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To my incredible daughters, Jazmin and Lotus, and all
the other extraordinary girls and women around the world


May your sense of self-worth, abilities, dreams,
and opportunities be limitless



NOTE TO READERS:


More interviews with politicians, public officials, celebrities, journalists, writers, and other thought leaders can be found online at womanpresidentbook.com, and in the e-book edition of this book.




INTRODUCTION


THIS BOOK STARTED with a question. When Barack Obama was first elected, my family and I were talking about how wonderful it was to have our first African American president. My then-eight-year-old daughter, Lotus, looked at me through starry eyes and deadpanned this seemingly simple, obvious question: “Why haven’t we ever had a woman president?” It was a really good question, one that, despite having spent two decades running the women’s nonprofit website Feminist.com and writing about women’s issues, I found difficult to answer. But it is these types of questions, often out of the mouths of babes, that can wake us up out of a trance. Many inequities have become such a seamless part of our history and culture that we may subliminally begin to accept them as “just how it is” and not question the “why” or explore the possibility that circumstances could be different.


It does seem a bit crazy when you think of it: When so many other nations have women presidents, why doesn’t the United States? Margaret Thatcher was elected prime minister of Great Britain three times. Argentina, Iceland, the Philippines, Nicaragua, Ecuador, Finland, Ireland, Liberia, Chile, and South Korea have elected female heads of state. Yet the United States, presumably one of the most progressive countries in the world, lags dismally behind. We have finally elected an African American president; when will we celebrate that same milestone for women?


The closest we have come to having a woman president was Hillary Clinton’s nearly successful primary campaign against Barack Obama in 2008. In Obama, she had a formidable opponent, one who also broke through important barriers. Though it was a tight, fascinating, and at times contentious race, Obama prevailed. As Hillary observed in her powerful concession speech, “Although we weren’t able to shatter that highest, hardest glass ceiling this time, thanks to you, it’s got about eighteen million cracks in it.” She added, speaking to the emotional crowd gathered at Washington’s National Building Museum, “And the light is shining through like never before, filling us all with the hope and the sure knowledge that the path will be a little easier next time. That has always been the path of progress in America.”


Fast-forward a few years later to the 2011 primary season, when I was talking to an editor at CNN’s In America division about writing a piece for them. I was about to cover the Women’s Media Center awards, where I would be interviewing people like Gloria Steinem, Jane Fonda, Sheryl Sandberg, Arianna Huffington, and others, so I asked CNN if there were any questions in particular they wanted me to ask. They said they were interested in the attendees’ impressions of why women have gained such little momentum in Washington just four years after having a near presidential contender, and what we can do to get more women into the pipeline of political leadership. Taking that one step further, I decided to add a question related to my daughter’s query by asking, “What will it take to make a woman president?” That article wound up on the CNN home page and received hundreds of comments, both positive and negative. The popularity of the article made me realize how important and timely this topic really was, and that it was worth exploring even further.


So here it is: my journey to get answers to some of these questions through speaking to some of the most influential journalists, activists, politicians, and thought leaders of today. Why haven’t we had a woman president? What will it take? And why is it important? While I use a woman president as a symbol, this book is also about the broader goal of encouraging women and girls as leaders and change agents in their lives, their communities, and the larger world. It also explores the many changing paradigms occurring in politics and in our culture, which the recent election seems to confirm. I hope to spotlight these positive shifts, as well as identify where the remaining obstacles and challenges are, in hopes that by looking at these themes from so many sides and perspectives, we can move closer to meaningful and effective solutions.


Certainly, we need to imagine not only a world where a woman can be president, but one in which women are equally represented in Congress and many other positions of leadership and influence in our society. While it was history-making to have elected twenty women to the Senate in 2012, 20 percent is still far from parity. Women are 50 percent of the population, yet they occupy just a fraction of that in elected office. The United States currently ranks seventy-seventh on an international list of women’s participation in national government. And the numbers are not much better in the corporate world: a meager twenty-one of the Fortune 500 CEOs are women, and women hold about 14 percent of executive-officer positions and 16 percent of board seats. Women are in only about 5 percent of executive positions in the media. Across the board, women are rarely adequately represented at the tables where important decisions are being made.


Yet everywhere I look today, very promising campaigns and projects are emerging to help women attain positions of influence and leadership. A few years ago, I wrote an article about then–Secretary of State Hillary Clinton’s Women in Public Service Project, whose ambitious goal is global, political, and civic leadership of at least 50 percent women by 2050. I also interviewed Senator Kirsten Gillibrand about her Off the Sidelines Project, which is “a nationwide call to action to get more women engaged . . . to enter political life and be heard on political issues.” And Facebook COO Sheryl Sandberg’s book, Lean In, has certainly helped to spark a nationwide conversation and movement and an important debate over the factors impacting women’s leadership and advancement in the workplace.


When I first set out to create this book, I estimated that I might do twenty interviews. As it turns out, I more than doubled that number. And since these important topics of women, leadership, and power have come up frequently in so many of my past interviews with high profile figures, I decided to also include some of their insightful quotes on spreads interspersed throughout the book. Writing this book has indeed been a fascinating journey and adventure in and of itself, and has almost had a life of its own. I was so heartened and felt so supported by the many incredible people who not only granted me an interview for this book but also suggested others I should talk to, often giving me contact information or making introductions for me. From this response, I realized that this is a topic that is on everyone’s mind right now, and, as many of the people I interviewed—from Donna Brazile to Pat Mitchell—seemed to indicate, “now is the time.”


These are issues that I think benefit from a hashing-out of multiple perspectives: men’s, women’s, Republicans’, Democrats’, racial, and generational. I tried as best I could within the limited time, capacity, and access I had to include and reach out for that diversity, but, of course, I do recognize that this is but a small sampling of outlooks. My hope is that this book will be enlightening, educational, thought-provoking, and entertaining, as well as a call to action.


While it does not necessarily offer any easy, quick, or complete solutions to the complex, multifaceted questions of how we can help women move into more positions of influence and leadership, my hope is that it will help to identify some of the obstacles so that we can at least be aware of them—and be woken up, as my daughter’s question did for me, to being proactive, rather than simply accepting the current state of affairs as “just how it is.” It will take long, engaged, thoughtful conversation and effort, from both men and women, to move our systems and culture along.


I thank all of the remarkable people in this book for being a part of this literary roundtable and for the meaningful work they do on the many prongs of these issues. And, since I would still like to include so many viewpoints and ongoing resources, a portion of the proceeds of this book will go toward continuing the conversation and community around women’s leadership at the eighteen-year-old women’s website and nonprofit I run, Feminist.com. I hope you will join me in supporting this movement, and I hope by the time my daughter has her own children (if that is her choice!), we will live in a world where having a woman president seems not like an unachievable and daunting milestone, but instead like one that girls everywhere can aspire to and reach, if that is their destiny and calling.



MELISSA HARRIS-PERRY


“I am constantly telling the women in my classes that they should consider running for office, mostly because what we know is that when men are talented and when men are smart and when men show some leadership, it’s hard for them to even get to college without someone, at some point, asking them, ‘Hey, have you ever thought about running for office? Man, you would be a great president.’ Even as little tiny boys, right? It turns out that we don’t have those same kinds of standard messages for girls. So if a woman is very talented and can remember people’s names and she shows a lot of interest in politics, we tend to say things like ‘Good job’ or ‘Here’s an A on your paper,’ but we don’t tend to say, ‘Hey, have you ever thought about running for office?”


MELISSA V. HARRIS-PERRY is host of MSNBC’s Melissa Harris-Perry. She is also professor of political science at Tulane University, where she is founding director of the Anna Julia Cooper Project on Gender, Race, and Politics in the South. She previously served on the faculties of the University of Chicago and Princeton University.


Harris-Perry is author of the well received new book, Sister Citizen: Shame, Stereotypes, and Black Women in America, which argues that persistent harmful stereotypes—invisible to many but painfully familiar to black women—profoundly shape black women’s politics, contribute to policies that treat them unfairly, and make it difficult for black women to assert their rights in the political arena. Her first book, Barbershops, Bibles, and BET: Everyday Talk and Black Political Thought, won the 2005 W. E. B. Du Bois Book Award from the National Conference of Black Political Scientists and the 2005 Best Book Award from the Race and Ethnic Politics Section of the American Political Science Association.


Harris-Perry is a columnist for The Nation magazine, where she writes a monthly column also titled Sister Citizen. In addition to hosting her own show on MSNBC, she provides expert commentary on U.S. elections, racial issues, religious questions, and gender concerns for Politics Nation with Reverend Al Sharpton, The Rachel Maddow Show, The Last Word with Lawrence O’Donnell, and other MSNBC shows. She is a regular commentator on Keeping it Real Radio with Reverend Al Sharpton and for many print and radio sources in the U.S. and abroad.
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MARIANNE SCHNALL: Why do you think we’ve not yet had a woman president, and what do you think it will take to make that happen?


MELISSA HARRIS-PERRY: I think we haven’t had a woman president because we live in a country that systematically disenfranchised women for its first 100 and some years. I mean, we’ve had fewer than 100 years of women as full citizens in this country, and so I think that’s obviously part of it. You can’t expect women to be in leadership when they don’t even have an opportunity to choose who their elected leaders are. And so part of it is not only couldn’t women vote, but in many places couldn’t run for office, couldn’t hold office, couldn’t have credit in their own names—any of the things that would make having public life possible for women. I mean, I guess there were states that still had coverture laws as late as the 1950s and 1960s, right? So even if you imagine that with the end of those coverture laws, with the opening of the ballot to women and with the opportunity for women to run for office, that then you would end up with a pipeline situation. Even if at that moment all barriers dropped away, and I don’t think they did, but even if they did, then you would still have to begin the process of women entering into a field where they had previously been shut out. And then you would have to grow that pipeline until you got to the level of presidency.


I don’t think it’s a small thing that the first woman to get very near to her party’s nomination for the U.S. presidency actually came through the private sphere. She first came to the public knowledge, national public knowledge, as the wife of the president. Of course she had her own political career and ultimately became senator and all of that, but the first way that we got to know the name of Hillary Clinton was through her husband. That strikes me as kind of indicative of precisely how narrow that pathway has been—that women are still in the situation of coming to office under the terms of patriarchy and a coverture in that way.


I think it is fundamentally a different question than what are we going to do about it, like how do we end up with a woman president? I’m back and forth on this. I still believe that the first woman president is highly likely to be a Republican, and because of that, I guess I’m a little less enthusiastic for the first woman president [laughs]. On the one hand I really do [believe] that we must break this, and even if we break it with a woman Republican, then there will be a part of me that celebrates that. But I do think we have to be careful . . . from the very beginning of the suffrage question in this country, there’s been this assumption that women will bring something specific to the public sphere, as a result of their womanhood, and I don’t think that’s quite right. I’m not sure that we can say that there is a way that women govern, and, in fact, the women who are most likely to rise to the top of governing tend to govern an awful lot like men.


MS: You’re not the first one to have said that, but I’m curious about your reasons. Why do you think the first woman president could possibly be a Republican?


MHP: Well, just because we elect three different kinds of people as president in this country. We elect vice presidents, governors, and senators. And right now the most recent person to almost to be vice president, who was a woman, was a Republican. The majority of women governors are Republicans, and although there are Democratic women senators, I look at them and I don’t see—at least at this moment—I don’t see kind of a clear contender. So as much as I know people talk about Hillary, the fact is that we don’t really elect Secretaries of State as president; we mostly elect governors and vice presidents—every once in a while, a senator—and right now those pipelines are dominated by Republican women.


MS: I agree with you that there aren’t magic qualities that women would automatically inject, but at the same time, why is it important that we have more women’s voices—not necessarily just in the presidency, but represented more in Washington and in leadership positions generally?


MHP: I think there are basically two categories of reasons. One is descriptive representation and the other is substantive. So let’s take the substantive off the table for a moment. Let’s say that women don’t govern any differently than men, that women will pass exactly the same kinds of laws and use the same basic procedures for governing and that really it would make no difference to elect a woman than to elect her husband or her brother—that they’re just precisely the same. Nonetheless, there would still be a descriptive representation claim for having as close to 50 percent representation of women in legislature and in the executive positions—and that’s because part of how we think about what constitutes a democracy is that all members, of all groups, or any member from a group, should have an equal opportunity for governing, based solely on merit and not on identity. So in order for democracy to be constituted as healthy and as fully democratic, with a little “d,” it simply needs to be true that your barrier to entry is primarily about your qualification, and not about your identity. So let’s just take it as the socially and politically relevant demographic groups—by race, by ethnic identity, by gender. Even if women are no different, you still need to have 50 percent women, or upwards of it, in order to be able to say that you have a completely fair democracy.


But then I think there is reason to think that there are some substantive differences in how women govern, both stylistically and in terms of the policy output. And again, that’s just the empirical work of women in politics—scholars who show us that, in fact, when you have more women in a state legislature, for example, you’re more likely to have real bipartisan bills passed, that women tend to introduce more legislation on issues of the environment and education than their male colleagues. So there do, in fact, seem to be substantive reasons for having women, but even if there weren’t, the descriptive ones, I think, are pretty strong.


MS: You were talking about ideally achieving 50 percent. Sometimes we forget, even with all of the strides we made in this last election, that twenty senators is still really far from parity—and even when you look at the low numbers of female Fortune 500 CEOs or just in general the corporate world. Do you have a sense of what’s going on there? Why we are lagging behind? There’s been a lot of discussion right now that some of this may be self-imposed, that women aren’t pursuing these positions, or do you think more that it’s these other structural obstacles holding women back?


MHP: Most of these things don’t have to be mutually exclusive—both that women may be making a choice more frequently not to pursue and that that is because of the institutional barriers they face. It’s one thing to run a marathon; it’s another thing to run a marathon with one leg. There will be one-legged people who will run marathons and they’re kind of extraordinary, but when you have that barrier to overcome, too, more people are going to opt out of that. So I suppose what I would say is that the first piece of evidence we have is simply the reality of the incumbency advantage, so because women were shut out for most of the history of the country, when women tended to run, they were running against incumbents. And incumbents tend to win. That’s just kind of a political truism. The single best advantage you can have for office is already holding that office. Women tend to do as well as their male counterparts in open-seat races. So if you hold all things constant—so you have Man A, Woman B, and they have basically the same kind of résumé—in an open-seat race, women are just as likely to win as men are. But the fact is that we mostly aren’t facing open-seat races. You mostly have to win these national races, especially in the House of Representatives, by beating somebody who’s already there. It’s really tough for challengers, and women are going to be more likely to be the challengers. So that’s part of it.


The second thing is, clearly the expense of running for office deters all kinds of newcomers and all kinds of people who have fewer institutional resources, and women continue to be poor in this country, on average and in general, more than men are. They have less access to capital, less access to the opportunities to raise the highest levels of capital, and so because it is almost unthinkably expensive to run . . . even our recent School Board race here in New Orleans was upward of like $250,000 [laughs]. I was just like, Who has that kind of money to run for office? Who has that kind of money to be on the school board? Add to that, then, what it takes to run for much higher levels of office. So part of it is that money tends to discourage newcomers and newcomers are, again, going to be more likely to be women.


Then, of course, we have all the institutional barriers that start from early school on. I am constantly telling the women in my classes that they should consider running for office, mostly because what we know is that when men are talented and when men are smart and when men show some leadership, it’s hard for them to even get to college without someone, at some point, asking them, “Hey, have you ever thought about running for office? Man, you would be a great president.” Even as little tiny boys, right? “Oh man, you’re good at this. I bet you’ll be president someday.” It turns out that we don’t have those same kinds of standard messages for girls. So if a woman is very talented and can remember people’s names and she shows a lot of interest in politics, we tend to say things like “Good job” or “Here’s an A on your paper,” but we don’t tend to say, “Hey, have you ever thought about running for office?” Some of it is just the very basics of being recruited. And then I think at least one of the things that Jennifer Lawless and some other folks have shown in their research is that women are perhaps more discouraged by the ugliness of running than are their male counterparts, that just because of how we tend to socialize women to have a very strong desire to please people, they are less comfortable with the level of ugliness that occurs in modern campaigning.


MS: You wrote this really important book, Sister Citizen, and I’m hoping with my own book that it conveys two things: that it’s not just about women, it’s about having greater diversity in general, and also about the fact there are many ways to participate in our government, not just being president or an elected official, but also being an empowered citizen. How do you see what you wrote about in your book as connected to this conversation?


MHP: Yes, I appreciate your saying that, because we’ve been talking about elected office, we’ve been talking about a woman president, which requires running for office at various stages. That’s an important point: I can’t imagine what would happen for me to run for office, but I certainly see myself as engaged politically. And not just because of the show, but I write to my representative, my mother is one of those retired ladies who goes up to the State House and protests. So I always have and I hope always will be engaged in the political world. It’s something that I’ve tried to pass on to my own daughter, as part of what you need to know in the world—in addition to math and science and English—is to know how your government works, know who represents you, and put pressure on them toward the ends and goals that you see as important.


You know, Sister Citizen is meant to be more analytic than prescriptive. It’s not so much how to fix this, as it is to try to say: here is at least one story about how African American women end up constrained in the way that they engage the political world, and they’re constrained by all these very old, very deep stereotypes, and it can create actual emotional and psychological residue that makes it hard to do the work of politics. And yes, I certainly am talking about African American women, but although I would never compare myself to Toni Morrison, I do take from Toni Morrison the lesson that when we tell a specific story, it’s actually for the purpose of telling the universal. Right? We go narrow in order to illuminate something larger. So even though I’m talking about black women, it’s with the goal of saying that when we enter into the political world, all of us, we don’t just come in as our political selves, we bring our whole selves, all of our expectations about what a woman is supposed to be, what an African American is supposed to be, what an American is supposed to be—and those expectations that are racialized and gendered and classed can really impact the way that we engage politically.


MS: Now that we have also elected Barack Obama twice—and certainly in this last election there was, it seemed, a move toward greater diversity—do you feel hopeful? Do you see any new paradigms emerging? Are you optimistic?


MHP: I am, but I’m always optimistic. I was optimistic halfway through the George W. Bush presidency [laughs]. I’m just not a person who believes that we are in the worst time, that this is the decline of the American project, or that there was some better, nostalgic time in the fifties. No! Maybe for white folks there was some time that was better, but for black girls, nope, never a better time than this. However bad this is, it’s always the very best time that there has ever been. And so I guess maybe it’s not that I think that progress is inevitable or that it’s easy or that we just kind of march forward without struggle, but I’m not nervous about the fact that it takes struggle to make progress. That does, in fact, seem right, and it seems like in many ways exactly what our founders expected. Democracy is supposed to be hard. Totalitarianism is easy; you don’t have to be part of it.


MS: The media has such a big impact and that is a place where there has not been such great diversity either. There’s a report from the Women’s Media Center that actually said it is at crisis levels. One of the things that has made me optimistic is, for example, your having your own show, where you are basically getting to talk about all the things that you would want to talk about that aren’t really being represented in many other places. Are you aware of the milestone of your show? And also, how do you feel about the role of diversity in media in general, because that is where people’s political consciousness starts and their understanding of the issues and what needs to be done?


MHP: Yeah, I mean, I can’t believe I have a TV show [laughs]. I am sure at some point that someone is going to come and take it away, because we do crazy things every week. I constantly am thinking to myself, We just put that on television! I was saying I wouldn’t want to run for office; I also really would not want to have a prime-time show, for example, because part of the freedom that I have in my show is because we air in the middle of the day on the weekends, so we are not in a time when it is absolutely necessary to sell the most expensive commercials to the most important sponsors or whatever. For me, that’s the freedom of being able to create the content that we want, even if it may have a smaller initial audience. But it can have a very engaged, small audience that is getting something useful from us. That’s an easy trade-off for me. I definitely prefer the autonomy and the engagement over just the scope. I mean, I assume that, for example, Soledad O’Brien anchoring [Starting Point] at CNN just had broader scope than I ever have. And so even though Soledad is not really as ideological as I am, she’s not pushing her own viewpoint as much—although I think she’s really an incredibly good journalist because what she does seem really attached to is the truth, and trying to muckrake and all of that, but I saw that as critically important intervention in that kind of diversity question. Her being there in that space, where there are a lot of eyes. But when you have a lot of eyes, she can’t necessarily do all the fun things and quirky things and transgressive things that we’re able to do. I can have a uterus on set, or have a whole panel of transgender people, or have a spoken word artist at the end of my show, because I’m not on CNN at eight o’clock in the morning. And that just gives us more freedom.


But yeah, there is no doubt that there are moments on Sunday morning while I’m sitting on my set and I can look up and the whole newsroom has all of the different channels and everything that’s on, and almost all of the other shows, Face the Nation, Meet the Press, all of them—we’re the only set that doesn’t have three or four white guys of advanced age all sitting around talking about politics. I think that matters. Again, no matter what the ideological perspective or the partisan viewpoint, it matters demographically. You have to have the descriptive representation of bodies in order to show that everybody is a citizen, that everybody gets a say in this process.


MS: I have two daughters, and I see that young girls are up against so many disempowering messages these days. What words of wisdom or what message would you most want to instill in girls and young women today?


MHP: I don’t know; my kid is pretty funny. We actually just did an interview together for the July Essence Magazine, which is their body issue, and I did an interview with Parker about being an adolescent and going through puberty. I was expecting all of these horrible things and that she would say all this bad stuff about her body, but she was like, “I am great! I am beautiful! I am so sexy!” I was like, wow, this is fascinating. So I guess . . . I don’t know; I hate advice. You know what, even though I hate advice, here’s the one thing that I worry about: I worry that girls in particular, but just in general, that we’re not willing to make mistakes. That we’re very nervous about making a wrong move and we worry that if we make the wrong move, then the consequences will mean that you kind of never recover from them. And I guess what I try to instill in Parker, more than any other thing, is how okay it is—in fact, it’s better than okay—to make mistakes, really big mistakes sometimes. One of our responsibilities as adults in a society is to make the world safe for young people to make mistakes, because that’s how they learn. So I would want to say to young women, “Hey, run for office, even if you think you’re going to lose. Take a hard class, even if you’re going to get a C in it. Go ahead and follow love, even if it doesn’t work out.” Just a little bit of courage to make mistakes . . . because that strikes me as where all the good stuff happens.
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ARCHITECTS OF CHANGE
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One of the things that I encourage for anybody who is interested in their own charity or philanthropy is to start from where you are and what has mattered to you.


        —OPRAH WINFREY


The goal of The Women’s Conference, under my direction, has really been to empower women to be architects of change in their own lives, in their own communities, their state, their nation—wherever they see that they want to make a difference. If you want to be an architect of change by raising great kids, God bless. If you want to do it by raising money for your kid’s school, great. If you want to build a garden, whatever it is. . . . I bring women, and men, to the conference to talk about where they are impacting the world, where they are living their lives, and how they’ve lived it. So the goal of that is really to say, “Look at all these people out there: they weren’t famous, they weren’t born with a lot of money, and look what they’re doing with their lives. You can do it, too.”


        —MARIA SHRIVER, FORMER FIRST LADY OF CALIFORNIA, DIRECTOR OF THE WOMEN’S CONFERENCES FROM 2003 TO 2010


Everybody has the power to make changes . . . and every change makes a difference.


        —CAMERON DIAZ


I see a lot of people really wanting to do positive things in the world. And I feel that it’s like a new generation.


        —NATALIE PORTMAN


Part of what Bill and Warren [Buffett] and I are trying to do with the Giving Pledge is to get other people who are wealthy to give away half their wealth. What we tell them is, if they choose to get involved, they will be blown away by how joyful it actually is and how much fun it really is, and if they put their brains and their energy and their money behind something, they really can contribute to changing the world. And I believe that not just for somebody who’s wealthy, but for somebody who volunteers in their local community and gives their time, too. So there are a lot of benefits to giving back, time or resources, in either case.


        —MELINDA GATES


Every one of us makes an impact on the world every day. It’s helping individuals to understand that though they may feel their small actions don’t make a difference—which if it was just them, they would be right probably. But it’s not just them, and cumulatively our small decisions, choices, actions, make a very big difference.


        —JANE GOODALL


I’ve always felt the best way to make change is to work with the grassroots and to focus locally where you are in your own community. . . . There’s plenty to do everywhere. When people say they don’t know how to direct their energy, I want to say: walk outside. People are suffering everywhere—people looking for work and needing healthcare, people desperate to talk and tell their story. The world changes from the ground up.


        —EVE ENSLER


With a global population of 7 billion people, that’s a lot of potential for good to happen. If we all just do a little something, it’ll go a long way. We need to realize that we are powerful beings. We live in a world where ordinary people do extraordinary things every day. They do not get the headlines, accolades, the awards. We don’t know much about them but they’re out there. They work miracles every day.


        —LOUNG UNG, AUTHOR AND HUMAN RIGHTS ACTIVIST


In Southern Africa we have a concept called ubuntu, which is that you can’t exist as a human being in isolation. You can’t be human all by yourself. We think of ourselves far too frequently as just individuals, separated from one another, whereas what you do, what I do, affects the whole world. Taking that a step further, when you do good, it spreads that goodness; it is for the whole of humanity. When you suffer or cause suffering, humanity is diminished as a result.


        —ARCHBISHOP DESMOND TUTU




JENNIFER SIEBEL NEWSOM


“Having a daughter and a son, and another daughter on the way, I want so badly to shift this and create a healthier culture where we just raise the boys to be true to who they really are—these authentic, beautiful, emotional beings. But we as parents and as teachers and as educators in all forms . . . we’re so stuck in what we’ve accepted as normal. This is what it is to be a man. This is what it is to be a woman. And it’s increasingly then been pushed to extremes vis à vis media, which perpetuate it, and capitalism, which is all about sell, sell, sell. It’s much easier, for them at least, to market that way. We’re creating a very painful and lonely existence for both our men and our women.”


JENNIFER SIEBEL NEWSOM is a filmmaker, speaker, actress, and advocate for women, girls, and their families. Newsom wrote, directed, and produced the 2011 award-winning documentary Miss Representation, which explores how the media’s inaccurate portrayals of women contribute to the under-representation of women in positions of power and influence. Newsom is the founder and CEO of MissRepresentation.org, a call-to-action organization that provides women and girls the tools to realize their full potential. She is an executive producer of the Academy Award–nominated documentary The Invisible War, which exposes the rape epidemic in the U.S. military. Her next film series, The Mask You Live In, which explores “America’s bifurcation of gender and the extremes of masculinity imposed on our boys and men,” is currently in pre-production.


As an actress, Newsom has appeared in films and television shows including In the Valley of Elah, Something’s Gotta Give, NBC’s Life, and Mad Men. Newsom currently serves as a board member of PBS’s Northern California affiliate KQED and a Global Advisory Board member of the Dove Self Esteem Project. Previously, she was a member of the Girl Scouts Healthy MEdia: Commission for Positive Images of Women and Girls and an honorary board member of the International Museum of Women. Newsom graduated with honors from both Stanford University and Stanford’s Graduate School of Business. Newsom resides in the San Francisco Bay Area with her husband, California Lieutenant Governor Gavin Newsom, and their two young children. She is pregnant with their third.
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MARIANNE SCHNALL: Why do you think we have not yet had a woman president?


JENNIFER SIEBEL NEWSOM: Before I directly address that, can I share one story with you that you might appreciate, that’s kind of tragic? I’ll start with the good: my daughter, Montana, is three and a half. A few months ago, when her teacher picked up a book on princesses to read to the class, my daughter went up to the teacher and said, “I’m sorry, but my mommy and I don’t like princesses. I think we should read this book on puppies instead” [laughs]. So that’s the good; that was sort of endearing and lovely. But then recently we were all lying around, just hanging out one day, and Gavin asked, “Montana, do you want to be president someday?” or something like that. And she looked at him and she said, “No, only boys can be president!”


MS: How old was she?


JSN: She’s three and a half—this was literally two weeks ago. And she loves Obama. She sees him on television and she gets excited, so obviously that’s all she knows, right? But it was so interesting that from seeing him she decides that only boys can be president. I just wanted to share that because it was really eye-opening. Here I am working so hard to transform this landscape . . . and yet, “Only boys can be presidents, Mommy.” She was so sure of that! It was really interesting. It’s scary. She was so adamant. I was like, whoa! [laughs] Where did this come from? How is this possible?


MS: That’s why I think the work that you are doing is so important. It does start in girlhood with the images and stereotypes girls absorb. How is this connected to the conversation around empowering women’s leadership? And what is the role of media in connection to the conversation of grooming women into leaders?


JSN: So, the media have been more damaging, to a certain extent, than good. They can be good, yet it feels like it’s taking too long, in a sense, to recognize how critical it is that the media celebrate the diversity of women—what diverse women look like, what they sound like, how they behave, their occupations, their statuses, et cetera. So what we’ve seen, obviously, is this proliferation of hyper-sexualization and self-objectification that’s encouraged by the media, celebrated by the media. And it’s so overwhelming and so all-consuming. It takes videos like the recent Dove campaign piece; it takes that kind of stuff just to remind people of their true value, beyond youth or beauty or sexuality. But even then, the focus is still on beauty, right? And I think we’re in a rut in our country; I feel like we’re stuck. We give so much power to beauty and not enough to talent and brains and leadership when it comes to women. And that’s been disappointing. Sure, we’ll celebrate one woman in leadership—but then we’re so quick to find flaws with her and want to pull her apart. And we’re also quick to assume that if we have one woman at the top who’s being celebrated in the media, that’s all we need. So we’re very narrow-minded in our perception of women. And there’s that double standard that has been very harmful to many women, especially women seeking leadership, whether in the political or business arena, whereby they’re expected to not only be intelligent and at the top of their game, but also to look like, to a certain extent, a Victoria’s Secret model [laughs], which requires a lot of time, energy, plastic surgery, or whatever—Botox, all those sorts of injectables. And it’s not natural—it’s harmful, it’s distracting, it’s binding—and at the end of the day, then, it’s so much harder to listen to their policy positions, because the media has made their appearance that much more important.


MS: I remember you documented in Miss Representation this negative depiction of strong women leaders—for example during Hillary’s campaign or the coverage of Nancy Pelosi. Likewise, in Sheryl Sandberg’s book she talks about this likability correlation, that the more successful women are, the less they are liked, whereas it’s the reverse for men.


JSN: Right. There’s a “bitch factor.” And I hate to say this, but in some cases, the dumber and sexier and more under the radar they are, the more likable they are. But the more they put their ideas and thoughts and values out there, the media—I am going to be really extreme by using the word “witch hunt”—the media go after them and, in some sense, try to destroy them. I mean, for example, we like Hillary Clinton now because she’s not threatening, but when she was aspiring toward leadership, she was threatening, and therefore it was as if it was our right, especially the media’s right, to tear her apart. That’s the other thing: I think part of the problem with having so few women and not having reached the tipping point for women in leadership in the public eye, is we’re so quick to tear them down and hold them to these ridiculous standards. And no man is perfect; every man in leadership is flawed. Oh my God, I’m horrified by it. I’m horrified by many of our representatives. We are so tough on women. We are, period.


MS: One of the things that I’m hoping to also do with this book is to think about what the solutions are to so many of these problems, especially when it comes to media, because it’s easy to just be a passive consumer. Where do you see the biggest entry points for change? Is it on the consumer? Is it on the media to get things to change?


JSN: I think it’s conscious consumption across the board, so it’s calling out sexism and bad behavior and demeaning and limiting behavior in the media vis à vis social media, and even on the ground activities and [petitions] and pledges and what have you. And all the work we’re doing at Miss Representation, with other organizations like Ultraviolet, the Women’s Media Center, you name it—I think that is critical and necessary. Similarly, men in leadership, the ones running these companies, have got to start taking responsibility. The women in leadership need to recognize that they bought into a masculine, patriarchal world by perpetuating these norms, and so both the men and women in leadership really have to stand up, be conscious, recognize the effect that their products or media are leaving on our society and how it’s impacting culture in such unhealthy ways, and start shifting what they put out there into the world. I think that’s us holding them accountable. It’s a real transformation that’s required that we’re working on in our own next film series, The Mask You Live In, with our boys and men, in terms of raising men, authentic men of consciousness whose hearts aren’t disconnected from their heads, who are the empathetic beings they were born to be, where empathy, care and collaboration aren’t socialized out of them, where leaving the world a better place is a value that’s given top priority. So all that, and I think it takes time, but I think it does start with conscious consumption. I think it also starts with recognizing our power as citizens, to stand up and speak out and really hold our representatives accountable, whether they are representatives in government or, to a certain extent, corporate representatives—really demanding more, expecting more and writing letters to those who are contributing to a culture that’s so demeaning and disrespectful toward women. And just not being afraid. So many people are afraid to speak out; they’re afraid to ruffle feathers. And we have to. We’re in this together; there’s no way around it. It’s not okay to just go on living our lives and pretend like everything is okay and that we don’t need background checks on automatic weapons and that it’s okay that women make 77 cents on the man’s dollar, African American women 63, Latina 57—that’s not okay. So we’ve really got to start holding people more accountable.


MS: You mentioned men, and I do think that is the next frontier of this conversation—what you were saying about these destructive gender stereotypes perpetuated by the media aimed at boys and men. There are unhealthy paradigms of power and leadership that affect men, as well. That’s partially why we can’t view a woman doing it, because it’s been such a hyper-masculine way of leading, but it’s also—and Miss Representation did a great job of showing this—how these sexualized images of women affect men and boys, what they look at and what they notice when they see a woman, what they value.


JSN: Exactly. And that’s become normalized for them, so women are objects for the male gaze. Women can be violated and that’s okay, and we can laugh about it and those guys who raped a woman can get off and we’ll come to their defense. I mean, it’s so skewed. I was on The Jeff Probst Show yesterday, down in L.A., Jeff Probst from Survivor. He’s raising a son and daughter, but in raising his son, Miss Representation totally opened up his eyes and now he sees the world in such a different way, which I love. I love hearing that, especially when men take the time to see the film. And he said, “It’s my responsibility to raise my son to—obviously sexual urges, those are natural—but to respect women as he respects his sister and to see women as so much more than just an object, than just a thing, than just something for his own gain. And to really give them the dignity and respect that they deserve.” And so to your point, we have to take into account now, more than ever, how this hyper-sexualized world, this normalized attitude toward women in our male population, so demeans and limits women and women’s potential.


MS: There was a psychologist who talked about a study that there was a certain age at which both boys and girls say they want to be president, and then just a few years later, the girls stop saying that. Do you remember that stat?


JSN: At the age of seven, like 30 percent across the board, boys and girls want to be president. And then at the age of thirteen, the numbers completely skew. You have one girl for every nine guys that want to be president.


MS: So how do you explain that age drop off? What happens in those years, do you think?


JSN: At ages ten to twelve, girls learn patriarchy. They learn their place in the world. They learn that there isn’t a seat for them at the table, that they aren’t the natural born leaders. I mean, that’s what they’re taught. That’s not truthful, but that’s what our society has constructed, so to speak. Boys at four and five are learning patriarchy, they’re learning hierarchy, the alpha male, the top dog. If you don’t conform as a young boy, you’re increasingly pushed out of that sort of club, so to speak. And they move along, and when boys are about ten to twelve, they start to devalue and dissassociate from the feminine more and more . . . that’s oftentimes when they start to pull away from their mothers. Then you reach the later high school years . . . and by the way, so many boys are resisting and they’re so unhappy in this period, but you don’t see real depression in these boys as they enter their later high school years, because they recognize that in America—and it’s not just in America, but our country is very unique in this regard—to become a man at the age of seventeen or eighteen is to be stoic, is to be independent, is to be empowered, is to be in control; to not preserve those relationships and those friendships that literally grounded them at their childhood years. And it’s quite lonely because what we’re learning, which is so beautiful to me, is that boys have this innate, natural empathy and a need for relationships. All their play is relationship based, so they need and crave and want their male friends. Unfortunately, through what they learn about being a man, they have to push those relationships away . . . because we feminize relationships, we feminize intimacy and care and love and empathy to a certain extent.


So you start to really see a period that’s increasingly lonely and painful and isolating for young boys. And there obviously are the boys that resist it, and some resist it successfully, but oftentimes the ones that resist are made fun of and criticized and further subjected to ridicule and abuse. Having a daughter and a son and another daughter on the way, I want so badly to shift this and create a healthier culture where we just raise the boys to be true to who they really are—these authentic beautiful, emotional beings. But, gosh, we as parents and as teachers and as educators in all forms—coaches, after-school, grandparents, whatever—we’re so stuck in what we’ve accepted as normal. This is what it is to be a man. This is what it is to be a woman. And it’s increasingly then been pushed to extremes vis à vis media, which perpetuate it, and capitalism, which is all about sell, sell, sell. It’s much easier, for them at least, to market that way. We’re creating a very painful and lonely existence for both our men and our women.


MS: One of the things I keep hearing in my interviews about politics today is the role of money—everybody keeps bringing up how money is corrupting politics, but I also know Miss Representation addressed how money is also corrupting the media. Can you talk a little bit about the role that that plays?


JSN: We now have media conglomerates whose goal and mission is 100 percent the bottom line. It’s all about eyeballs, and how do they attract eyeballs? They sexualize and they push extremes, whether they be violent extremes or verbal extremes, pitting people against each other—just any kind of tension, any kind of drama, any kind of opportunity to get people to pay attention. And it’s horrific. It’s a race to the bottom line. It’s literally a race to the lowest common denominator of what it is to be an American. So in fact, with the news media, and the entertainment media . . . it’s interesting, my husband was saying the other day, “The thing I love about MSNBC is that all of the hosts and personalities are really smart, they’re just real intellectuals.” He’s like, “The thing I don’t love is they’re so smart that they’re oftentimes really above the heads of your average American.” And he wonders if they’re losing the average American, just because they’re almost too smart [laughs] and too thoughtful, as compared to—obviously I’m sounding partisan here—but compared to, like, Fox, who are all about fear mongering and also sexualizing their female news anchors and their guests. I was on [Fox News] and I had like an inch of pancake makeup and eyelashes and the whole thing, and I was just going, “Are you freaking kidding me? I look like a clown!” But that’s what they push, that’s how they think they’re going to attract eyeballs and attract viewers and ultimately up their numbers. And by saying extreme things, by saying completely crazy things, but people buy into it—people who are afraid, people who are small minded—the more they see it, the more they view, the more they buy into that belief system, and then that closes them off to the reality in the rest of the world. We’re not reporting the news anymore, right? It’s entertainment.


MS: Part of this is about women feeling their own power and developing their own sense of being a leader or a change maker. For you, was that something that you had to purposely develop? You seem very comfortable speaking your mind. Where did that come from in you?


JSN: I was always the girl that raised my hand first in class and I was always the team captain pushing my teammates to help us win. So I was always, I don’t know if the word “bossy” is correct, but I was always the, “Let’s go, let’s go, come on, come on,”—that girl. And I think I maybe just translated that to my role now in terms of trying to wake up people’s consciousness and speak what I see as the truth in the hopes that they’ll be able to see it through the lens that we’ve created. I was talking with Nicole Brown yesterday, and Nicole said to me, “Jennifer, I felt like when I watched Miss Representation that you were literally thinking my thoughts; you were in my head, because everything you said is everything I think about, all the time.” And it was really cool. I thought, That’s awesome. At the end of the day, I want Miss Rep to be not only a platform to enable other’s voices to be heard, but to amplify—I really wanted to be a champion for and a voice for and an amplification of all the voices that are out there that are saying “enough.” So I guess I do have conviction. I am fearless, although I do have thin skin. But I do feel like it’s our responsibility and I feel like I’ve been given this opportunity through making this film and then being married to my husband and having this strong conviction to keep fighting the fight. As long as I’m allowed to and enabled to, I will.


In terms of further leadership, every once in a while—because I have such admiration for Senator Feinstein and Jackie Speier and Pelosi and Senator Kirsten Gillibrand—I think to myself, Would I ever do that? But right now I feel like I can have the most impact where I am, and I honestly admire them so much. I think I just want to be there with them, because I’m so annoyed with the pathetic, spineless leadership that we have across the country, that is not putting our country first and not putting our citizens first and our women and our kids and our immigrants and all the people that are elderly—that those in leadership in our country aren’t thinking about our most vulnerable citizens. So there’s a part of me that thinks that right now this is the most effective way: to keep making movies and producing content and getting out there and championing what so many people feel are the causes and the way forward that is necessary. And I love getting behind women who are fearless . . . and men who have consciousness. Let’s not exclude them, because I guess my husband and I came together for a reason, and I’m so proud of him. I want more people to speak out the way he does and to use their positions and platforms to do good for the world. And so I’ll continue to champion him, as I will continue to champion women, and other men who do that. We just need more of them.


MS: Coming back to the first question that I was going to ask—why do you think we’ve not had a woman president, and what do you think it will take to make it happen? Do you feel like we’re ready for that?


JSN: Good question. So why have we not had a woman president? Because leadership has been masculinized. Interestingly with Hillary Clinton, I think to a certain extent she distanced herself from being a woman per some of her campaign leaders’ instincts. I think it was a disservice, because all of a sudden women looked at her and they were like, “No, no, but wait, wait—you’re one of us!” So there was that tension and conflict.


But are we ready? We are ready, and I think Hillary Clinton has to be our next president. And I’m obviously biased. I think it’s going to get ugly when people start holding her to a real double-standard when it comes to the way she looks, because she’s aging. We have a real ageism problem in our country at this time. But she’s proved herself and I think there are enough women in our country—and men, for that matter—who would like to see her as president. She’s smarter than any other potential candidates that I know of on the other side. She so deserves to be there. She’s so capable. So at the end of the day I think she could be our next president.


MS: What advice or what message would you most want to give to young girls on valuing their voices and seeing themselves as leaders?


JSN: If you can see it, you can be it. But you don’t even have to see it at this point. You are it. Your voice matters, most importantly. Every voice counts. Every voice matters and that voice needs to be heard. And by not using your voice, you’re doing a disservice, not only to yourself, but to the community and to the world at large. So I actually like to approach it from, “It’s your responsibility, girls. Get over your looks. Get over your insecurities. You have a responsibility to all of us. We need your help.” I think girls and women are our heroes and they need to start seeing themselves as our heroes and to come help us out of the mess that we’re in.



PAT MITCHELL


“What women don’t know enough is that when women run, they win as often as men do. In spite of the obstacles . . . when they do decide, ‘I’m going to do this because it’s important,’ they do win as often. What can we do about that? As consumers we can do one big thing: we can insist that the press cover a woman’s campaign in the same way as a man. And when they don’t . . . we can insist, ‘I’m not reading that paper anymore, I’m not going to that website, I’m not going to listen to that newscast until you give that woman candidate the same kind of fair and accurate coverage.’”


PAT MITCHELL’S DIVERSE background in media includes work as a journalist and producer and executive. She has worked in front of the camera and behind, anchoring the news and reporting for broadcast networks, producing award winning documentaries as president of CNN Productions, becoming the first woman president and CEO of PBS, and currently is the president and CEO of the Paley Center for Media, whose mission is to convene media professionals and media consumers for programs that explore the role of media in society. Mitchell was the first woman to launch, produce, and host her own nationally syndicated program Woman to Woman, and continues to be active in breaking new ground for women across the media landscape, including a current series of initiatives and programs called Women@Paley, which includes producing an annual TEDWomen conference in partnership with the TED organization. Her many awards include multiple Emmy Awards, five Peabodys, and two Academy Award nominations. The Huffington Post named Pat one of the Powerful Women over 50. She also recently was named one of the 21 Leaders for the 21st Century and Newsweek’s 150 Women Who Shake the World. The Women’s Media Center has honored Mitchell with the Pat Mitchell Lifetime Achievement Award, an award that will be given annually in her name.
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MARIANNE SCHNALL: Why do you think we have not had a woman president?


PAT MITCHELL: Because we, as women, haven’t decided that it’s time to have one and that we are going to make it happen. Truly, I don’t know where we can look outside ourselves. It is within our power to have elected a woman president.


MS: You think so?


PM: Absolutely within our power! We have the numbers, and we have had the numbers since we got the right to vote. And we have even more of them now, so there’s no question that if we decided, “This year we are going to have a woman president,” and we identified a candidate, got behind her, and built her campaign and made it happen and went to the polls and voted, there would be one! I just don’t look any further than ourselves to answer that question. I mean, look, there are all kinds of cultural reasons, we know all of those, but Barack Obama didn’t stop and look at it statistically or . . . he didn’t look at this historical legacy. He just said, “I’m going to be the one.” So you need a candidate who’s willing to say, “I’m going to be the one. I’m going to break this barrier.” And then you need the women of this country to decide that it’s time, and do it.


MS: Do you think now is the time?


PM: I thought now is the time a long time ago! [laughs] I do think we haven’t had the right mix of candidate, will, and timing. But timing is the least of those in my opinion. Of those three factors, you have to take into consideration the most important two are the candidate, obviously, and then women uniting behind a woman candidate. We have the candidate with Hillary, but we didn’t unite, if you remember.


MS: Do you think men are ready to have a woman president?


PM: Marianne, I think men have been ready longer than women have been ready in a funny way. There are enough men who have seen or experienced the leadership of women to believe that it is absolutely within our province and that women can do it just as well, if not better, than men. There’s enough evidence now. I don’t think we’re proving the case to men. I think we’re just getting behind it ourselves in a united way.


MS: Now, in terms of the last election, we had these record numbers of twenty women in the Senate, but that’s far from parity. Considering everything you are saying, how do you explain that? Why do you think that we’re still so underrepresented?


PM: Well, there are many explanations, and some people have the data more readily at hand than I do, but part of it is that we just don’t run as often. There simply aren’t as many women running, choosing to do this, and we know all the reasons why. It’s a really hard thing to do and it’s not a very attractive thing to do in this country, because of the way the press treats women candidates, number one. Number two, what it does to a woman’s family, and number three, the sacrifices that are required for a woman to choose a life in public service. But what I am loving now about this new number of women, particularly in the Senate, where there is enough that you can observe it in a new way . . . I mean, seeing that front page New York Times story that said that twenty women in the Senate are making a difference, and then to give case-by-case examples of women crossing the aisle, women collaborating, women cooperating, women initiating, and therefore making things happen. So that twenty women out of one hundred starts to be less of a daunting figure if the case you’re making is that women, whether they are Democrat or Republican, will unite their actions on the issues that matter to women. So . . . my hope is that we’re going to come out of this Senate, out of this congressional period, with some new evidence that, yes, in fact, women can and do create a different kind of legislative activity, a different kind of effectiveness, as a congressional body. And I’m hoping that those twenty women in the Senate, they have the real opportunity to be more than trailblazers of just being there. It’s nice that they’re there, but it won’t make any difference to the legacy and the history of women in this country unless they do something differently because they’re there. And I do believe, if what they had done when they started out is any indication, then I think we’re on our path to that number doubling. Because really what voters want, anywhere, above all, is effectiveness.


MS: One of the things we’re saying is that women may not run enough, which is an observation I keep running into—there are a lot of studies that say that. And on the heels of Sheryl Sandberg’s book, do you think that in addition to the structural obstacles that there may be, that it is true that women tend not to naturally want to pursue leadership positions, because of psychological obstacles?


PM: No, I don’t think it’s a natural inclination for women not to want to lead or to go for leadership positions. I know very few women who will say, “I’m not naturally inclined to want to be a leader.” Some women might say, “I don’t want to be CEO. I don’t want that kind of job, that’s not where my values are,” I totally get that. But certainly the women I know, you show them that they can make a difference, and generally they’ll step up to that in some way or the other. But not all of us are going to be the ones who need to run. Some of us are going to be the ones who need to run the campaigns and run the media and make sure that there’s a fair and open pathway to success. But what women don’t know enough is that when women run, they win as often as men do. In spite of the obstacles—the structural obstacles that you referred to, and they are there—when they do decide, “I’m going to do this because it’s important,” they do win as often. What can we do about that? As consumers we can do one big thing: we can insist that the press cover a woman’s campaign in the same way as a man. And when they don’t, and we know they don’t—because there’s a new report out that’s just appalling, the difference in the way in which the campaigns are reported—we can insist, “I’m not reading that paper anymore, I’m not going to that website, I’m not going to listen to that newscast until you give that woman candidate the same kind of fair and accurate coverage.” So that’s one thing we can do. The second thing is to vote.


MS: It is very true, though, that it’s a brutal thing to run these days, and you also brought up how the media can cover a woman candidate. When I interviewed Sheryl Sandberg, she talked about this whole likability correlation—that the more successful a woman leader is, the less she is liked. On the one side, you can’t be perceived as too soft or too emotional, but if you come across as too strong, too tough, too confident or powerful, you get criticized as well. What do you think about that conundrum?


PM: Well, that is a conundrum, and I think at the core of that conundrum is that we haven’t worked out yet the very basic relationship between men and women and how men—really at a deep, deep emotional level—feel about strong and powerful women. I think you have to start with men, because they are really conflicted about this. There’s something about strong and powerful women that many men still find fearful. And it probably goes back to their mothers [laughs], so we’ve got some cultural things to unwind and unpack, there’s no question, and one of them really is that. The second thing on this likability factor—as media consumers with more power than we’ve ever had because we are actually controlling what we consume as media, in a different way—if we start to just push the bar, “lean in” as it were, and start to demand a more fair representation of, “Okay, is she bossy or is she just doing her job just like the guy standing next to her is doing?” I mean, poor Nancy Pelosi. When she led that healthcare reform . . . Now, why am I saying ‘poor Nancy Pelosi’? She’s hardly one to be pitied. She’s one of the strongest, most powerful, and most effective women leaders that I’ve ever had the experience of observing, and yet when she did exactly what she was voted into office to do, got legislation passed, she was attacked from every possible point of view. And generally, if you read through it, they were attacking her on a likability issue: She’s this. She’s that. She’s ballsy. She’s too tough. She’s too . . . all these “too” things that, as you say, if they had been applied to a man, would have been all compliments. But what I like about Leader Pelosi is that she just didn’t let any of that deter her. She understood that was part of the trade-off. Now I would love to find a day when she doesn’t have to accept it as part of a trade-off, because enough of us who were reading that  and seeing that and hearing that are objecting to it. That the reporters who are reporting it that way would stop and think, Oh, wait a minute. Right now, is that really what I think? and examine the basis on which they are reporting that observation. I don’t think it happens voluntarily, though. I don’t think it happens immediately, but I do think it happens through a kind of process, and we have a role in that process. We can’t just say it’s up to the editors, especially not now when we are making the decisions really on an individual basis, what we are consuming.


MS: Now, you have the distinction of being a lot of firsts. You were the first female president of PBS and you’ve had a lot of high-level positions like that, where you’ve been a pioneer in so many ways. What is your perspective on being a first, and also being a female leader in an industry where there hasn’t already been a female at the top?


PM: I don’t believe I ever walked into an office or a job and thought, Hmm, now how am I going to do this as a woman? What about this am I going to get to do differently, as a woman? I don’t remember having that conscious thought on a daily basis, but I had it as a subconscious thought . . . because the one thing you do know if you’re the first, in particular, is that you’re modeling something. Whatever you do or don’t do, it is the way women lead in that particular moment, so there would be times when I would think to myself, Well, they’re going to look at me and go, “Well, of course . . . she’s doing that because she’s a woman.” I decided a long, long time ago when I was one of the first women in television, that while in the beginning I went along with that—avoiding at all costs anything that brought attention to the fact that I was a woman—very quickly I learned that didn’t feel good to me, and also I thought it was really letting myself down. The other way to go on that was to just make a point: “No, this is what I want to do, as a woman.” So as a woman leader, you can’t make every decision from that point of view, but my experience is as a mother, as a grandmother, a wife, a sister, a daughter, all those things. I tried to keep them in mind, because I know they’re a part of me, so if I’m not bringing them to the table as the CEO or the executive producer or the host or whatever it may be, then I’m denying part of who I am and that means I’m not going to be as good as I could be. I’ve been challenged on it, though, at PBS, in particular. I was challenged by the board after my first five or six hires were all women. I was challenged by a board member who said, “Looks to me like you’re running an affirmative-action program for women,” and I remember thinking, Oh, my gosh, is he right? Have I been? Fortunately I was able to say back, “I think I’m running an affirmative-action program for the very best candidates, but I’ll keep that in mind,” because you don’t want to ignore it completely. But here’s the thing that I did differently. It was probably the first time that a CEO of PBS had ever said to a search executive, “Don’t bring me any list unless there are women and minorities on that list.” That’s the difference. In fact, the search executive said to me, “Are you serious?” And I said, “I’m dead serious. I don’t care what the job is, I want to interview the very best women and minorities you can find.” So if you start there, then it’s quite likely that you’re going to end up with more hires that are women and minorities.


MS: I think about how they always put women on these “most powerful lists”—I know you’ve been on more than a few of those. What does being powerful mean to you, and how do you think—not just for women, for men, too—this whole power paradigm needs to change?


PM: Well, everything about it needs to change, because it’s been defined by one gender. I mean, one gender throughout most of our history has had power, so there’s little wonder that when we think of power, we think about it in one-gender terms. So we need to change that, and we can only change that by changing the people who have power. So we know that, number one. A new power paradigm emerges when a different gender holds it, has it, and then uses it differently. I mean, if women get power only to be just like the guys who had it before them, then that’s not progress. I’m not for women getting power just so they can prove they can be as whatever—whatever the adjectives may be that follow. And then the second thing is to really think about power from the point of view of community and what we’re building. We know that no one in history—not many anyway, I guess the Pope just did—but very few people ever give up power voluntarily. So why is that? And yet women give it away all the time because it is a way in which women approach power: sharing it. Well, of course that’s a great way to look at power, but how do we get that to be the power paradigm, as it were, the prevailing power? By getting power and using it that way, using it in a way that shares it, that redefines it, that gives it other adjectives, other than the ones we attach to it now. There’s little wonder that young women, particularly in the generation who came up right behind the pioneers—I guess that would be me and Gloria and all the rest—that generation did move away from power because they didn’t like the way it looked. And still today, the reason forty-something percent of the women in corporate America are jumping off and taking the exit ramp before they get to CEO jobs is they look up there and they don’t like the way that looks. They don’t want that kind of power. But why don’t we stay on the road up, taking a few sisters along the way, so that when we get up there we can change it? And it does take numbers. You can’t do it one at a time. One woman at a time is just not enough to change the power paradigm. It takes more.


MS: Speaking of numbers, even in other industries, for example the media, I think the statistic is that women hold only 3 percent of clout positions in the media industry, and the numbers that you hear from organizations like the Women’s Media Center are shockingly low in terms of overall representation of women in all forms of media. How do you also explain the disparity of women in the media and is that something that you think is important?


PM: I wish I could explain why it is that the overwhelming numbers of consumers of media are women [laughs] and the underwhelming numbers of people who are leading and making and creating media are not. The explanation again is that we haven’t done enough for each other, those who are inside media. And then I think there is the very real cultural fact that there are just not that many women who are kind of sticking it out to make it to the top positions. Part of it may be that we haven’t built the networks. And then the other part may be simply that we need to make some conscious noise [laughs], protest. I look at the Women’s Media Center numbers—those seem to be reasons to be in the streets! Reasons to be saying to the networks, “Unacceptable, guys, unacceptable,” especially since they’ll be the first to tell you that 60 percent of the consumers that matter to them are women, so it’s unacceptable. Because really it does have to do with the two things we’ve heard a lot about recently—since Women’s Media Center and Miss Representation and others took on these issues—that representation matters. It matters, the images that we see of women and girls on television and on the Internet. So we can’t be passive again. When are we going to start to take the power that we have as consumers of media and demand that it be different?


And then the underrepresentation is just as significant a problem. If women were in charge or making the decisions about prime-time shows, were the primary writers and producers of most or at least half of the programs . . . would it look different? I think it would.


MS: I think of all the programs that you make about women, for women—starting with your pioneering series Woman to Woman, and now with She’s Making Media, She’s Making News—it seems like this is something that you’ve been consciously doing your whole life.


PM: Yeah, because that was the decision I made early on, that I talked about before. They said, “Don’t do women’s stories; stay as far away from it as you can.” And when I looked around, that was the big missing thing. There were no women’s stories. And every meeting we would have about programming, every single meeting would start with, “We’ve got to do programming that appeals to women.” Well? So where are the women’s programs? So that was my interest, that was what I cared about, and so I’ve always fought for it. But many times throughout my career, if you look at the decisions I had to make, many times I had to leave the networks to do that kind of programming. I didn’t win a lot of the battles inside. And it does take battles. So an easier route is not to fight that way—the path of least resistance is not the one I took.


MS: There are so many problems right now, not just here, but globally, with everything from global warming to violence against women. What I’m hoping to present in the book is larger than just looking at the case for women’s leadership, which I think sometimes gets misinterpreted like it’s a competition or just about equality. Why is it important that women are in greater positions of leadership and influence in the world? What is the bigger picture?


PM: The bigger picture is that all those problems you mentioned, and all the ones we haven’t mentioned, are just too complex to expect men to figure it out all by themselves. That’s less than half of the population. Why would we go into anything as complicated and difficult as those issues you just named—climate change, violence against women—without the whole world engaged in solving the problem? So it’s just a very practical thing. We need every good mind we can possibly engage and every good leader we can possibly engage. It’s like looking at half a room and saying, “Okay, we don’t need you guys on the problem over here, we can do it without these minds.” We can’t! We can’t. And the fact is that at their very best, at their fullest realization, women bring a different perspective to each and every conversation because we have a different set of experiences. That doesn’t mean we can’t respond exactly as the guy sitting next to us does. I’m not saying we’d have different solutions, but I am saying that sitting at the table trying to solve problems together, we’re going to have a set of experiences that is much fuller and, therefore, is going to help us find a more reliable and effective and long-term solution.
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MARIANNE SCHNALL: It seems like talking about a woman president is a timely topic. Why do you think that is?


DONNA BRAZILE: This is the right time to talk about it if we’re going to think about 2016 or even 2020; it always projected in my mind that it would take us till 2020. Then again, I never thought we would elect our first black president before 2020. So we’ve made some adjustments already, as a country. The country is ready; the electoral ground is fertile. Now it really takes a candidate, and this is a very strategic moment for women who’ve been thinking about this moment for the last fifty years. We thought about it in 1972 when Chisholm made her run. We thought about it when Pat Schroeder initially tossed her hat in the ring and when Elizabeth Dole tossed her hat in the ring, and of course we thought about it with the selection of Geraldine Ferraro in 1984. And then, of course, we had Hillary Clinton and Sarah Palin in 2008. So we’ve had moments before, but we’ve never had the right political ingredients to really stir up the electorate to make it happen, and we finally have them.


One of the things that will matter to this is the marketing and the strategic placement of [the next female] candidate. Back in 2008, the Clinton campaign really downplayed women’s issues. They thought—I’m sure, just like Obama, downplaying race—that the first “viable female candidate” should not be a woman’s candidate. We didn’t really get a good, strong message out of Hillary until, honestly, I believe, until June, when she gave her concession speech. She was a tough candidate. The failure was in marketing her and making sure that she understood that you couldn’t just run a primary-focus campaign; you have to do a constituent-based campaign, in which you have to focus on caucuses as well. . . . I do believe that having that early team of strategists and marketers [is important] because we live in a totally different universe than the one [that existed] when I got involved in my first presidential campaign. Back then, you still had people’s names on three-by-five index cards. Nowadays, they’re in your computer, with analytics driving so much of what we do in politics—knowing what people think, their preferences, what magazines they read, and what  that could possibly tell us about voters . . . not just at the federal level, but also at the state and local levels, precinct levels. There’s so much data out there, and the first female president will have a geek side to her. Because that’s how you can tap into the richness of the new voter experience, the rising American electorate, so to speak. That’s ultimately going to change American politics. This is why you saw the Republicans put out their ninety-seven-page autopsy report.


MS: Why do you think we have not, as yet, had a woman president?


DB: Because the country was not ready. The country wasn’t ready in 1972 when Shirley Chisholm went out for her candidacy. The country wasn’t ready in 1988 when Pat Schroeder announced her candidacy. The country wasn’t ready in 2000 with Elizabeth Dole. And the country was ready, but Hillary Clinton fell a few votes short of securing the Democratic nomination. The country now is eager to see a woman run and compete successfully for the White House.


MS: What will it take to make it happen? Do you feel now is the time?


DB: The political environment has drastically changed. Demographic changes are under way in the country, combined with the fact that the face of leadership is no longer masculine. There are feminine traits that are now accepted, like cooperation, for example. So I do believe the country is ready, and I also believe that the political environment would support a woman seeking the highest office. Of course, it would be helpful if we had a female as a defense secretary, but even in that area—military readiness, commander in chief—women have taken steps to demonstrate that we can handle those types of issues as well.


MS: Anita Hill said something interesting to me: she wondered whether the first woman who becomes president is going to have to prove her toughness by maybe even being more likely to go to war because of the fact that there’s something to prove being the first woman. Do you think there are going to be certain expectations that may not allow the first woman president to be her authentic self, that she may have to still conform to what we expect from that office?


DB: If you look around the world at other female heads of state, I don’t think their voters put too much stock in their so-called military experience, but they did take a look at their role in society, their role as leaders in society, and that was a big factor. Perhaps if you look at Merkel in Germany, or even Dilma Rousseff, the current president of Brazil, when you look at models of leadership and what it took to advance women in those societies, many of them did not have the so-called military experience, but what they did have was some type of executive experience, by experiencing government that was transferrable to a new job as head of state.


MS: The fact that we do have President Obama, who now has been elected twice, do you think that makes it easier, just in terms of opening up diversity in general? Looking at this last election, do you see any hopeful shifts or paradigms emerging?


DB: When the country elected its first biracial president, we broke the mold in terms of the face of leadership. . . . I think the country is more open to looking at other types of leaders and more diversity in our leadership. We’re having conversations today in 2013 that we didn’t have in 2008 when we did have President Obama, as well as then–Senator Hillary Clinton. Also, if you look at media coverage in 2008, misogyny in the media was at an all-time high, but in 2012 it was a little bit tempered,  perhaps because more women were out there talking as pundits and political analysts and news analysts. But the face of leadership has changed over the last four years, and it will continue to change in the coming years.


MS: With Hillary’s candidacy, it was a very interesting time to see how she was covered by the media, because it was telling to watch the often-sexist coverage of her. What do you think we learned that was useful from her campaign? What emerged out of that that struck you?


DB: Well, although she hit that artificial glass ceiling, she made it possible for future candidates, including her, to put together the kind of national organization that can compete, head to head, with any man running in a race. So I think that’s number one. That’s never been done before. The sheer number of primaries and caucuses she won, the fact that she was able to compete, and practically, in my judgment, win all of the presidential debates (maybe with one exception). She clearly has the qualities and traits that people most admire in their national leaders—she’s compelling, she’s smart, she’s decisive. There’s a reason why for, I think, the seventeenth time [she’s been given the title of] the “most admired woman” in this country, because people see her as a model of leadership, and that is a very important step in ultimately running for national office.


MS: You mentioned that women are now one-fifth of Congress, which is an important milestone and is history making, but it’s nowhere near parity. Why is that?


DB: You know, right after women gained the vote in 1920, there were articles out like, “Why has it taken so long?” Well, first of all, women had to, like everybody else, figure out the political process. They had to register to vote, they had to join a political party, they had to begin to identify and build political resources. Again, we’ve made terrific progress since 1920, and why has it taken so long? Because, first of all, it still takes a candidate—incumbency is still a major obstacle. If you look at the years that women have won, made some significant gains in Congress, they coincided with years following redistricting or years where we saw a lot of retirement, big election years. Those years tend to be presidential years, but there have been a lot of nonpresidential years where women have made gains, so why has it taken so long? It still takes a candidate. It still takes motivating women to run for office and then following that with supporting those women candidates so that they have a good chance of winning.


MS: Speaking of which, I keep running into these studies saying that women have to really be actively coaxed and convinced to run for office. Why do you think that is?


DB: Political socialization is still a factor. Most girls don’t grow up thinking that they want to be out there in the rough-and-tumble of politics. Politics is not, as they often say, for the fainthearted, but it is part of our culture to try to encourage people to seek public office in some capacity. . . . You have to go out there and encourage women. You’ve got to give women the tools they need in order to believe that they can be successful when they get there. Some women believe that it’s important to run after they’ve finished their so-called child-rearing years, if that’s still a matter of interest to them. Some women believe that they have to have a solid education and this, that, and the other. What they simply don’t know is that most men wake up in the morning or wake up in the middle of the night, and decide, Why not? They feel very passionately. When you look at the number of women who are serving today and you go back and look at the reasons why they decided to run, often they have to do with raising their kids and wanting a better education in their community, or fighting  for environmental issues. So it takes all kinds of reasons. But the good news is that I think we’ve turned the corner; we just can’t see as far as we want to see down the road.


MS: Sometimes this is framed as almost a competition between men and women—an equality thing, as if we just want parity for parity’s sake—but why is it important? Why is this not a “women’s issue” but something that men should also support?


DB: Because every time that women have made progress, typically it’s because some woman stepped up and stood up and said, “You know what? This has to change.” Because the progress we’ve seen in our lifetime happened because of women who dared, women of courage—women like Olympia Snowe and Pat Schroeder and others. Because they spoke up and we got Title IX, because they spoke up and they were able to change the Family Medical Leave Act, they were able to make advancements on so many other fronts—assuring that women had access to credit cards, as my home-state congresswoman Lindy Boggs did. So it’s important that women continue to see that when women run, they make a difference in our lives. They tend to be more collaborative. There was a study recently, in The New York Times, I believe, about the women in the United States Senate—they want to get along, they want to work across the aisle, they don’t have this macho thing that they can’t compromise or they can’t find common ground.


MS: Regarding leadership positions, the numbers are low not just in Washington but across the board in terms of CEOs and Fortune 500 companies, as Sheryl Sandberg’s book has been highlighting. How is that connected? Do you think that the more women come into other areas of power and influence in the corporate world and in these other arenas, the more it would enhance the overall acceptance of women leaders?


DB: I do believe that public service is one of the most visible forms of leadership in society, but there’s no question when you look at what happened a few years ago in California, with Meg Whitman and Carly Fiorina, that was also an important step—you had two women in the corporate world stepping out into the political world. Again, when you look at most of the men who are in office—not to give them the short end of the rope—but men have had success in business and say, “I’ve made a great living and all. Now let’s see what I can do for the country or to make the world a better place.” I think for women in the corporate world, we don’t have that many role models, we don’t have that many mentors. And I think Sheryl Sandberg is fostering this interesting conversation on that, not just about the role of ambition, but also about mentoring and the fact that we cannot just walk in the door and shut it behind us. . . . We have to find ways to keep the door open for other women to join us in the circle of power.


MS: I interviewed Anna Deavere Smith for another series about leadership, and I remember her really stressing the fact that she thinks it’s not just enough to get the women in the door—women have to reach back and also bring up other women, especially women who are in underserved communities.


DB: That’s an important part. I found that when I was coming up through the political ranks, it wasn’t enough to be the only woman, or sometimes the only minority, in the room; I wanted to make sure that I was not the last. So while I sat at the table, I often told my colleagues, “Look, if there’s no room at the table, we’ll just bring in folding chairs. We’ll make space for women.” The attitude is that we’ve got to start making space for each other. If we don’t, we will never see ourselves as making real progress.


MS: What about this whole likability factor that Sheryl Sandberg talks about in her book, in terms of when you have strong, ambitious women, they’re perceived as “unlikable”? Do you think that’s improving? Because it seems to me that it’s a hard situation for women to be in—that if you’re strong and successful, you’re unlikable.


DB: I used to tell people to embrace the inner bitch, because people will trample on you if you don’t have any self-esteem or self-respect. People will intimidate you if you’re unsure or unsteady, so embrace the inner bitch. You may want to call it the inner goddess, but whatever you call her, we’ve got it and we have it in abundance. My mother always said, “It’s not what they call you; it’s what you answer to.”


MS: You have such a strong sense of self and such confidence. What gives you your drive and inner strength?


DB: First of all, I had a mother and grandparents who were simply phenomenal. They were women who just seized every opportunity. And I come from a working-class background, really poverty, and my parents were my motivation, especially my mom. I saw how she worked, and she didn’t distinguish between the boys and the girls; there were nine of us, and she made us all do the same things. She made us speak up. She made us toughen up. She really gave us all what I would call the key ingredients of leadership, and because of her, I think I was so motivated, as a little girl, to go out there and do my very best.


I knew that as a black woman in the formerly segregated Deep South, I would have to pick my way and find every elevator I could, as well as a ladder, to be able to be successful . . . My grandmother, of course, made it clear to me when we were kids, “Okay, we’re former slaves and that’s it. No more picking cotton. It’s too hard to pick cotton.” And so I grew up wanting to know how women like my grandmother and so many others survived, and what I learned was, they were blessed with determination. They were blessed with courage. They were blessed with resiliency and perseverance. They’re the ones who blessed me to have the seat at the table that I have today.


MS: Why is there such inequality of representation and diversity in the media, and why is this important? How do those low numbers and lack of diversity affect both the political debate and consciousness?


DB: Well, as I tell my students at Georgetown, “Visibility is viability.” If you’re not visible in society and you’re not out there, people don’t know you exist. Think about where we are today—you’ve got Dianne Feinstein now heading up Intelligence, Barbara Mikulski on Appropriations, Patty Murray on the Budget Committee, Mary Landrieu on the Small Business Committee, and there are probably more that I’m not remembering right now. But I’ll tell you this: when you look at the fact that all these women are in all these key, remarkable positions, and yet you turn on TV and you see John McCain and Lindsey Graham, you want to scream. . . . Why are there no women? Because often we don’t push ourselves to go out there. I’m serious. It’s not only because we’ve got young men who don’t know how to reach women; we also have a culture where women still don’t self-promote. You know what I do once or twice a month, because I have this attitude like, who cares? I just call CNN: “What Sunday do you need me?” I do! I will pick up the phone and say, “Which Sunday do you need me? Because I’m in D.C. all week.” And I don’t just call one person—I call four or five. And I harass them sometimes, if I’m in the mood. I go out there every week, because it’s important to go out there. I have to tell you the truth: it’s not easy to do that . . . but it’s worth it because I can get out there. I can talk about gay marriage. I can talk about immigration. I could  talk about guns. I could talk about the budget. I could talk about 2016, and those are my topics. And if they need me for the foreign policy stuff on Syria, Cypress, and all the other topics, I would have been ready for that, too. When I push, I push. You’ve got to self-promote, and I know that’s hard for some women and some of them simply don’t like to do it, but think about John McCain and Lindsey Graham—they will self-promote in a nanosecond. Joe Biden used to self-promote. Dick Durbin self-promotes. Chuck Schumer self-promotes. It’s all self-promotion. That’s all it is.


MS: I have also seen studies saying that sometimes the reason why women aren’t self-promoting is that they don’t think they’re qualified enough. This self-doubt is so subliminal—again, probably programmed into us as girls to make us doubt what we know—that it may be holding us back. I think there was some statistic that only 3 percent of women are in the top clout positions in the media. Isn’t it also the responsibility on the part of the media to make sure that they’re reaching out to women, too?


DB: There’s no question that it’s a two-way street. I think we have to do self-promotion, but we’ve also got to find those who are in charge of the media and stress upon them the fact that there needs to be more diversity in the newsroom. As I’ve said, I’ve been involved with CNN now for over eleven years; I’ve been with ABC for about seven years. I can tell you that based on my relationship with those producers, I go to [them], and I say, “Okay, I’m not available, so have you talked to Maria Cordona? Have you found out what Hillary Rosen thinks?” The other problem is we have some women who don’t do that, who don’t recommend other women. When I was up for a renewal, I didn’t just speak up for myself. Of course I did, but I also asked, “Well, what about Maria, what about Anna, and what about Hillary?” Just because I’m sitting at the table doesn’t mean I can’t have additional chairs for other women. That’s another problem that we have sometimes as women: we don’t carry each other into the world, and also, when women are trying to impress the boss, they think about guys. Well, if I know John Kerry is available, Jesus Christ, you know who’s got comparable experience to John Kerry and has been serving on the Foreign Relations Committee for all these years—you should also reach out to her. The media piece is a very difficult beat. . . . It’s a tough business, even those Sunday shows. Do we watch them? Do we support them? Do we tweet about them? I mean, I try to tweet about Diane Sawyer. I try to tweet about Katie Couric. Of course I’ve written for Oprah’s magazine. We’ve got to be better supporters. That goes back to this whole notion of why there are not a lot of women, when we’re the majority of voters. We must ask that question of ourselves. What are we waiting for?


MS: I know you have done so much advocacy in promoting voters’ rights and in getting young people to vote. Do you feel like that’s improving in terms of citizens, common citizens, just wanting to be a part of the process and speaking up when there’s something that they believe in?


DB: I do believe that we need refresher courses from time to time on what it means to be a citizen in the United States of America in the twenty-first century. I think so many people lose sight of the fact that we have a system of a Republican form of government with self-representation. And not everybody needs to run for office. Some people need to be better advocates in their neighborhood. Some people need to be better advocates when it comes to fixing up schools and keeping the community thriving. Some people need to be better advocates in terms of the environment. So there are many ways to serve and many ways that we can fulfill our role as citizens of the United States of America. But we need to understand that we have the greatest power on the planet—as citizens of the United States of America—and when we fail to utilize that, that’s why we end up with the kind of government  and the kind of dysfunction [we have], because we’re not actively engaged as citizens. That’s why, for me, voting is the lifeblood of our democracy.


MS: In terms of where women are today, I feel hopeful on one side, because it seems like there are a lot of promising signs, and then on the other side of things, you see all this pushback on things that we thought we had already settled—on contraceptives and reproductive rights, as well as some of the misinformed rhetoric about rape that was going on in the last election. How do you view the moment that we’re in as it relates to the overall status of women in the United States and in the world?


DB: There are always people who are going to lag behind. When you run a race, not everyone comes in first, and when you make social change or make progress, there will be those who say, “Not now, and not ever.” What you see today is a backlash—there’s no question there’s still a backlash. It’s cultural and it’s religious. Whenever there’s a dry moment in the forecast, some people use that as an opportunity to try to take us back to another, bygone era. But this is another reason why we have to remain ever vigilant. Let’s be honest: How many models do we have in the world to look toward? So we have to, as Gandhi often would say, “be the change that we wish to see in the world.” And as women, as leaders, we have to continue to fight for those priorities and champion those issues that will ultimately make our lives better and allow us to be coequal citizens on this planet.


MS: Many people I spoke with made the point that we need to support Republican women candidates as much as we do Democrats. I want to make it clear that this is not a partisan issue.


DB: There are so many Republican women. Because, look, I don’t believe that we can afford to put all our eggs in one basket. The political parties exist—and you have to have the structure, because you can’t just be president without securing the nomination, so there’s a role for political parties. But when it comes to promoting and pushing women in leadership positions, we should work all across the court, even women who might disagree on issues. We need to find common ground with the notion that once we get to the table, we might be able to break bread.


MS: If you could have the ear of women and girls today, what would be the one message you would most want to get out there?


DB: Believe in yourself. No one is going to give you the tools to make you the success that you want to be, so you’ve got to find it inside you. I often tell people that I think we already come prepackaged, but we fail to open up and become who we are because society has put so many daunting and challenging things before us. So be who you are.
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