Harris’s Failed Opportunity?
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08-26-2024 ~ Kamala Harris chose to embrace Republican language on the
economy even if she backs progressive politics.

During her nearly 40-minute-long speech on the final day of the 2024 Democratic
National Convention in Chicago, Vice President Kamala Harris laid out her
economic plan for the nation as “an opportunity economy where everyone has the
chance to compete and a chance to succeed.”

I deliberately chose not to watch her speech, preferring instead to read it. The
ebullience at this year’s DNC was infectious. The Democratic Party is leaning into
some of the language of progressive economic populism and is energized by a
younger, more enthusiastic nominee. But reading Harris’s speech rather than
watching it, helped bring some distance from the joy and clarified that the party is
still not embracing the language of progressive economic populism and continues
to use the destructive language of the right.

The term “opportunity economy” is itself the problem. It’s a phrase that former
Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell used to defend Donald Trump’s
economic agenda in 2019. Florida’s Chamber of Commerce, a staunchly pro-
business outfit, has used it as well.

The word “opportunity” means a chance, the creation of circumstances to make
something possible. We live in a nation where racial segregation is technically
illegal, which means people of color have the “opportunity” to attend elite
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schools, apply for jobs, build wealth, retire comfortably, and pass their wealth to
their children. Those opportunities have existed for decades. But data shows over
and over that they don’t translate into reality, especially for Black and Brown
people in the U.S. The racial wealth gap, for example, remains high. There are
structural barriers that remain firmly in place, and that require very specific
government intervention to dismantle. Will Harris embrace such a dismantling?

Harris proudly related during her DNC speech that she “took on the big banks,
delivered $20 billion for middle-class families who faced foreclosure, and helped
pass a homeowner bill of rights, one of the first of its kind in the nation.”

But she took on banks as a prosecutor, not as a legislator or executive. And her
homeowner bill of rights was, once more, based on the ideas of “opportunity.” In a
2017 op-ed she explained that the bill of rights was based on “six bills designed to
give Californians a fair opportunity to work with their banks, modify their loans,
and keep their homes.”

Harris pointed out at the DNC that she “stood up for veterans and students being
scammed by big, for-profit colleges. For workers who were being cheated out of
their wages, the wages they were due. For seniors facing elder abuse.” Again, all
were commendable achievements made during her role as a prosecutor and
Attorney General of California. Will she stand up for the rights of veterans,
students, workers, and seniors, or simply afford them opportunities for justice?

There is a huge difference between “opportunities” and “rights.” The former is a
pro-corporate, pro-business term that is perfectly consistent with an individualist
capitalist economy that has “winners” who make use of opportunities for wealth-
building and “losers” who fail to do so. But “rights” is a word that insists on basic
standards of fairness that everyone deserves. It encompasses an idea that
capitalism hates: that people have the right to healthcare, childcare, education,
homes, good wages, union jobs, and a stable climate. There are no winners and
losers.

There was little talk of such rights at the Convention. In fact, even the New York
Times noticed that Democrats avoided bringing up Medicare-for-All and the idea
that everyone—not just a subsection of the population—has the right to taxpayer-
funded healthcare. The Times’s Noah Weiland pointed out, “Her avoidance of a
policy that had been central to progressive Democratic aspirations underscores


https://u36605228.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=u001.irwnA1ZB8N-2BHNL3jUmYY-2BEL5mZ8oeds3zzb9-2BsxLOom0q6Qkc0Dgpd7sqCdGdueGsWVHkXcpeH5efZact2NDLoSs4bY9AbSpXB-2BMu0LMXIzxDt0uGrbU201eCMSHaLAVGWuQ-2B-2Fx0OW9yk37-2F6-2B1EDOBkDrk9119M1mY13Yk3-2Blk-3DDDnR_NTfd1z6-2FLsfsfrCw9ZfxeiYx-2BihpdECsklLSWlCcjpNIgQCPyZvj9-2B06hadgXc4woms-2F193gNYmE0KXSwE3G-2BIB3QN6BF8TTEcaDK3ljLNp-2FEsQzTAUzmcn0N-2FObeQqnzDHhOksdxpPk-2BOHEPPFpNbt-2BLlPVVIzt-2BjKL3iJSgEstVIrJER25Mf6l7CNWwZ9mAnezy8AgBQMftJRq8tQCHYbTbmMv3DKYKpVP4QEYgKTCSCdnd3az6U6ixxnxJKQmelyaEK1TwAcSwvgV2KjuPaxhA0oKa79BQdG8nZADPCSCptpQd2tU1x2Y-2Fw24zwLcb1iI1H5gY1dumnjJ2fZPNCwgmVM9gG-2FljyQW6R2mLSPXOdxT12f94TT3NQ-2Ffo49gGp1f83K3Tls1gkQIyJpPAUMjsArLFrRBGKaFVYN98EceAl0HQd9y8c2XGt4880pjOS-2FfuFX3cHISVf7TT3t8PvFl4fowR1uWXGW3IzWHr56ShsK82-2FygZwPuuvqFdGhhIuZRJM8C7pGZOVO0chUhIg676xh83jrpopahILBEBb90rOoOskplcrXPQZg-2BvMwT0slcydoSWnD1ifQBMJ8k6EQxGPKi38-2BWliAFCw6IfFiNDIsFiXmnQeN1YYiVJqZ2EETQ3tPwh88WophA89mE9yU7V0O0Ptui-2FzKAaSFQ7i76xA-2Fdrod0m7VFKr2uVAVMeESiVkkVt42DtKhUJ3I-2FHxYe9-2FBao5fpwddEqZWWoYtEUSsK-2BVbjNwWVWAoXIGGyqrKyYhZ8tTbJO-2FK000Z8iA-3D-3D
https://u36605228.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=u001.irwnA1ZB8N-2BHNL3jUmYY-2BK6ki9wV13ZHo6u9q6FVUDtmudr9cHLnjUUZmGSs-2FT-2BuGktGP7FZdHt-2Ft4K4LoZt3tYdwqkJZvFyrCNjV2glcOcv9phKHSolFBb5FoSh7omyQB-T_NTfd1z6-2FLsfsfrCw9ZfxeiYx-2BihpdECsklLSWlCcjpNIgQCPyZvj9-2B06hadgXc4woms-2F193gNYmE0KXSwE3G-2BIB3QN6BF8TTEcaDK3ljLNp-2FEsQzTAUzmcn0N-2FObeQqnzDHhOksdxpPk-2BOHEPPFpNbt-2BLlPVVIzt-2BjKL3iJSgEstVIrJER25Mf6l7CNWwZ9mAnezy8AgBQMftJRq8tQCHYbTbmMv3DKYKpVP4QEYgKTCSCdnd3az6U6ixxnxJKQmelyaEK1TwAcSwvgV2KjuPaxhA0oKa79BQdG8nZADPCSCptpQd2tU1x2Y-2Fw24zwLcb1iI1H5gY1dumnjJ2fZPNCwgmVM9gG-2FljyQW6R2mLSPXOdxT12f94TT3NQ-2Ffo49gGp1f83K3Tls1gkQIyJpPAUMjsArLFrRBGKaFVYN98EceAl0HQd9y8c2XGt4880pjOS-2FfuFX3cHISVf7TT3t8PvFl4fowR1uWXGW3IzWHr56ShsK82-2FygZwPuuvqFdGhhIuZRJM8C7pGZOVO0chUhIg676xh83jrpopahILBEBb90rOoOskplcrXPQZg-2BvMwTLYXkpwpkKgRhiygqrFatnIH4i2setcSw0AgcIclQRiPYQA6BGIWc4T3PXyZCY4518f4nPmA7a7Jg1Hf4PpQLee-2Fk-2BB7UQxlxHj9vzwZOZ3hqcH9KADxsYKryqEeEKJh-2B6C-2Fi88plHR00Bt2eodq9fFsrEuWRwbHLQirgHLs7kYCDgKffmtsETU5TlmfE6qL3EF7aJK21IxKb-2Fbt3vChI2g-3D-3D
https://u36605228.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=u001.irwnA1ZB8N-2BHNL3jUmYY-2BBaGdoKBcT6Hy54HOADBZEV005SVxn3AuAAviK9StdEZkS9QGgvbLqqXZc6GmDFXDM1ZmHlEdH-2B6Ceh6ntcRmlU8iRoAdJdE-2Bg17lvMnrUadnTHqdIFuhg4yFagKaifGAg-3D-3D4jP5_NTfd1z6-2FLsfsfrCw9ZfxeiYx-2BihpdECsklLSWlCcjpNIgQCPyZvj9-2B06hadgXc4woms-2F193gNYmE0KXSwE3G-2BIB3QN6BF8TTEcaDK3ljLNp-2FEsQzTAUzmcn0N-2FObeQqnzDHhOksdxpPk-2BOHEPPFpNbt-2BLlPVVIzt-2BjKL3iJSgEstVIrJER25Mf6l7CNWwZ9mAnezy8AgBQMftJRq8tQCHYbTbmMv3DKYKpVP4QEYgKTCSCdnd3az6U6ixxnxJKQmelyaEK1TwAcSwvgV2KjuPaxhA0oKa79BQdG8nZADPCSCptpQd2tU1x2Y-2Fw24zwLcb1iI1H5gY1dumnjJ2fZPNCwgmVM9gG-2FljyQW6R2mLSPXOdxT12f94TT3NQ-2Ffo49gGp1f83K3Tls1gkQIyJpPAUMjsArLFrRBGKaFVYN98EceAl0HQd9y8c2XGt4880pjOS-2FfuFX3cHISVf7TT3t8PvFl4fowR1uWXGW3IzWHr56ShsK82-2FygZwPuuvqFdGhhIuZRJM8C7pGZOVO0chUhIg676xh83jrpopahILBEBb90rOoOskplcrXPQZg-2BvMwTapyYD6-2FVvVLsExWD95Pjgd9OgQzmsPZz6m0bIbHkKQYgPBJ0AfM-2FA00KzJ1PmoBsbl3Ly-2FgffiN7zl37F5hfyeyZ61sw3vaRr-2BQ51I1hEUZ1-2BGVIodBoMSQGhX6dwOi5o7pBt2oujXcDmo5Ve8ZQWe-2FhssPbyp7XbAvESUGjVXYAgvmXqTEmnaMT-2FfBFQuf1y2PBDIzTgvMIOoNfzZCnVQ-3D-3D
https://u36605228.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=u001.irwnA1ZB8N-2BHNL3jUmYY-2BK6ki9wV13ZHo6u9q6FVUDtmudr9cHLnjUUZmGSs-2FT-2BuGktGP7FZdHt-2Ft4K4LoZt3tYdwqkJZvFyrCNjV2glcOcv9phKHSolFBb5FoSh7omyUntz_NTfd1z6-2FLsfsfrCw9ZfxeiYx-2BihpdECsklLSWlCcjpNIgQCPyZvj9-2B06hadgXc4woms-2F193gNYmE0KXSwE3G-2BIB3QN6BF8TTEcaDK3ljLNp-2FEsQzTAUzmcn0N-2FObeQqnzDHhOksdxpPk-2BOHEPPFpNbt-2BLlPVVIzt-2BjKL3iJSgEstVIrJER25Mf6l7CNWwZ9mAnezy8AgBQMftJRq8tQCHYbTbmMv3DKYKpVP4QEYgKTCSCdnd3az6U6ixxnxJKQmelyaEK1TwAcSwvgV2KjuPaxhA0oKa79BQdG8nZADPCSCptpQd2tU1x2Y-2Fw24zwLcb1iI1H5gY1dumnjJ2fZPNCwgmVM9gG-2FljyQW6R2mLSPXOdxT12f94TT3NQ-2Ffo49gGp1f83K3Tls1gkQIyJpPAUMjsArLFrRBGKaFVYN98EceAl0HQd9y8c2XGt4880pjOS-2FfuFX3cHISVf7TT3t8PvFl4fowR1uWXGW3IzWHr56ShsK82-2FygZwPuuvqFdGhhIuZRJM8C7pGZOVO0chUhIg676xh83jrpopahILBEBb90rOoOskplcrXPQZg-2BvMwTMjAj-2BCZ738sU-2Fttv4wz-2FhS0byRQLGybGFGDPX35Pr4noXDWQsvm8m0EdoN2bRu6T3ZPeEWf-2FMdAP4iWnsjJzn7dXkPdK7-2BPLYVJX5XX5FCWmCQUVu1Qwyqjd47eF2oc4JJgsSFzD-2FeUa4sHhVbftppkQGGM5U52QG-2BXg-2FQ273esmnK-2BPWbSZyL4ysjS7KOfCA41qjVd-2FZRiqJruquuH6dQ-3D-3D
https://u36605228.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=u001.irwnA1ZB8N-2BHNL3jUmYY-2BK6ki9wV13ZHo6u9q6FVUDtsnKL5e12vSo7TCl-2BD9mF5GG5haUkZkuGOAVRSN3ogHUrcvBuDg0V-2FD5selPDTQxD3vtorUJHO93nsiL2OgDU-2BPBqN_NTfd1z6-2FLsfsfrCw9ZfxeiYx-2BihpdECsklLSWlCcjpNIgQCPyZvj9-2B06hadgXc4woms-2F193gNYmE0KXSwE3G-2BIB3QN6BF8TTEcaDK3ljLNp-2FEsQzTAUzmcn0N-2FObeQqnzDHhOksdxpPk-2BOHEPPFpNbt-2BLlPVVIzt-2BjKL3iJSgEstVIrJER25Mf6l7CNWwZ9mAnezy8AgBQMftJRq8tQCHYbTbmMv3DKYKpVP4QEYgKTCSCdnd3az6U6ixxnxJKQmelyaEK1TwAcSwvgV2KjuPaxhA0oKa79BQdG8nZADPCSCptpQd2tU1x2Y-2Fw24zwLcb1iI1H5gY1dumnjJ2fZPNCwgmVM9gG-2FljyQW6R2mLSPXOdxT12f94TT3NQ-2Ffo49gGp1f83K3Tls1gkQIyJpPAUMjsArLFrRBGKaFVYN98EceAl0HQd9y8c2XGt4880pjOS-2FfuFX3cHISVf7TT3t8PvFl4fowR1uWXGW3IzWHr56ShsK82-2FygZwPuuvqFdGhhIuZRJM8C7pGZOVO0chUhIg676xh83jrpopahILBEBb90rOoOskplcrXPQZg-2BvMwTfFFMJIBRFhIUnhXiuHyd0DhBquM8JKcTc5l5-2BaySCfQst-2BhroWXzFcg8P5ooz0Bb2UtlFm6o-2BFAeCkxGl3f-2BxZtzVTJVxsPrJXTR30FU7NuzHM224MYvKZE99uzJP1L9AMlT4kObbZ4P2hY4r37B9sHOQp4YpY2XPpySaXn4bEaTWKVgx3SP97OOE4ztAZXMBzNWSnHU5o-2F-2FkYDsBZFISA-3D-3D
https://u36605228.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=u001.irwnA1ZB8N-2BHNL3jUmYY-2BK6ki9wV13ZHo6u9q6FVUDtsnKL5e12vSo7TCl-2BD9mF5GG5haUkZkuGOAVRSN3ogHUrcvBuDg0V-2FD5selPDTQxD3vtorUJHO93nsiL2OgDU-2BPBqN_NTfd1z6-2FLsfsfrCw9ZfxeiYx-2BihpdECsklLSWlCcjpNIgQCPyZvj9-2B06hadgXc4woms-2F193gNYmE0KXSwE3G-2BIB3QN6BF8TTEcaDK3ljLNp-2FEsQzTAUzmcn0N-2FObeQqnzDHhOksdxpPk-2BOHEPPFpNbt-2BLlPVVIzt-2BjKL3iJSgEstVIrJER25Mf6l7CNWwZ9mAnezy8AgBQMftJRq8tQCHYbTbmMv3DKYKpVP4QEYgKTCSCdnd3az6U6ixxnxJKQmelyaEK1TwAcSwvgV2KjuPaxhA0oKa79BQdG8nZADPCSCptpQd2tU1x2Y-2Fw24zwLcb1iI1H5gY1dumnjJ2fZPNCwgmVM9gG-2FljyQW6R2mLSPXOdxT12f94TT3NQ-2Ffo49gGp1f83K3Tls1gkQIyJpPAUMjsArLFrRBGKaFVYN98EceAl0HQd9y8c2XGt4880pjOS-2FfuFX3cHISVf7TT3t8PvFl4fowR1uWXGW3IzWHr56ShsK82-2FygZwPuuvqFdGhhIuZRJM8C7pGZOVO0chUhIg676xh83jrpopahILBEBb90rOoOskplcrXPQZg-2BvMwTfFFMJIBRFhIUnhXiuHyd0DhBquM8JKcTc5l5-2BaySCfQst-2BhroWXzFcg8P5ooz0Bb2UtlFm6o-2BFAeCkxGl3f-2BxZtzVTJVxsPrJXTR30FU7NuzHM224MYvKZE99uzJP1L9AMlT4kObbZ4P2hY4r37B9sHOQp4YpY2XPpySaXn4bEaTWKVgx3SP97OOE4ztAZXMBzNWSnHU5o-2F-2FkYDsBZFISA-3D-3D

how quickly she has sought to define her candidacy while appealing to more
moderate voters, and how Medicare-for-All proposals have effectively left the
Democratic mainstream for now.”

Instead of asserting that everyone has the right to taxpayer-funded healthcare
Harris said, “We are not going back to when Donald Trump tried to cut Social
Security and Medicare. We are not going back to when he tried to get rid of the
Affordable Care Act when insurance companies could deny people with pre-
existing conditions.”

It sounds as though she and her party have given up on expanding government
healthcare to all and instead gone on the defense against the Republican Party’s
attacks on Medicare and the ACA.

Harris’s second favorite word, after “opportunity” was “freedom.” She used it a
dozen times in her speech, recasting “rights” as “freedoms.” She referenced the
“The freedom to live safe from gun violence in our schools, communities, and
places of worship. The freedom to love who you love openly and with pride.” She
also touted, “The freedom to breathe clean air, and drink clean water, and live
free from the pollution that fuels the climate crisis. And the freedom that unlocks
all the others: the freedom to vote.”

Clearly, Harris was attempting to reclaim the word “freedom” from the GOP, a
formation that has been pulled toward the extreme right by Republican
lawmakers who label themselves as members of the “Freedom Caucus.” Freedom
is akin to opportunity.

Indeed, Harris’s failure to make a full-throated embrace of progressive economic
populism was a failed “opportunity.” The conditions were ripe for her to lean in to
language centered on the rights of people given that we have witnessed a cultural
sea change on the failures of capitalism.

This change was apparent at the 2024 DNC as well. One need only examine how
Vermont Senator Bernie Sanders was received this year compared to the last two
conventions. When Sanders spoke at the 2016 DNC in Philadelphia, his role was
to placate progressives in the party who had supported his candidacy for the
Democratic Party’s presidential nomination. He urged his voters to back Hillary
Clinton, the centrist candidate who would go on to lose the electoral college vote
to Donald Trump in spite of winning the popular vote. Only months earlier, leaked
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internal emails from the Democratic National Committee revealed just what the
party’s insiders thought of Sanders—and it wasn’t pretty.

Then, four years ago, his role at the 2020 DNC in Wisconsin was to defend Joe
Biden'’s candidacy against Trump. He remarked, “Many of the ideas we fought for,
that just a few years ago were considered ‘radical,” are now mainstream.”

But this year, even though his role was once more to convince his supporters to
back a mainstream Democratic candidate, Sanders’s prime-time address at the
2024 DNC in Chicago sounded remarkably mainstream. The New York Times
recognized him as an insider, saying that he seemed to have “a sense of
vindication that the Democratic Party, as he sees it, has finally recognized that
many progressive causes are broadly popular with Americans.”

Sanders hasn’t changed, but the party’s rhetoric has. Slate’s Alexander Sammon
pointed out that, “There were very few themes in Sanders’s speech that other
Democratic speakers hadn’t already covered on Monday and Tuesday.” Although
the DNC’s tenor was markedly different from four and eight years ago—Sanders
now sounded like he fit in, largely because the tenor, if not the substance, of his
political leanings have become mainstream.

Meanwhile, Harris’s language of “opportunity agenda” leans right. She shared at
the DNC, “My mother kept a strict budget. We lived within our means. Yet, we
wanted for little and she expected us to make the most of the opportunities that
were available to us, and to be grateful for them.” Such words could easily have
been said by a Republican and reflect the party’s ideas about “fiscal
responsibility.”

Harris also touted a “middle-class tax cut” in attempting to distinguish herself
from Trump’s tax cuts for the rich. But tax cuts for the middle class is a core GOP
talking point—even if the party usually delivers for the already-rich in spite of its
promises to the not-so-rich.

In truth, Harris is likely more economically progressive than she let on. She has
backed the Child Tax Credit, a program that was popular and remarkably
effective. But she made no mention of it at the DNC. Her running mate Minnesota
Governor Tim Walz is known for his economically progressive policies.

Granted, party conventions these days appear to be tailored to appease a sliver of
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the American public: the undecided voters in swing states whose all-important
ballots will help determine who wins the electoral college, and thus, the
presidency. In the context of such an undemocratic system, politicians will always
feel pressure to tack toward the center, as winning the popular vote does not
guarantee victory.

But we live at a time when momentum is building for fulfilling the economic
“rights” of people via such ideas as universal basic income plans, and reparations
for Black people. A broad movement of progressives has for years demanded that
the Democratic Party distinguish itself from the GOP by making a full-throated
defense of the values it claimed to stand for. Rather than leaning rightward by
using the Republican-style language of “opportunity” and “freedom,” the
Democratic Party could lean left and center the “rights” of people.
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