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We've got two well-qualified black candidates in the

field — and I might not vote for either of them.

Here's why

D. Watkins

February 14, 2019 12:00PM (UTC)

Back in 2008 America successfully elected its first black president,

and we could possibly get another in 2020. (OK, I'm not holding

my breath or anything.) There are two well-qualified and well-

respected African-American candidates running at the time I write

this: Sen. Kamala Harris of California and Sen. Cory Booker of

New Jersey. Becoming a black U.S. senator in America is almost

impossible -- there have been only 10 in our nation's history, and
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four of those were appointed rather than elected. So Booker and

Harris both have a decent shot at dethroning Trump if they don’t

take the black vote for granted.

They are going to have to earn those black votes, even though we

are boxed into a group literally called “The Black Vote.” What many

outside that box don't understand is that African-Americans are not

a monolithic bloc with identical thoughts who all want and need the

same things. And contrary to what a lot of people may believe,

black people base their votes on more than skin color alone. Just

ask Ben Carson and Herman Cain.

It’s too early for Harris or Booker to launch their "black plans," if

they have any at all, but I’m wondering if either of them will directly

address African-Americans or will instead take the Barack Obama

route: “I’m not the president of Black America, I’m the president of

the United States of America.” That worked for him, but it might not

work for Booker and Harris. They're just not as cool. Not many

people in this world are as cool as Barack, admittedly, and many

people in my generation wouldn’t be following elections without

him.

The toxic love story between politics and myself began back in

2008. Like most of the young people on my block, I didn’t care

about politicians. That word meant "liar" to us -- the local ones

effortlessly broke promise after promise, never opening the rec

center or repaving the basketball courts like they said they would

do during campaign season. Then George W. Bush was in the

White House so, yeah. The government didn’t matter to many of

us and then this Obama guy came on the scene.

“You mean to tell me that a guy named Barack Hussein Obama is
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running for president, and you think he’s going to win?” That,

followed by an explosion of laughter, was my initial response to the

news. Then I heard him give a speech, and I instantly understood

the hype, and even joined the campaign. Before I knew it, Obama

fever became contagious in my section of East Baltimore --

everybody was cheering the dude on, following the election,

learning the terminology, waking up to "Morning Joe," fussing

about superdelegates, hating on Hillary Clinton for staying in the

primary too long, anticipating insight from guys like Chris Matthews

and even donating money to Obama's campaign. And then,

magically, he won! We really made history.

Fast forward past eight years of the first black president and

nothing has really changed. Well, maybe not nothing. Don’t get me

wrong -- Obama tried his best. I personally wish he would have

done some things differently, like an executive order for slavery

reparations on his first day ... but it is what it is. No wave of social

mobility or economic advancement came to black people during

the Obama era. Many of us are in the same boat, if not worse. I’m

not directly basing that on Obama's policies or the way he

governed -- I'm just saying that a black president doesn’t equal

equality, and that leaves us with the task of selecting the best

person that meets our needs.

The Obama era ended in 2016, and we know what happened next.

I seriously don’t think the orange guy will be re-elected, if he even

runs, which makes me and the rest of the anti-Trumpers excited

about the upcoming race. Even though the first primaries and

caucuses are still a year away, it's never too early. So I'm putting

together my first draft of a Black People’s Guide to the 2020

Election.
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What you need to know about the candidates: 

Kamala Harris

She's only the second African American woman in history to serve

as a U.S. senator, which is like hitting the lottery. (The first was

Carol Moseley Braun of Illinois.)

She’s the daughter of an immigrant, so we shouldn’t have to worry

about her locking up little kids in cages.

She's not accepting corporate money, which means if you like her,

you better donate now.

She’s proposing the largest middle-class tax cut in history -- but I

guess you have to be part of the middle to enjoy it.

Harris forcefully advocated against the legalization of marijuana

when running for office in California in 2010, but switched her

stance five years later when it became pretty clear which way the

smoke was blowing. (To be fair, a lot of other Democrats did the

same thing.) She also said that she smoked a joint in college while

bumping Snoop and Tupac, which must make her a time traveler.

Harris finished Law School in 1986. Pac hit the scene in 1991, and

Snoop arrived in 1993.

As California attorney general, Harris disagreed with statewide

body-camera regulations even though African-Americans were

getting gunned down by police officers at alarming rates. Yeah,

that offends me. She also defended the three-strikes law, which

offends even more, and has pretty much been cool all along with

the death penalty, although she may bail out on that one too, along

with the rest of her party.

Slavery Reparations: N/A
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Better than Trump rating: Hell yeah

Cooler than Obama rating: Nope

Cory Booker

Booker is a college football-playing, Rhodes Scholar vegan who

went to Stanford and then Yale Law School, and started his

political career on the Newark City Council.

Booker was born in D.C. and grew up in the New Jersey suburbs,

but lived in the Brick Towers project in Newark when he was

running for mayor. That's where his street cred came from.

The first time Booker ran for mayor he lost to an incumbent who

was all kinds of corrupt. Then he starred in an Oscar-nominated

documentary about the journey, came back and won on his second

attempt -- I think that’s pretty honorable.

The Bloods in Jersey once put money on Booker's head, but he’s

still here. Cory 1, Bloods 0.

Booker gets mixed reviews for his support of charter schools,

which are a controversial topic in the black community (and

everywhere else). People either hate them or love them, so that

can go either way.

Booker is New Jersey’s first African-American senator, which is

like hitting the lottery. (See above.)

Booker wants to legalize weed and free the homies who've been

locked up over it. “States have so far led the way in reforming our

criminal justice system," he said, "and it’s about time the federal

government catches up and begins to assert leadership.”

Booker has taken a lot of money from Big Pharma, enough to start
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a chain of opioid shops. Yeah, that could be a pretty big downside.

Slavery Reparations: N/A

Better than Trump rating: Damn, are you kidding?

Cooler than Obama rating: 'Fraid not

Booker and Harris both have pros and cons. Maybe they can link

on the same ticket in an effort to balance out the differences. (I

know, probably not happening.) We'll see, but I may not end up

voting for either of them. Why? 

Oprah’s spiritual adviser, Marianne Williamson, is also running for

president. She is finally addressing the elephant in the room by

advocating for $100 billion in reparations to be distributed to

slavery descendants over a decade.

"I believe $100 billion, given to a council, to apply this money to

economic projects and educational projects of renewal for that

population, is a debt to be paid," she told CNN.

I’d actually like my money now! I don’t need a council or any type

of middleman, and I don't think $100 billion is going to be enough.

But at least she's talking about it! Hopefully Booker and Harris will

follow suit. Because if Trump decides to run again in 2020 and

offers reparations, then I promise you this: Kanye won’t be the only

black person in a crusty MAGA hat.

As a black person, I'm personally not sold on Harris or Booker yet.

When we hear about a real plan to cure systemic poverty in

underfunded black communities, a real plan on police reform

instead of the promotion of a flawed system (ahem, Sen. Harris), a

real plan on education reform instead of the promotion of a flawed

system (ahem, Sen. Booker) -- when those things enter the
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conversation, then maybe I'm on board. But not yet.

D. Watkins

D. Watkins is an Editor at Large for Salon. He is also a professor

at the University of Baltimore and founder of the BMORE Writers

Project. Watkins is the author of the New York Times best-selling

memoirs “The Beast Side: Living  (and Dying) While Black in

America” and "The Cook Up: A Crack Rock Memoir." His latest

book, "We Speak For Ourselves: A Word From Forgotten Black

America," is out now.

MORE FROM D. Watkins • FOLLOW @dwatkinsworld
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