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INTRODUCTION TO PETE BUTTIGIEG

BY SERIES EDITOR SCOTT DWORKIN





When South Bend’s mayor, Pete Buttigieg, launched his exploratory committee for president on January 23, 2019, not many folks thought he would actually have a chance of winning any primary, let alone becoming the Democratic nominee. But since then, Buttigieg’s popularity has skyrocketed, turning his underdog campaign into a formidable candidacy. He’s pieced together a stellar campaign team, a list of some solid endorsements, and has been able to positively stay in the news at a steady pace since the beginning.

A major reason why Buttigieg has broken out in to the top five in the pack is due to his commonsense rhetoric which resonates with folks across the country. You can see this in his campaign slogan, “A Fresh Start For America,” a line that is sure to hook a lot of Americans facing the turmoil of the Trump presidency.

Buttigieg’s policies are not clearly listed on his website, but many of the Democratic candidates’ platforms aren’t on their sites, either. It is tough to assess his vision, though, without knowing where he stands on a lot of different issues. Of the top five polled 2020 Democratic primary candidates, the leader—Vice President Biden—has no published agenda yet, either, while the three senators that are candidates have extensive bodies of policy either on their campaign websites or in the bills they’ve introduced over the past year. But Buttigieg’s announcement speech and recent press articles do finally reveal a robust, progressive policy platform from the mayor. More of that is detailed in Chapter 4.

The mayor’s policy stances, we discovered, are clearly progressive. But more important, he makes decisions and presents issues in a way that understands and speaks to the real, everyday concerns of the average American. That makes him a candidate to watch.

Although that platform doesn’t set him apart from the pack, there are a lot of different things that do. And it’s not just his ability to connect with voters. Buttigieg’s age, thirty-seven, is both helpful and hurtful to his candidacy. Some younger voters have found him appealing, as he can connect easier with millennials then some of the candidates in their seventies. But I’ve also heard several voters downplay his candidacy due to his age, saying things along the lines of, “He is young, he has a bright future, but his time isn’t now.”

It is mind-bending, though, and hilarious, when he reminds us that he will be Trump’s age in 2054.

Another thing that sets the mayor apart from the other candidates is his military service. He served in the U.S. Navy Reserve from 2009 to 2017, and was deployed to Afghanistan (by request) for seven months. Most of the other folks in the running have never served in the military, so this unique background will give him the opportunity to separate himself from the rest.

Another positive for the Buttigieg campaign is the fact he hasn’t spent much time in DC, so he is able to say he’s an outsider who is looking to change things up. Almost all of the other Democratic candidates have spent years in elected federal office, based in DC. This really does separate him from the mix, and voters and donors are starting to take notice.

All of these experiences will likely benefit his candidacy more than not. Buttigieg is clearly a leader who is mature, has poise, and has a unique ability to be diplomatic yet strike back fiercely when needed. He is smart and quick-witted, and does not take criticism lying down.

If Buttigieg were to become president, he would be a strong, pragmatic leader. He would definitely reach across the aisle and look to accomplish as much as he can in a bipartisan fashion. He would never tweet nonsense, and would not violate the Constitution. He would honor our country and understand the great responsibility in being Commander-in-Chief.

We’ve seen this to be true in a few examples of how Buttigieg has handled divisive issues and situations in the past.

One of them happened while serving as mayor in April of 2018, where he had to make a tough call about the abortion debate, a significantly divisive issue in the conservative state of Indiana. He had to decide whether or not an antiabortion group should be able to take up a commercial space next to a women’s health and abortion clinic.1 Buttigieg took the bold step of vetoing his city council’s decision that would’ve allowed the move. But to defuse the situation, he made the following statement: “I don’t think it would be responsible to situate two groups, literally right next to each other, in a neighborhood, that have diametrically opposed views on the most divisive social issue of our time.”

Even though he knew some would find it unpopular, he still made a clear decision on what he believed was best, and safest, for his city. Buttigieg even cited statistics that said a community was three times as likely to experience violent acts or harassment if an abortion clinic is situated next to an antiabortion center. That is a staggering number. He embraced a scientific study and used those numbers to help explain why he made the decision. To cap it off, he said: “Issues on the legality or morality of abortion are dramatically beyond my paygrade as a mayor.” The bottom line is that he made it about the security of his city, not about the issue of abortion. That made it much less controversial, and simmered down the opposition’s argument.

He obviously did his homework, and didn’t just rely on public sentiment, which is brave in itself. But this kind of move is presidential.

It takes courage to make strong decisions that might be unpopular or would welcome a clear negative response, especially in politics. It shows the mayor is wise and able to play the political chess needed at the presidential level, where every move you make matters and every word you use is scrutinized. He took some blowback, but in the end it was clear to most of the people in his community that he had made the sensible choice.

Another divisive issue that Buttigieg has handled masterfully in the past is that of LGBTQ rights. As the first Democratic candidate to run as an openly gay man, Buttigieg not only makes his stance abundantly clear on equal rights for members of every gender identity and sexual orientation, but sees his candidacy as an instrument for change, whether he wins the nomination or not. The mayor said this to LGBTQ newspaper the Washington Blade: “Actually having someone from the LGBTQ community on the ballot is important. It will make things better for the next person who comes along and that America needs to be given a chance to demonstrate that it’s ready for this.”2

Buttigieg also stood vehemently against Trump’s transgender military ban. And given Buttigieg’s military experience, he possesses a very unique view of how little it matters if someone is transgender or not in the military. The mayor makes a great point. If you can do your job, all that matters is the fact it’s a fellow American next to you. Nothing else.

The key point here is that Buttigieg doesn’t let issues that normally split the electorate get used to divide people on party lines. He doesn’t make it about partisanship. He makes it about common sense. Buttigieg has a real talent for conveying a clear message to the masses and, more importantly, for governing and speaking with the best interests of the common American in mind. And that is how a true leader can unify our divided country.

He’s unique, he’s thoughtful, decent, and charismatic. And it shows on the campaign trail. He already has displayed how knowledgeable he is of almost every major issue. He’s smart, well spoken, and doesn’t seem to get rattled easily. He’s confronted protesters and hecklers without pause, and has been able to push back against continuous attacks from people on the national stage like Vice President Mike Pence. These are just some of the reasons why the mayor’s campaign has started to take off.

And the momentum is starting to show, as he started to gain in the polls and even raised a surprising $7 million in the first few months of the campaign.3 He even started to lock down fund-raisers with major donors who were backing candidates like Senator Kamala Harris. The fact they are now splitting the difference with other candidates is a testament to the fact that they see a future in Mayor Pete. Several donors have told me personally that no matter if it is “Kamala-Pete or Pete-Kamala,” they think of it as a winning ticket.

The Buttigieg campaign has also received some surprising endorsements including those of Rep. Don Beyer (D-VA), former Chairman of the Democratic National Committee Steve Grossman, the mayors of Austin, Texas, West Sacramento, California and Dayton, Ohio. In addition, he’s been endorsed by five former ambassadors, state senator Michael Rodrigues from Massachusetts, and Cole Reel, a state representative in New Hampshire.4

Yet, there are several negatives surrounding Buttigieg that will start to be amplified as we get closer to the primary season.

One of those negatives is the lack of political experience when compared to other candidates. In the past, less political experience usually would be something that is conveyed as a positive, but not as much in 2020. People will want someone who has experience legislating, or at least a clear vision to move America forward. We learned via Trump that inexperience in government can be a very bad thing for our country.

An additional growing problem as the mayor’s campaign expands is the fact his ties to big money are expanding with it.5 He’s started to have private fund-raising events hosted with supporters linked to billionaires, something some of his primary opponents like Warren have pledged not to do.6 But money is still a necessary evil in politics. And since Buttigieg hasn’t been a federally elected candidate for years, he needs money in order to run a real campaign. As long as he doesn’t become beholden to the donors who give to him, it will turn out to be much more positive than negative.

Another issue Buttigieg is likely to be confronted with is his stance against free college. He said this while speaking to a group of college kids in April of 2019: “Americans who have a college degree earn more than Americans who don’t. As a progressive, I have a hard time getting my head around the idea a majority who earn less because they didn’t go to college subsidize a minority who earn more because they did.”7

That makes a lot of sense to some folks. But it still will open him up to criticism on the campaign trail from progressives like Warren, who are making it a key part of their campaign.

A big red flag that we spotted when looking further into Buttigieg’s record is the fact he has pushed the statement “all lives matter” in the past. As a reminder, the “all lives matter” campaign was a counterargument against the Black Lives Matter movement. So this could become a major issue when it comes to approaching the African American vote.

Another thing people have been critical of is Buttigieg’s support for a mandatory year of national service. “One thing we could do,” says the military veteran who served in a war zone during his term of office, “would be to make it, if not legally obligatory, then certainly a social norm that anybody after they’re eighteen spends a year in national service.” He believes that it’s “one of the ideas that everybody likes,” but that will likely be challenged on the campaign trail.8

Recently, he has received a lot of criticism for the idea. If he changed it from mandatory to a situation where Americans can benefit from a year of service like getting a free education or some other incentive, then it would resonate more.

So there are some kinks he has to work out. And although he’s had some miscues, and has made some ill-advised statements in the past, overall the Pete for America campaign platform is extremely progressive. It aligns with most other candidates in the race, but how he presents it separates him from the pack. He can go in depth with almost any issue, and he actually is knowledgeable of the fine print. Buttigieg is quick-witted and savvy when it comes to most issues. And he has a commanding presence in a room that looks presidential.

But can Mayor Pete Buttigieg win the Democratic primary? Yes, but it’s going to be tough.

The pathway to victory is narrow, but it’s still doable. With a mix of hard work and luck, he might be able to pull it off.

Former Vice President Biden’s entry into the race for president makes things much more complicated for Buttigieg. It will make getting more endorsements and raising more money that much harder. As the Democratic field expands to over twenty candidates, it really makes it harder for any candidate to stand out and be heard among such a strong field of experienced politicians, some of whom have been spending years laying the groundwork for a presidential run, such as Senators Sanders, Warren, Harris, and the former vice president. Of course, the flip side of that is since he has already stood out early, he won’t have that problem going forward now that Buttigieg has improbably become a household name. Or at least “Boot-Edge-Edge” has.

In order for Buttigieg to win the primary he probably would need to be able to pull out some wins before Super Tuesday, with, at a minimum, a top three finish in Iowa, New Hampshire, and South Carolina. He would also need endorsements from some of the groups that likely will support Biden, Booker, Harris, Sanders, or Warren. That’ll be a tough sell, with it being so easy for groups not to endorse until there is a Democratic nominee. Some groups might talk about how they’ve had an allegiance with a candidate for years, so even if they don’t endorse, their support is clearly already aligned with one of the candidates. President Obama indeed faced the same sort of challenges, but it wasn’t such a vast field of candidates back in 2008.

If Buttigieg gains the necessary financial resources and is able to pull more endorsements from elected officials, labor unions, and progressive organizations, then he might have a clear path to the nomination. But again, that could become nearly impossible with the entry of former Vice President Biden into the mix.

One thing is certain about Buttigieg’s candidacy: he is here to stay. It looks like he has already raised enough money to make it to Super Tuesday. And based on his national exposure to date, he will be a force to be reckoned with in the primary debates.

If Buttigieg is lucky enough to make it through the gauntlet of the Democratic primary process as the victor, he will then have to face the most cutthroat and corrupt campaigner in American history: President Donald Trump.

Trump is already starting with his line of attack against Buttigieg. In early May, Trump compared his looks to the old face from the cover of Mad magazine, saying: “Alfred E. Neuman cannot become president of the United States.”9 This is the first indication that Trump deems Buttigieg to be a genuine threat. As we’ve learned, Trump only attacks folks who threaten him. But in Mayor Pete fashion, he struck back with two jabs by saying: “I’ll be honest. I had to Google that. I guess it’s just a generational thing. I didn’t get the reference. It’s kind of funny, I guess. But he’s also the president of the United States, and I’m surprised he’s not spending more time trying to salvage this China deal.”10 Ouch.

In a general election matchup between Trump and Buttigieg, it would be difficult for Trump, that’s for sure. With Buttigieg’s background of growing up in the Midwest and his ability to talk to the voters that Hillary couldn’t, it is completely possible that Pete could beat Trump in 2020. If they were to face off, I believe that Buttigieg would mop the floor with Trump. And that Pete would win states that Hillary didn’t, including Iowa, Michigan, Ohio, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin. If that’s the outcome, Buttigieg would receive 317 electoral votes and Trump would receive 221.

So can Buttigieg win if he is the Democratic nominee? Absolutely.

As his campaign website grandly proclaims, “Our country needs a fresh start,” adding “Pete stands for the better America that we know we can be.”11 If Democratic primary voters nominate Mayor Pete, he would probably beat Trump. And our country might get the “fresh start” he talks about.




WHO IS PETE BUTTIGIEG?





Mayor Pete Buttigieg’s candidacy is a three-legged stool that rests upon his youth, his intellectual clarity of vision, and the insight he gained from his unique life experiences including military service, the Ivy League, and the world of business consulting. He declared his presidential exploratory committee on January 23, 2019, just days after releasing a memoir about his life.

Pete Buttigieg’s seven-year record in public office is spread across thousands of local stories in the South Bend Tribune. Buttigieg came out in a letter to the editor in 2015, two months after the state’s Republican governor passed sweeping antigay legislation that caused a national uproar and thrust the mayor into the political spotlight. Vice President Mike Pence was that governor, and he quickly rolled back Indiana’s Religious Freedom Restoration Act after boycotts and public pressure.1

In the early part of the 2020 Democratic primary race, Pete Buttigieg turned Pence into his top political foil at a televised CNN Town Hall on March 10, 2019. His public shaming of the vice president by judging his actions against Pence’s professed religious beliefs sparked a discussion about the role of faith in modern politics.

The next day, his campaign had a six-figure fund-raising haul, and his candidacy took off from there. Although, while it appeared that success solely sprung from his TV appearance, the campaign’s work behind the scenes is what really leveraged the mayor’s national exposure.

Pete Buttigieg aims his candidacy squarely at millennials, and at attracting the Midwestern voters who helped put President Obama in office by a landslide in 2008, but abandoned the Democratic nominee in 2016. His book Shortest Way Home: One Mayor’s Challenge and a Model for America’s Future begins with a history of the factory closures in his beloved hometown of South Bend, explaining the postindustrial city he grew up in as it turned into a college town. Unlike his competitors, Mayor Pete didn’t employ a coauthor. The book became a New York Times best seller.2

Pete Buttigieg’s campaign publishes its policy agenda in mid-May 2019. It centers around three concepts: Freedom, Security and Democracy. In all, his issues outline lists twenty-seven different issues under those categories ranging from the freedom not to have to choose between health care and financial survival to security, meaning that America has commonsense gun laws. However, it only contains a single paragraph on foreign policy, an important presidential portfolio.

Pete Buttigieg is a Harvard College grad and Rhodes Scholar who preferred going home, while simultaneously becoming a citizen of the world working for America’s top management consulting firm McKinsey & Company. He quit that high-paying job to join the US Navy Reserve and run for a low-paying public service job in statewide elected office, which he lost. But he parlayed that political experience into a victory which landed him in the mayor’s office of South Bend at the age of twenty-nine. The decline of his rust-belt hometown in Indiana started in the 1960s when Studebaker shut down, and the city is best known as the home of Notre Dame University. The citizens of South Bend call him Mayor Pete.

The mayor’s unique experience as a naval intelligence officer deployed to an active war zone in Afghanistan—while he was serving as mayor—confers upon him a credential that the incumbent president doesn’t have. In fact, Buttigieg’s limited résumé significantly surpasses President Trump’s nonextant record of government experience outside of holding the nation’s highest office. It’s one of his campaign’s pegs. In relation to the Democratic primary field, only two other Democratic candidates have military experience: Reps. Tulsi Gabbard (D-HI) and Seth Moulton (D-MA). Neither is drawing over 1 percent of voters as of May 2019 in aggregate polling.3

He is the first major candidate from either party to be openly gay and married to a same-sex spouse. It’s a fact that doesn’t define the mayor’s campaign, but it is an important part of his story and his eventual rise to national political fame before embarking on a quixotic presidential campaign that suddenly became a leading effort in the 2020 Democratic primary. A Time magazine cover story told his husband’s story; it wasn’t bombshell news, but it reveals a personal side of the mayor that didn’t even exist until a few short years ago.
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