
[image: image]


[image: image]


Copyright © 2020 by Caroline Fredrickson

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

Cover design by Brian Peterson

Cover photo credit Getty Images

ISBN: 978-1-5107-5208-5

Ebook ISBN 978-1-5107-5209-2

Printed in the United States of America


Introduction

IN MAY 2019, I WAS at a conference in Flathead, Montana, focused on democracy and transparency in government, where activists and academics were discussing campaign finance reform and voting rights. During a panel discussion I was moderating on the challenges to making democracy more secure in America, a speaker lamented about how hard it can be to explain the impact of these issues to people outside the Beltway and connect dark money and the nefarious influence of special interests to the life experiences of average Americans. Not true, one of the panelists replied. He pointed out that newly elected congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez had just done that very thing in a hearing on a pro-democracy bill. He had actually teed up a video of her questioning a witness that silenced the room—both in Congress when it happened and in Montana where we watched it. Ocasio-Cortez, popularly known as AOC, asked her questions in a way that illustrated the truly sordid nature of lobbying and dark money in Washington. With one question logically following another and building on the witness’s answer, she showed how the dollars that flow from these special interests drive lawmakers to draft legislation (or even more commonly to use drafts written by the lobbyists themselves) that benefit those very interests—with the unsurprising result that the legislative process is actually undercutting our democracy and economic justice.

As part of his presentation on new communications strategies to advance democracy, the speaker on the panel used this clip of Ocasio-Cortez at the hearing to show how we could do our work better. AOC took her witness step by step through the process by which a lobbyist gives money to politicians and at the same time writes bills that the members of Congress introduce and vote for. It was so well done, was so easy to understand, and was so disturbing that the NowThis video of her questioning went viral. A subject that seemed esoteric and unrelatable was all of a sudden clear. And it wasn’t just in explaining how the process worked that was so effective but also how AOC then connected this environment of slimy backroom backslapping and influence peddling to concrete outcomes that harm low-wage workers and vulnerable families in favor of banks and insurance companies. And the video was seen by millions of viewers across the country.1 That was real impact.

At the end of the video, everyone in that room in Montana had a smile on their face. They looked at each other in happy amazement as if to say, “finally, someone who can bring these issues alive for new audiences and make them care deeply.” To make real for the American people the true costs of having a political system where money buys not just access but outcomes has been a challenge for reformers. Here in one hearing, AOC had done it—and social media meant that people around the country could learn from her and share her clip with their friends and family. It had an exponential impact. One of AOC’s real talents is an intuitive grasp of how to translate complex but important issues and to make them understandable; and, more importantly, to make them seem relevant to those who aren’t glued to MSNBC day in, day out—to those who might have gotten turned off by politics because they didn’t think their voice counted or because the system seemed too broken for them to make a difference.

Those of us in the fight for social justice struggle constantly with how to explain complex issues to a broad audience—and then to get people to care and to give them meaningful ways to take action. It may be the single biggest challenge we face as advocates. Even when the public is generally on our side, we have difficulties in making our proposals to fix our broken democracy or address systemic breakdowns resonate with the public as forcefully as health care or economic distress. And then even if we can do that, we have the extra heavy lift of giving people something they can do about it—and then getting them to do it. In one short congressional hearing, Ocasio-Cortez was able to achieve much of this: expose a simple and compelling explanation of a problem, connect it to people’s daily lives as a matter of urgency, propose real solutions, get people to pay attention. That the House moved forward on the legislation may have had something to do with the fact that House members heard from their constituents that the issue was of central importance. AOC gave a textbook lesson in advocacy. I, for one, was taking notes.

Like many people, I heard first about AOC after she beat an incumbent congressman in a Democratic primary. Initially, I found her intriguing as a harbinger (I hoped) of a more progressive and diverse leadership for the left. But as I spent more time following her career, I saw that she was more than that. She was transformative, a young and engaging social media influencer who could inject a spark into policy debates and be a force multiplier for democratic change.

As an advocate working on democracy and rule-of-law issues in Washington, DC, I had been focused for the duration of the Donald Trump presidency on trying to shore up our constitutional framework and fight back against corruption and self-dealing. Part of my work has involved writing and speaking out about the Russian interference in our elections in 2016 and hence on the investigation led by Special Counsel Robert Mueller at the Department of Justice. When President Trump’s former attorney—or “fixer”—Michael Cohen was called to testify in front of a congressional committee, I was watching to see what he might say. I had few hopes for a real breakthrough since most congressional hearings just serve as vehicles for members of Congress to promote themselves rather than as real opportunities for advancing ideas or challenging policies. And to some extent that description was true for the Cohen hearing. But among the several new members who approached the hearing differently was Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. She came well-prepared to use her question time to ask questions! and to ask follow-up questions! That may not seem unusual, but, trust me, it is. A typical member uses the time for pontificating or bloviating, rarely getting to a question and instead making a statement. Even when they do ask a question, they almost never pay attention to the answer. Not only did she ask questions and build on what she learned through further inquiries, but she used her time the way a good lawyer in a trial would—to lead a witness through the evidence in order to establish the proof behind her arguments, and, in this case, to outline areas for further investigation. It was a masterful showing. Charlotte Alter, in a profile she wrote for Time, exclaimed “She’s a political phenomenon: part activist, part legislator, arguably the best storyteller in the party since Barack Obama and perhaps the only Democrat right now with the star power to challenge President Donald Trump’s.”2 After AOC was done asking her questions—along with several other new members—the Democrats had a road map to pursue investigations into Trump’s alleged efforts to hide or diminish the value of his assets to fend off creditors and inflate them to get more loans and insurance payments. The sequencing of her questions was crisp, specific, and actionable.

Frankly, I was mesmerized. In a spurt of writing, I drafted an opinion piece for the New York Times. Most of the paper’s coverage focused on Cohen and his statement implicating President Trump in crimes and unethical behavior, but my main interest was on sending a message to other politicians—“Learn from her!” If more Democrats did what AOC did in a hearing, congressional committees could actually make those events into productive moments for engaging and educating the public and also establishing a real basis for further hearings and investigations based on testimony and other evidence uncovered in a hearing. The Times published my piece, entitled “How Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez Won the Cohen Hearing.” (The title was not quite accurate, as I mentioned a few others who similarly avoided grandstanding in favor of evidence-gathering.) The piece, originally only in the online publication, quickly got over one million views and ended up in the hard copy of the paper the next day. At the end of the week it was still one of the top two most-read New York Times articles in that period. I would like to think that was because of my rhetoric and the beauty of my prose, but in reality it was the star power of AOC that caused the piece to go viral. Yet people read the piece not only because AOC is a hot property right now, but also because it challenged the common assumption that she is a flash in the pan, of little substance, all social media and no real-life engagement. Anyone watching the hearing would know that none of that is true. And this hearing was not an aberration but in fact the way the young congresswoman operates in Washington. She’s careful and thorough, does her homework, and works to have an impact. But she combines that discipline and interest in making a difference with an uncanny ability to break down issues to their simplest parts and explain complex subjects in language that makes them accessible and interesting to the public—and does the more important part of even getting people to take action. This has been true of her hearing appearances on legislation to protect our democracy as well as her use of Twitter and Instagram to demonstrate the impact of climate change on our daily lives. She’s a communicator, a translator, and a motivator. And she’s exciting to watch.

Her commitment to the issues transcends partisan identifications. When she discovered that Senator Ted Cruz from Texas, one of the most conservative members of the Senate, shared her view that members of Congress should face a permanent ban on lobbying, she reached out to him to join her in sponsoring legislation. And he did. And then she looked for other Republicans who similarly view the revolving door as unbridled corruption. She found Chip Roy in the House and Senator Brian Schatz, a Democrat from Hawaii who signed on as Cruz’s Senate cosponsor. AOC tweeted her excitement about the bipartisan effort and retweeted Roy’s commitment to join her on the bill: “Okay, with @brianschatz+ @tedcruz we’ve got at least one D-R team in the Senate to ban members becoming lobbyists, & myself w/ @chiproytx makes at least one D-R team in the House. And that’s just in a few hours - there will surely be more from both parties to sign on. Nice.”3 What is clear is that AOC is authentic and lives her values. She is a committed liberal, feminist, and believer in economic justice, but when she finds a conservative who agrees with her on an issue, she will work with that person because what matters is making a difference. Some might find such a quality heroic. In fact, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez is now even a comic book hero. Soon after she started in Congress, Devil’s Due, a comic book publisher, announced its latest product:

Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and the Freshman Force: New Party Who Dis? It’s Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and the “Freshman Force” of Congress vs. the establishment in this all new commemorative comic! . . . From the house that brought you Barack the Barbarian: No F#¢*s Left! Featuring comics from various artists and bonus activities and games. Grab a hamberder and cup of covfefe and prepare to enjoy this read!4

Dressed in a glamorous white suit, astride a dead, red elephant, AOC holds out her cell phone like a magic weapon of justice. Apart from the ugly imagery of an elephant killing, which brings up bad memories of Donald Trump’s sons’ horrendous hunting expeditions in Africa, it is an inspiring cover.

AOC is indeed a superhero, but she’s also reliably human and approachable. She’s truly got the Superman/Clark Kent schtick down (including the glasses)—it comes out in her ability to talk directly to people about issues in their daily lives while at the same time participate in congressional hearings and briefings at a level equal to or superior to those who have served decades on the Hill. Her impact has already been outsized—she has successfully pushed many of the Democratic candidates for president to take a stronger stance on climate change, including embracing the Green New Deal. She worked with local activists in New York to prevent Amazon from opening a major office there that was feared would raise housing and transportation costs for average people. And she’s brought public attention to esoteric issues like campaign finance reform where she was able to build a large audience for her clear and dramatic explanation of how lobbying and corporate money influence legislative outcomes. Even her lipstick brand has gone viral, once she mentioned it on Twitter.5

But there’s a downside to all of this fame and attention. Apart from the fact that she’s now recognized everywhere she goes—“I miss being able to go outside in sweats,” she told a Time reporter, “I can’t go anywhere in public and just be a person without a lot of people watching everything I do.” Certainly, it is a challenge to process the change from being a bartender struggling to earn a living wage to the hero of a comic book, the star of a documentary, and a political rising star. That’s head-spinning. But there are worse downsides. While she’s got a large following on social media and many who admire her, she’s also the subject of visceral hatred from some on the right who see her as epitomizing the change they fear: she’s a woman of color, urban, hip, young, and progressive. And she’s not just progressive. She calls herself a democratic socialist, as do many in her age group. Her profile captures the evolution of the United States and its political landscape—from white male–dominated to a nation where women and people of color have a role to play and are a growing force. She’s challenging both white supremacy and our new gilded age’s version of capitalism. And striking a nerve. She’s trolled on Twitter and endlessly defamed on right-wing media, seemingly the only Democratic politician in Washington on certain days, so obsessed are some in their criticisms of her. Some on the right hate her so much she has received death threats.6

And it’s not just the far right that fears and hates her. Some Democrats think she’s moving too far and too fast. They think her policy proposals are too radical and prefer an incrementalist approach. But she’s impatient. “By the time legislation actually gets through, it is five years from now,” she told reporter Charlotte Alter. “So everything we introduce needs to have 2025 or our kids in mind.” Unlike most politicians who focus on the next election and thus only on the bills that they can introduce or pass in two-year blocks of time, she has a longer-term horizon. She’s looking for real change. She doesn’t see this approach so much as an internal Democratic Party schism but as an indicator of where the country is going. “There’s always this talk about division within the Democratic Party, ideological differences,” she said. “But I actually think they’re generational differences. Because the America we grew up in is nothing like the America our parents or our grandparents grew up in.”7 Her generation and those after hers haven’t had the same belief in the American dream and endless opportunity. They see their future not as one of growing prosperity but one where they will face financial stresses and struggle to have a middle-class life. At the same time, these younger people fear the coming impact of climate change on their lives and well-being.

Stepping up to do her part fighting the climate crisis, AOC partnered with the Sunrise Movement, an “army of young people to stop climate change.” Together they released “A Message from the Future with Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez.” In an email to activists, the group announced that the “video . . . is about how we got where we are today and what could be possible over the coming decade if we come together and fight for a Green New Deal.”8 The message: we don’t have time to wait. For AOC, that imperative translates into an agenda of big dreams and high hopes. How can we create an America where the powerless and the vulnerable have a voice, where economic prosperity is shared more fairly, where our rivers and lakes are clean and our air is breathable now and in the future? If the elders in power won’t address the problem, then it must be the role of younger people to force a response.

It’s a big task but one that has to be taken on—or else. And one that she is optimistic about. “I used to be much more cynical about how much was up against us,” she told Time. “I think I’ve changed my mind. Because I think that change is a lot closer than we think.”9 She argues that the rising electorate of young and diverse voters will in fact make this change happen—it has the growing numbers and political engagement to make a real impact.

And she’s got the data to show it. In response to those who say Democrats should pay more attention to disaffected white working-class men, she says that’s not the answer. According to Ocasio-Cortez, “This is why I say that expanding the electorate is a more effective strategy than burning to win over a tiny slice of people. It’s entitled to demand ‘vote blue no matter who’ - no matter how ‘right’ that is.” Her tweet continued, “You HAVE to deliver a real platform that improves people’s lives.” She attached a bar graph to her tweet showing the bigger problem in the 2016 presidential election was not the Trump-Obama voters (a “unicorn” if there ever was one!) but the Obama-nobody voters—the progressives who stayed home in 2016 altogether. She then quoted a tweet by Alex Kotch, saying “This is pretty astounding, and could happen again if another Democratic centrist becomes the presidential nominee.”

AOC concluded, “& I mean improve ALL people’s lives, not only ‘swing voters’ lives. If all you want to talk about is wages but not the wage gap; marijuana but not criminal justice reform; trade deals but not labor; feminism but not trans rights, it’s YOU diminishing your electorate, not them.”10

If the Democratic Party leadership actually does pay attention to the data and connect the dots, then they will start to look at the issues that face the real Democratic base—and the emerging majority of Americans. So despite the hatred from the right and the effort to tamp her down by Democratic moderates, she still has—and inspires—hope for a better future, one with fewer guns and better schools, with fairer wages and more economic equity, with greater tolerance and a healthy environment. We can hope, can’t we?

[image: images]

Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez’s life has certainly become more complicated since she left the Bronx. But it doesn’t seem like AOC has any regrets, apart from an understandable sadness about the loss of her private life. She has high hopes and big dreams, and there’s no doubt at least some of them are going to be realized. And she also has identified major threats and issued a call for Americans to take action and take it now to avert catastrophe. I hope she can be successful there, too.

This book takes life lessons from this rising star, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez—already known to millions of people by her acronym “AOC”—that readers can apply to their own lives. In an incredibly short time, the young member of Congress has galvanized the country on issues of national importance. Forcing Democrats to confront climate change and income inequality, she is upending conventional wisdom about how young women, especially women of color, are supposed to behave. Her background, including a family that fell out of the middle class due to health-care challenges, has driven her to champion those on the margins, such as low-wage workers, immigrants, people of color, and younger people who face a future of climate disruption and instability. While she’s become a comic book hero, an influencer on social media, and a leading light in Congress, AOC’s examples are instructive for those of us, especially women, who aren’t in the limelight or known to the public as is the now-famous congresswoman.

Meant not exactly as a biography and not exactly as self-help, this book aims to marry the two by drawing lessons from AOC and attempting to distill the “AOC way.” Some of the readers may have read other books directed to women that aim to give them skills to navigate the workforce and life more generally, telling them to look to themselves to solve problems. I found that frustrating and obtuse—only public policy can provide systemic changes, and many women are not in any position to “lean in.” In my book Under the Bus, I state it bluntly:

[W]hile the media debate “opt out” and “lean in,” the real focus should be those who are “left out.” Women work, and increasingly they are filling jobs with few benefits, low wages, and unpredictable schedules. Even middle-class Americans are suffering from the consequences of the changes in our workplaces and the need for two incomes. Our workplace laws threw women of color under the bus from the beginning, but we will all get run over if we don’t reinvent our system to get everyone on board.11

What Ocasio-Cortez does brilliantly is to understand that women must stand together both in fighting for policy solutions and for each other as friends, colleagues, coworkers, and community members. She recognizes that any hope for justice and equality for women must include both systemic nationwide changes that need to occur to allow women to thrive, especially women of color and women who face economic and other challenges, but also the small but meaningful ways we can help each other directly. In other words, the human touch. Feminists in the 1970s were credited with coming up with the expression, “the personal is political”—that’s what it means. If we live our lives according to our values—treating other women with dignity, praising their successes, supporting them in their battles, comforting them when they are down, and fighting alongside them to change the world—our politics will also change. So it is not either/or but both/and. Personal commitment, political action.

In five chapters, this book weaves substantive issues and AOC’s experiences to understand how she so quickly came to dominate media coverage in America but also to drive real change in what seems like a lightning flash. AOC has demonstrated some key values and commitments on her way to success, such as believing in yourself and not letting haters take you off course; working hard and being prepared to prove your talents; bringing your experiences to your work by not forgetting how you got where you are; challenging the status quo; and staying true to your friends and allies. She’s upended assumptions about what groups like youth, specifically young people of color; people from economically distressed backgrounds; immigrant families; and others are capable of—or how they should behave. She’s not been willing to sit back and listen to the direction of her elders. Time is of the essence, she knows, for our nation and the world to deal with climate change, economic inequality, and corporate greed.

At a time when so many of us are anxious about what is happening in our country and frankly terrified that worse might be coming in the future, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and her story can give us some hope and keep us from despair. She’s not giving up; nor should we. And, beyond the political and policy proposals, AOC also has a lot to say to women and others who have not had control of the levers of power in this country. Her example can help us become bolder and stronger but also allows us to stand together so that even the shy can be mighty. These are lessons in how to exert our power over politicians, how to stay true to our values and our friends, and how to believe in ourselves. She says to each of us, “we are all wonder women.”

Wonder women will reshape America. AOC recognizes that we cannot fight alone and win. Each of us is necessary for the collective good. That is why she stands up for her sisters—and her brothers—when they need someone to take their side. And that’s why she also uses her platform to celebrate the successes and accomplishments of women and progressive leaders. She shouts it from the rooftops—or the twenty-first-century version: she tweets and Instagrams about it. She works collaboratively with her fellow freshmen in the House and with senators who have been in office since before she was born.

Since being elected, Ocasio-Cortez has faced death threats and insults. Her staff have to control access to her office and keep her schedule under wraps. But she persists. Because to give up and surrender to the bullies would mean that they had won. And to give up and surrender would suggest to other young women, to people of color, to the vulnerable and impoverished, to the disabled and the dismissed, that they are really not of equal status. And to give up and surrender would allow this vision of “we the people” to be abandoned.

But that’s not the AOC Way. The AOC Way is for all of us to have a voice and a value, whatever our age, color, gender identity, religion, or other attribute.
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