will have the ability to fund her campaign at least until Super Tuesday on March 3, 2020.

Keep in mind that California’s primary is now included in Super Tuesday. Although delegates are doled out on a proportional basis and it’s not a winner-take-all scenario, it’s still a crucial moment with a large delegate haul at stake. Harris is the favorite there, but plenty of people have lost their home state in the past when running for president, including Marco Rubio and Jeb Bush, who lost Florida to Trump. Those people usually don’t become their party’s nominee.

Nevertheless, there are a few issues that Democratic primary voters won’t like that the Harris campaign will have to navigate.

The largest issue for the Harris campaign is finding a way to separate herself from the pack in order to pull ahead. The debates will be crucial. If she’s able to show America her no-nonsense prosecutorial style of debating while displaying the level of care she has for our country, it might be refreshing for voters to hear. But with so many other candidates, it will be hard for anyone to really move in front swiftly.

Another big issue the campaign will have to face is the fact that Senator Harris owns a gun. Some issues are deal breakers for a lot of Democrats, and this is one of them. There are many Democratic voters who don’t support gun ownership in general. Only 25 percent of Democrats have a gun owned by someone in their household, while 57 percent of Republicans have someone in their home who owns a gun.13 The mere ownership of a gun in this climate might make voters wary of supporting Harris. But at least Harris doesn’t hide it; she makes it clear she owns a gun, and has no regrets about it. On April 11, 2019, Harris defended her ownership of a firearm by saying:

I am a gun owner, and I own a gun for probably the reason a lot of people do—for personal safety. I was a career prosecutor. We are being offered a false choice. You’re either in favor of the Second Amendment or you want to take everyone’s guns away. It’s a false choice that is born out of a lack of courage from leaders who must recognize and agree that there are some practical solutions to what is a clear problem in our country. Part of the practical solution is to agree that we need smart gun safety laws. Period.14

In general, though, Kamala Harris’s strong stance on gun reform now will definitely still benefit her campaign. She has called for an assault weapons ban and for commonsense gun law reforms across the board, including tighter background checks and eliminating the gun show loophole.15 No matter what, though, in the Democratic primary you will see her possession of a gun get mentioned by her opponents, especially during the debates. A skilled debater, expect Senator Harris to use the moment when she gets criticized over it to remind people that she was the top law enforcement officer in the state of California, so owning a firearm should not seem that unusual. Still, there will be some people who will never support Harris due to that one fact.

Another complication surrounding the Harris campaign is the involvement of her family members on the campaign. Following the trauma our country has gone through with unqualified family members being in the White House, people might be more cautious than usual with anyone who has family members as senior members of the campaign team. Maya Harris, the senator’s sister who serves as the campaign chair, is overwhelmingly qualified for a White House position.16

Still, the American people might not like even the potential of having more family members of the president serve as White House staff. We’ve seen what kind of damage nepotism can do to the country throughout Trump’s entire presidency, though the Harris family is 180 degrees opposite of the Trump family in terms of both being extremely hardworking and highly qualified by any objective standard.

Another issue is that other candidates are garnering support from some of the Harris campaign’s largest donors, which is natural with so many other prominent candidates joining the race. It’s common for donors to throw multiple fund-raisers for different presidential candidates. But it’s still troublesome, with split allegiances to multiple candidates, as it leads to less money and support for Harris. Recently, the Pete Buttigieg campaign held multiple fund-raising events in California involving some of Harris’s biggest supporters.17 One large Democratic donor in California that I spoke with in April 2019 said: “I don’t care if it’s Kamala-Pete, or Pete-Kamala, I think that’s the winning ticket.”

An additional roadblock to the presidency for Harris is what some might deem to be a questionable campaign donor history.

In addition to soliciting donations from Wall Street, Harris has received a lot of support from donors in Silicon Valley, which makes sense since she’s from California, and from big law firms, which also makes sense since she’s a lawyer. But that doesn’t mean she won’t receive intense criticism for it. Since 2015, she’s received over $2.3 million from lawyers and law firms alone for her Senate campaign account.18 Harris took in $128,175 from employees of WarnerMedia Group, $109,776 from Alphabet, Inc., (Google’s parent company), $91,273 from employees of the corporate law firm Venable LLP, and $90,402 from employees of 21st Century Fox.19

Donations from executives at those companies could be used by candidates like Warren and Sanders to attack Harris—especially via Warren, who is running in the same progressive lane as Harris but has pledged to hold no high-dollar fund-raisers for her campaign.

Harris’s largest donations based on employer came from the University of California system, totaling $128,804 since 2015. That’s not something others can really attack her for, as professors represent a large donor base for all progressives.

There are a number of challenges that Harris must overcome in her road to the 2020 Democratic primary victory, let alone the White House, but it seems like she’s up for the challenge.

To win the primary, her chances will hinge mainly on a combination of outright winning some of the debates and receiving unexpected endorsements, like she has already from members of Congress. She will also have to surpass others in their fund-raising haul. Harris already has started to receive key endorsements from 75 percent of the California state Senate caucus, three U.S. Representatives, and even some key Democrats in South Carolina.20, 21

But it’s going to be a steep hill to climb.

Both former Vice President Biden and Senator Bernie Sanders have the benefit of having run for president before. They have a larger groundswell of support nationally and better name recognition as well. Harris will have to find a way to overcome the momentum of Sanders and his rabid fanbase, lingering good feelings from the Obama years for Biden, Senator Warren’s outstanding policy ideas, and the rising star of Buttigieg, the mayor of South Bend, Indiana. It’s doable, but it’s going to be a tough road.

If Harris makes it past the primary, she can absolutely beat Donald Trump in a general election, without a doubt in my mind.

Kamala Harris’s no-nonsense attitude combined with her tireless work ethic would put Trump to shame. Her commanding presence is presidential, and if she can convey to the American people her sense of urgency about changing the direction of this country, then she might just make it to the Oval Office.

America would be lucky to have Senator Harris in the White House.



WHO IS KAMALA HARRIS?



The defining feature of Senator Kamala Harris is that she’s a progressive woman who is determined to make changes for the better and ready to work tirelessly to make it happen. She began a career as an assistant district attorney hoping to learn how to change the system from the inside, and has matured into a leading Democratic senator who doesn’t hold back her strong political positions but delivers them with alternating gusto and poise. Harris is a trailblazing figure in her field as a woman and as an African American and a South Asian American who has never lost an election, breaking through glass ceilings in law enforcement.

Her 2020 Democratic candidacy for the presidential primary has attracted a ten-figure fund-raising haul in the early going, and she has spoken to vast crowds early in the campaign. Senator Kamala Harris’s key national moment was a pair of senate committee hearings where she used her prosecutorial skills to cross-examine high-ranking members of the Trump administration, especially former Attorney General Jeff Sessions, and her determined drilling of Judge Brett Kavanaugh upon his nomination for the Supreme Court. The Kavanaugh hearings that propelled Harris from a top senator into a true household name among the politically aware people who tend to vote in primary elections and caucuses.

It is fair to say that Senator Harris’s campaign is shaped by her professional career in public service, her rhetorical flourishes, and a consistently progressive outlook. Unlike Sanders, Harris isn’t an explicitly ideological candidate. Unlike Warren, she’s not pushing a specific agenda, though she too does have binders full of bills that she has authored and/or passed in just a short period of time. If there’s one strength that Harris displays above all others, it is the ability to connect with her audience and demonstrate a unique combination of empathy as a communicator and strength as a career law enforcement officer. If there’s a major weakness in her campaign it is that she has no announced foreign policy—though this might not matter and can be corrected later—and she may struggle to woo some primary voters over when they find out about her mistakes as a prosecutor. “I don’t agree with every decision she’s made on criminal justice, but then I also know she was a prosecutor,” says SiriusXM Progress 127 morning host Mark Thompson, who has personally interviewed Harris multiple times. “So my expectation is that a prosecutor is gonna, a lot of times, make the decisions that an average prosecutor would make.”1

The Harris campaign hasn’t released detailed policy guides in the early stages of the primary race, but the senator has a significant batch of detailed policy in the legislation that she has proposed or prominently cosponsored with some of her opponents in the 2020 primary. Kamala Harris is proposing a tremendous tax cut for America’s middle-class earners. She wants to implement a schoolteachers’ pay hike that one economist says will pay for itself with cash to spare. Senator Harris is in favor of the Sanders Medicare for All plan, which she has supported for two years now, including eliminating private insurance companies’ role in universal coverage, limiting them to the kinds of popular supplemental plans sold in every other industrialized nation that treats health care as a human right. Harris’s program to help renters who’ve been suffering from high prices and a supply shortage has its critics, but would go a long way to bringing equity in the tax code to non-homeowners. Her efforts at bipartisan bail reform are worth implementing to help over six hundred thousand Americans who can’t afford cash bail and must sit in jail while awaiting trial. Her immigration policies define the progressive viewpoint in that space and her support for the Green New Deal, which she applauds for sparking climate change discussions, places her firmly in the mainstream of the Democratic Party.

As a career prosecutor, Kamala Harris interpreted her role in public life as seeking proactive solutions to problems as she steadily rose through the ranks of county government in Oakland and San Francisco. At the age of thirty-eight, she handily defeated San Francisco’s incumbent DA. It was a life-changing moment for Harris. It was a confirmation of the promise that she surely harbored growing up in the Bay Area and later in Montreal, that she could do big things like her immigrant parents, who researched cancer and advised governments on economics. At the same time, her sister Maya Harris followed a parallel track as a civil rights advocate and lawyer, eventually transitioning to politics and now running the campaign for her sister, the senator.

Harris implemented her vision of progressive change in the San Francisco DA’s office and at the same time grew her national political profile there, culminating in a book, Smart on Crime: A Career Prosecutor’s Plan to Make Us Safer, and she introduced her first major program, an anti-truancy initiative. That’s when she started getting very active in state politics in nearby Sacramento and got her anti-truancy program taken statewide. Simultaneously, she kicked off what would become her first campaign for the statewide office of attorney general. It wasn’t an easy race, as an evidentiary scandal rocked the San Francisco district attorney’s office that year, but she still won her third election (and only second with an opponent) in a crowded field of Democrats, then later by a razor-thin margin against a Republican opponent from Los Angeles, a larger metropolitan area.

California Attorney General Harris was very active in the legislative process that led to a homeowners’ bill of rights and created a department to correct institutional injustices being perpetrated against children. Harris used superlative litigation tactics to win billions of dollars from America’s biggest banks for her state’s beleaguered mortgage borrowers. However, it was a controversial term of office for her; it included issues with the statewide implementation of one of her top legislative wins, and her office’s poor track record on holding local district attorneys accountable when they committed prosecutorial misconduct.
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