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

I’m Speaking

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

—Kamala Harris



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

We come from many places—the people and our leaders—by force and by our own will for reasons that are noble and its opposite. We have our sails tilted in a myriad of directions. We are all being carried by the waves of change with a government founded on an idea of a government “of the people, by the people, for the people” riding in the same American boat, now with Vice President Kamala Harris and President Joe Biden at the helm.
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