Kamala Harris

by Jo Keogh

Kamala’s background
Kamala Devi Harris was born in Oakland, California
in 1964.
Her mother, Shyamala Gopalan, had emigrated from
India in 1958 as a 19 year old graduate student in
nutrition to study at Berkeley, University of
California. She was a biologist who worked on breast
cancer research.

Her father, Donald J. Harris, arrived in the United
States from British Jamaica in 1961 to study at
University College, Berkeley and gained a PhD in
economics in 1966.
Her parents met through the civil rights movement.
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Kamala’s childhood and education

Kamala and her younger sister,
Maya, lived in Berkeley during
and after their parents’ studies.

When she began school, Kamala was bussed to
Thousand Oaks Elementary School, a public school
in a richer neighbourhood which had been 95%
white.
The two girls sang in an African American church
choir. Her mother also introduced them to Hinduism
and took them to a local Hindu temple. As children
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they visited their family in Madras (now Chennai)
several times. Her grandfather, P.V. Gopalan, a
retired Indian civil servant, strongly influenced her
views on democracy and women’s rights.

Kamala’s parents divorced when she was 7 years
old. When the girls visited their father in Palo Alto at
the weekend, some of the other children were not
allowed to play with them because they were black.
When she was 12, Kamala and Maya moved to
Montreal, Quebec with their mother where
Shyamala taught at McGill University. Kamala went
to a French-speaking primary school.

4

A friend, Wanda Kagan, from her later school days
reported that when she told Kamala that she had
been molested by her stepfather, Kamala and
Shyamala insisted that she come to live with them.
This experience influenced Kamala’s commitment to
protecting women and children in her legal career.
In 1982 Kamala joined Howard University, a
traditional black university in Washington D.C.
where she studied political science and economics.
After this she returned to California to attend the
law school of the University of California. While she
was there she was
elected president of its
Black Law Students
Association.
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When she completed her course in 1990 she joined
the California Bar .
Kamala’s early career
In 1990 Kamala was hired as a deputy district
attorney in Alameda County and in 1998 she
became an assistant district attorney managing five
other attorneys and prosecuting murder, burglary
and sexual assault cases. In 2000 she joined the San
Francisco City Hall where she ran the Family and
Children’s Services covering child abuse and neglect
cases.

In 2002 Kamala started to run to be elected as the
District Attorney of San Francisco focusing on gun
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violence particularly in poor areas. She won the
election and became the first person of colour to
have the job.
Kamala’s legal career
While she was in the role of District Attorney, the
office gained more than 1900 convictions for
marijuana offenses, but her policy was to not jail the
offenders.
She created a gun crime unit and pushed for higher
bail for gun offences. She also formed a Hate Crimes
Unit including hate crimes against LGBT children and
teenagers.
She believed that life imprisonment without parole
was better and cheaper than the death penalty and
promised never to ask for the death penalty.
In 2004 Harris created a programme called the Back
on Track initiative. This targetted first time, nonviolent offenders aged 18-30 whose crimes were not
related to weapons or gangs, and who pleaded
guilty. They were not sentenced but had to
complete 220 hours of community service, take a
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college level diploma, stay in employment, and pass
drug tests. When the offender ‘graduated’, the case
was removed from their record. In 6 years, 200
people graduated from the programme with fewer
than 10% re-offending compared to 53% of other
California drug offenders. The Department of Justice
found that the cost of the scheme was much less
than administering the case and housing the
offender: $5,000 per person rather than $60,000!
In 2006 she devised a plan to reduce the dramatic
murder rate by working on pupil truancy for at-risk
primary schools in San Francisco. Her office pointed
out that most prisoners and murder victims are
frequent truants or school dropouts. The team met
thousands of parents and warned that they could
prosecute if students continued to truant, with fines
of up to $2,500 and up to a year in jail. She
prosecuted six parents whose children had missed
at least 50 days.
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Kamala’s political career
In 2010 Kamala ran for election as Attorney General
and won, becoming the first African American and
South Asian American to hold the office. In 2014 she
was re-elected to this position.

In 2015 Harris stood for election to the Senate and
in 2016 she won 78% of the Democratic Party vote
for nomination. In July President Barack Obama and
Vice President Joe Biden endorsed Harris and in
November she won her place in the Senate. She
promised to protect immigrants from Presidentelect Donald Trump.
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Personal life
Kamala met her husband, attorney Doug Emhoff, on
a blind date organized by a friend in 2013. He was
an entertainment lawyer in Los Angeles. They were
married in August 2014, and she is now the
stepmother to Emhoff’s children from his previous
marriage.

U.S. Presidential campaign 2020
Kamala Harris had been considered a top contender
for the Democratic Party 2020 Presidential
nomination. In June 2018 she said she was not
‘ruling it out’, and in July she announced that she
would publish her memoirs, often a sign of the
intention to run for President! In January 2019 she
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officially announced it and in the first 24 hours after
this she equaled the record amount of party
donations ever. More than 20,000 people attended
her campaign launch.
Unfortunately over the next few months her polling
figures fell as she was criticized for being too tough
on crime when she had been Attorney General of
California. In December 2019 she withdrew, stating
lack of funds.
In early March, however, presidential candidate Joe
Biden was recommended to choose a black woman
as a running mate because ‘African American
women needed to be rewarded for their loyalty’.
And in the same month he decided to choose a
female running mate.

In January 2020, before the impeachment trial on
Donald Trump, Harris shared her view in the Senate,
that nobody is above the law. Later she voted to
convict the President of abuse of power and
obstruction of Congress.
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On August 11th 2020 Biden
announced that he had chosen Kamala Harris as his
running mate, the first African American, first Indian
American and only the third woman to be picked as
a vice-presidential candidate.
Vice-President
Harris became the Vice-President of the United
States when the major television networks called
the election on November 9th 2020, and famously
she was recorded on the phone to Joe Biden saying,
‘We did it! We did it, Joe! You’re going to be the
next President of the United States’.
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She took office on January 20th 2021 in an
inauguration ceremony in the middle of the COVID19 epidemic.

In February and March 2021 she used her casting
vote in the Senate to ensure that the American
Rescue Plan Act which was a stimulus package for
the American economy was passed.
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