The Young Folks Are Taking Over

Journalist Gwen Ifill was the speaker at the Voices of Conscience forum in downtown Minneapolis on Thursday, April 16.  She’s the moderator of Washington Week and senior correspondent for PBS’ Newshour.  She was also the moderator for the VP debate last fall between Joe Biden and Sarah Palin.  Her topic was the same as the title of her new book:  Breakthrough: Politics and Race in the Age of Obama.
Ten minutes before the event began the Westminster Presbyterian Church was packed -- standing room only and an overflow crowd being shuttled into back-up spaces... the largest crowd I’ve seen at these events.  Don’t know if it was Ifill’s popularity or the nice spring day,  but she got a standing ovation when she entered.

Ifill is a “preacher’s kid” whose father was an immigrant itinerant Episcopalian minister from Panama.  Her mother was from Barbados.  She likes coming to Minnesota (“the land of 10,000 lakes and one senator”): “I’m just popular enough that I can count on a free drink anywhere I go.”  

Her book is about “where race and politics intersect” and most people who haven’t read it (myself included) assumed it was an encomium for Obama.  Not true.  She began it before he became the Democratic nominee and when she -- like most people -- couldn’t imagine him winning.  It’s really a book about a new generation of young black leaders who have seized power before anyone had heard of them or thought such a thing was possible.

They share many characteristics.  They are young (30s and early 40s), went to “elite” colleges, and come from backgrounds of community organizing.  Writing about them was a revelation for Ifill who began her career covering race riots in Boston.  She used to telephone the principals of schools and ask how many chairs and desks had been broken because it was too dangerous to be on site (“they didn’t pay me enough to actually go down there”).  And now she’s covering “the astonishing” rise of Obama as well as this group of black leaders who seem to have little connection to those days.

They have “walked through the doors their predecessors knocked down for them” and they expect access rather than denial to positions of power.  One is Cory Booker, the Mayor of Newark.  Another is Artur Davis, Alabama congressman who is running for governor of his state.  Another is Jesse Jackson Jr, Congressman from Illinois and (of course) son of Jackson, Sr. Another is Benjamin Jealous who, at 35, became head of the NAACP.  Like Obama they seem to have come out of nowhere (“Obama’s from Hawaii, for heaven’s sake!”) to challenge the old guard who marched with Dr. King and fought for Civil Rights in the 60s and 70s.  

These young “whippersnappers” share ideas and experiences that link them to each other and in many cases separate them from the old guard.  Most of them lost their first election (like Obama).  They were attacked by blacks as not being black enough (and as being pawns of Jewish conspiracies).  They were attacked by others as being too black -- too focused on minority issues and therefore unsuited to represent majorities.  

What they learned from these experiences was how to answer key questions:  who ARE you? Do you respect me or are you just another politician who will sell me out?  Will you represent your own group or the interests of all of us?  Ifill cited a curious incident in South Carolina after Obama won the primary there.  A group chant rose in the (mostly white and mostly young) crowd:  “race doesn’t matter; race doesn’t matter.”  This was three blocks from where the Confederate flag still flew over the state courthouse.  Of course race matters -- as Obama recognized.  It’s just that it may matter now in different ways than it did 40 years ago.  And it can both help and hurt these young black politicians.

Jesse Jackson Sr. endorsed Obama, but not enthusiastically (“Well, he’s from Illinois, so I support him.”)  Ifill interviewed his son who suggested that the difference between this new group of leaders and their predecessors is more than just generational.  Jesse Jr., “with all due respect” to his father, thinks that he and Al Sharpton and their peers represent a kind of leadership that is “profoundly unaccountable.”  They are heroes of the Civil Rights Movement, but holding rallies and staging marches won’t change people’s lives in meaningful ways.

Ifill said she then walked a couple blocks down the street to run these ideas by Jackson Sr.  He noted that “vigorous debate” was always encouraged in his house and that “there was no penalty” for holding different points of view.  “We have different roles,” said Jackson Sr.  “I’m the agitator; he’s the negotiator.”

Ifill thinks the rise of these new leaders shows that we are anxious to have “a discussion about race that is not about guilt or blame.”   To just ignore it isn’t an option.  It shows you really think that someone of a different race has something to be ashamed of.  These new leaders don’t want to ignore race, but they’re saying that race is not the only thing that defines them.  They’re saying to their elders -- this is my time, whether you think so or not.  And they’re making the claim to Americans that they can speak for everyone and help make their lives better.

In the Q&A session Ifill answered a question about where the black church stands in all this.  She pointed out that the church was very important to the Civil Rights movement.  Church was where African Americans could have the podium and the microphone and be heard.  It was also where they were taught that “the world had something to do with us.”  The new leaders are religious, but not especially church-based.  “The model for leadership is shifting, and so is the place.”

How serious is the divide between African-Americans and people who are African American -- more recent immigrants?  Ifill thinks this is overblown a bit, but acknowledges differences.  The decision to immigrate is difficult.  It means leaving behind what you know and making a life in a world you don’t know -- with all the attendant difficulties of language, social customs, economic hardships, etc.  This leads to a powerful kind of motivation to “make it.”  Apathy is not an option.  Ifill thinks the differences “transcend race” and are more about the issues all immigrants face.

What about the Reverend Wright incident during the campaign?  It really taught Obama some key political lessons.  He learned that you can’t cling to decisions that aren’t working, and especially you can’t go on defending people who aren’t defending you.

What are three things Congress can do to improve race relations?  “No.  That’s on us.”  We can’t -- and shouldn’t -- rely on Congress for this kind of fundamental change.  We have to take it on ourselves, individually.  We have to learn how have the conversations, listen better and respect other ways of thinking.

Why are there no new African-American women political leaders?  Women have different priorities.  Nancy Pelosi is a grandmother. Shirley Franklin, the mayor of Atlanta, is in her 60s.  Women lead, but not always in the political arena.  Having and raising kids means that they begin later.  They also have a tendency not to be aggressive in seeking power.  “They wait to be asked.”

Exactly how should the conversation about race change?  People get upset when they’re asked to apologize for the sins of their parents, grandparents, etc.  They think, “I did nothing wrong, why should I feel guilty?”  The question needs to change from “what are you supposed to give me?” to “what can we do for each other?”  Ifill: “When it’s about blame nobody listens.”

Is Obama engaging the “lions of the Civil Rights movement?”  “Not much.”  He has great respect for them but he’s making a strong and ongoing effort to move ahead rather than look back.  He keeps these people at a respectful distance.  “I can’t imagine him with his fist raised singing ‘We Shall Overcome’.” 

-- both of the Obamas are “very subtle about race.”   For a long time there was a bust of Winston Churchill in the Oval Office.  One day it had been replaced with a bust of Martin Luther King.  Michelle was reading stories to a group of children when she asked them, “Did you know that slaves built the White House?”   Ifill: “This is not something any previous First Lady bought up before.”

How did you choose the questions for the Biden/Palin VP debate?  Ifill looked for questions that may help the public understand who these politicians really are -- either by their answers or the contrast between how they choose to answer.  In the 2004 VP debate Cheney and Edwards were asked what they planned to do about the dramatic increase in AIDS among African-Americans.  Cheney:  “Really?  I didn’t know that.”  Edwards talked about Africa.  It was clear neither one of them had a clue about this issue.

-- 95% of the questions submitted by the public last fall were for or about Palin. “It was a bit embarrassing;  here was Joe Biden, this experienced, serious and immensely talented politician, and nobody seemed to care.”

Any behind-the-scenes secrets to reveal about the debate?  Two days before the date Ifill had finished drafting her comments and assembled her questions.  She walked downstairs from her study, tripped, fell and broke her ankle.  The doctor said she would need surgery, but wrapped it up so she could do the debate.  They built a special ramp so she could get to her seat.  “Two big, good looking linebackers lifted my wheelchair up to the ramp.  They looked very nervous -- if they dropped me they’d lose their scholarships.”  After the debate she was criticized for not getting up to shake hands with the candidates.  “I wasn’t being rude. I was in pain.  And I couldn’t move.”

What role did her parents play in her career?  Her father was “an accidental feminist.”  He didn’t like to see women in the pulpit but he taught his daughters they could do anything they wanted. (“These things don’t always match up in real life.”) They were optimists and so is Ifill. She believes that we will find a way to make race part of the national conversation in more productive ways.  

Did she know Clarence Thomas had been at the U of Minnesota that week?  “Oh, I just missed him?”  Ifill thinks Thomas is very sincere in his beliefs and she admires his consistency.  She watched him at an event honoring D.C. high school students.  “He walked around introducing himself, saying ‘Hi. I’m a lawyer.  What do you want to be?’  And he didn’t leave until he’d talked to every single kid.”

Does the East Coast media ignore the midwest?  “We do tend to overlook the rest of the country -- unless there’s a flood, or bad weather or something dramatic.”  She was recently criticized for referring to “reliably Republican Minnesota” (“Oh that couldn’t have been me. Must have been the other black female in broadcast journalism.”)  There’s a need for more diversity in the media -- and not just racially.  “We need more people from land grant colleges not just elite schools”... people who have different ways of telling the story, not just the way people on the coasts see it.

Why doesn’t she run for office?  “I’m much happier being the person who gets to ask the questions.”

Comment.  I like Ifill.  She seems balanced and knowledgeable and has a sly but biting sense of humor.  She doesn’t get rattled in the face of criticism or angry at people who are obviously being deceptive.  Her book introduces (for most of us) a story about American politics that has been overshadowed by Obama.  

But she’s definitely locked into a way of seeing things that is more prevalent inside the Washington beltway than outside of it.  She’s articulate and speaks quickly and sometimes this can turn into glibness --  many people would not make such a clear distinction between “land grant universities” and “elite” ones.  

She recognizes the issue of “accountability” among the new generation of black leaders.  I’m not sure she (and most other broadcast journalists) recognize it among themselves.

-- Doug Wilhide,  April 2009

