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“I really want women to know their power, to value their experience. To understand that nothing has been more wholesome in the political process than the increased involvement of women.”

—House Speaker Nancy Pelosi





Introduction

ON DECEMBER 12, 2018, THE nation held its collective breath as a bizarre scene unfolded on national television. President Donald Trump, Vice President Mike Pence, Senate Democratic Leader Charles Schumer, and House Democratic Leader Nancy Pelosi were in the Oval Office for what was supposed to be a meeting to avoid a federal government shutdown. Dressed in a green dress and seated poised on a chair facing the president as befits the leader of a coequal branch of government meeting at the White House, Pelosi saw the budget negotiations devolve into a barrage of interruptions, mansplaining, and third-party insults from the president, who was trying to needle her for not having 218 votes publicly announced in her bid to return as Speaker of the House.

Finally it came to this:

Trump: “Nancy’s in a situation where it’s not easy for her to talk right now, and I understand, and I fully understand that. We’re going to have a good discussion, and we’re going to see what happens. But we have to have border security.”

Pelosi: “Mr. President—Mr. President, please don’t characterize the strength that I bring to this meeting as the leader of the House Democrats, who just won a big victory.”

In that moment, she obliterated any doubts about her resolve to return as Speaker with calm and confidence, or about her ability to corral an unruly president’s out-of-control negotiations, or her intention to be a role model for girls told they didn’t belong, professional women talked over by blustery men, and older women told they were no longer useful. A few moments later, having refused to fund a border wall for which the president had repeatedly said Mexico would pay, Nancy Pelosi pulled on a 2012 winter coat the designer had presciently named “red fire,” slipped on her shades, and stepped out of the White House and into meme history.

The next day, she locked down her 218th vote and her historic position as the first and second woman Speaker of the House of Representatives.

That moment was chosen for this book cover because it encapsulates the Nancy Pelosi Way: a woman in full who knows the power of bringing her complete self—as a leader, as a political force, as a legislator, as an activist, as a mom, and as the daughter of a powerhouse mother whose dreams were ahead of her time—to the moment.

Suddenly the coat meme was everywhere: videos, fan art, campaign swag. I have the pillowcase to give my daughter a virtual confidence-building hug from her Mimi as needed, and definitely wear the shades pin for the boost.

How did this explode?

First, I think there are a lot of people who have always wanted to get in a room with the president of the United States and hold their own, regardless of party. As Nancy often says, you have to be able to “breathe the air at the highest altitudes.” Many people—including presidents—forget themselves when they get to the Oval Office and need to be reminded that they are mortal. This particular denizen of the Oval Office—perhaps more than most—needed the reality check that he represents but one coequal branch of government. Rather than a sycophant whispering in his ear, Trump got a free and powerful woman telling him out loud in view and earshot of the cameras he himself had ushered in: “Remember, your presidency is mortal.”

Second, after all the sexism and misogyny that was hurled at Nancy Pelosi and Hillary Clinton over the years and in the 2016 presidential campaign and then at Nancy Pelosi after Hillary lost, Nancy had the audacity to stay, while in the words of Joy Ann Reid, some people feel the need to “flee to the safety of a white male candidate.” Certainly one had been offered—sort of. The goal of a small group of people in the House was to force out Nancy Pelosi; then, a new hypothetical safe candidate would emerge whom Republicans—who mercilessly attacked straight white male military veteran Democrats including Max Cleland, Tom Daschle, Al Gore, John Kerry, and Jack Murtha—would decide to leave alone. They continued on the path even after Nancy led the effort to win back the House Democratic majority, which is why Trump thought bullying Nancy about the speakership fight in public in the third person was somehow going to unnerve her. If a billion-dollar multiyear negative ad campaign from the far right and 137,000 negative ads against her in the 2018 campaign cycle had not fazed Nancy Pelosi, his remarks didn’t stand a chance—except to boomerang. Which they did.

Third, Nancy Pelosi has a depth of experience and professionalism that is relatable for millions of career women who show up twice as prepared, coiffed, and focused as men only to be ignored, talked over, or co-opted when men steal their ideas right in front of them and receive rapturous praise for such “original” thinking. Maybe after two years of all the boorishness, we just wanted to see some joy in a woman comfortable in her power and ready to fight for it just like a man would—if in fact there would ever be a male party leader who would coach his team to victory and then get fired.

Naturally, as a daughter, I see things behind the scenes that others don’t, so the purpose of this storytelling is to add context to the public stories that I think shaped Nancy Pelosi as a daughter, mother, wife, friend, representative, and role model to aspiring leaders looking to step into their own power and make their own choices—not those dictated to them. I deliberately chose to tell a few stories of ways in which Nancy Pelosi was forged by childhood, school, and parenthood. I tell stories of her first campaign for Congress, her efforts to elect more women leaders (which has helped create the most diverse Congress in history, with thirty-five new women members elected in 2018, compared to the twelve House Democratic congresswomen who served together when she arrived in 1987), her innovative ways of getting her message to the people and the people’s message to the Congress, and her latest campaign to protect her legislative baby, the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act.

Her story is historic and unique, but I hope the lessons are universal.





1

Know Your Power

WHEN NANCY PATRICIA D’ALESANDRO WAS a young girl growing up in Baltimore, political office was seen as the path for her five brothers, not their baby sister. Her mother was Nancy Lombardi D’Alesandro, an immigrant from Italy who married at nineteen and never again lived outside the Little Italy neighborhood of row houses, St. Leo’s Catholic Church parish, Italian businesses, and Democratic precincts patrolled by the “moccasin army” she commanded for her husband, the New Deal congressman-turned-mayor Thomas D’Alesandro. “Big Tommy” and “Big Nancy” had seven children (one boy died as a small child) and a network of thousands of constituents who would drop in at all hours of the day or night to seek help, pay it forward, exchange political news, and build community power. More often than not, they were greeted at the door by “Little Nancy,” the girl who would grow up to leave Baltimore for Trinity College in Washington, DC, and follow her college sweetheart Paul Pelosi to New York City, then to his hometown of San Francisco, where, after years of raising their five children (all born within six years and one week) and building community power herself, she would be elected to the Congress of the United States in 1987 and then elected by her colleagues to be the first (in 2007) and the second (in 2019) woman (and Italian American) Speaker of the House, and one of only a handful of people ever to return to the Speaker’s Chair.

“I was born into a family that was devoutly Catholic, proud of our Italian American heritage, fiercely patriotic, and staunchly Democratic,” Nancy often says. “That was our family. Our parents raised us to be proud of our Italian Catholic heritage, patriotic in our love of country, and respectful of the dignity and worth of every person. They taught us that we have responsibilities to each other, and that public service was a noble calling. We were always giving out buttons, placards, bumper stickers, and the rest. But we were first and foremost a family, even though my father was mayor. So it was Mayor outside, it was Daddy at home. There never was a time when you entered our home that, in the vestibule, there weren’t buttons, placards, or stickers and the like for whatever the campaign was, whether it was presidential, gubernatorial, or local.”

This long journey from answering the door at 245 Albemarle Street to answering the call to lead Congress was paved by hard work, deep faith, and the unerring ability to believe in her “why” over and over again, confounding the experts and expectations.

The first time she was elected to House leadership as Democratic Whip—October 10, 2001—a torrent of letters came from across America telling Nancy Pelosi that in her victory they saw their dreams: the unfulfilled dreams of elders who—like her own mother—had never been able to reach their professional goals—and the hopeful dreams of parents knowing that their daughters had a new role model who would pave the way for others. The most oft-received quote in the letters from people across the country was one Nancy used herself from Eleanor Roosevelt: “The future belongs to those who believe in the beauty of their dreams.” Eleanor Roosevelt was a contemporary of Nancy D’Alesandro. Tommy was a New Deal congressman and big supporter of President Franklin Roosevelt (so much so that he named a son after FDR and supported him in most politics with major exceptions being the treatment of refugees and the need for the creation of a Jewish homeland). But like many women of that generation, Nancy D’Alesandro did not make it beyond Little Italy. She raised her family at 245 Albemarle Street; her parents lived at 235 Albemarle while her in-laws lived at 204. She was a member of the Women’s Democratic Club in Washington, DC, where Eleanor Roosevelt did her radio addresses. She was an inventor and an organizer, and even matriculated at Maryland Law School, but never completed her studies after her young son died. Years later, when I passed the California bar exam, I mailed her an invitation and she wrote back saying: “I am the second happiest person to receive this notice from the Bar Examiners. How happy I am to see you accomplish what I could not 55 years ago.” Her dreams of professional success were in her daughter and later her granddaughters. But her energy was in running the campaigns and serving constituents out of the family home and training her daughter to respect people and serve them. As first lady of Baltimore, my grandmother actively used her platform to improve housing in the city. She showed Nancy what a significant role women could play in politics as she worked hand in hand with her husband to serve the people of Baltimore. But political ambitions—running for office or serving in a government job—were reserved for the men until Nancy paved her own path to Congress and then to leadership that honored the beauty of the dreams of those early women leaders.

But to win leadership, Nancy had to run, and when she announced her intentions in 2000, the first question some of her as-yet-unenlightened Democratic congressional colleagues asked was, “Who said she could run?” Nancy’s reaction: “Oh really? I have to have your permission to run? You have really stoked my fire—now I’m definitely running if you think I have to have your permission!”

Yes, they really asked, “Who said she could run?” Why? Because they’d had a pecking order for the over two hundred years since the Founders, of white man to white man to white man—and they mentored these men and gave them perks and positions to cultivate the loyalties they would need to succeed. What they had not counted on was a woman stepping forward. To Pelosi supporters, Nancy was a successful California Democratic Party chair, master legislator on the Appropriations Committee and Select Permanent Committee on Intelligence, and longtime campaigner who knew how to win elections and elect diverse people who fit their districts and could deliver results. To the status quo, she was an interloper cutting in line and challenging corporate structural power with legions of grassroots donors large and small. So little did they think of congresswomen as potential party leaders that with the exception of her mock swearing-in in a ceremonial room, the first time Nancy Pelosi entered the Democratic Speaker’s office for a meeting was as the Democratic Speaker.

So they did what power does, and attempted to appease the competition by co-opting the situation. Some party elders came to Nancy and said, in effect, “We see that you have a lot of support from women. Why don’t you women give us a list of the things you want done and we will get them done for you?” Her reaction: “Those poor babies. I don’t think so!” They had no idea what they were dealing with. Women don’t want men to lead for us—we want to lead on the strength of our own ideas and talents at building coalitions to turn ideas into laws. We are not running as women—we are women—we are running as leaders who can bring our skills and experiences to the table for everyone. Besides, how would men help women achieve their financial, education, and professional equality if they did the work for them?

Every time I deconstruct that story I can’t help but wonder: Were there women before who gave them the list? Who quietly subsumed their ideas to get something done? This wasn’t a new trick trotted out to appease Nancy Pelosi and eliminate her as a threat; this was a practiced move. And that’s why so many women and men found it enraging. Attempts at co-option and flagrant condescension only made Nancy more determined to run and to win, not because she was a woman (in which case she likely would have lost), but because she could lead the caucus of mostly men to vote for her and unite around her leadership.

Nancy’s argument about why she should become the most powerful woman in Congress was less to do with gender than it was to do with direction: that a daughter of the New Deal would shape the course of the Democratic Party by echoing FDR’s call for “bold persistent experimentation.” At the time Washington Democrats were in a battle of influence between the business-oriented Democratic Leadership Council and the base constituencies of women, communities of color, LGBTQ Americans, organized labor, civil rights campaigners, and environmental activists. At the time that some wanted to compromise with President George W. Bush on a second round of tax cuts, Nancy insisted that government needed to work for the people and help them with jobs, health care, housing, and equal rights. Most important to her colleagues interested in winning back the House, Nancy had led the campaign to flip four California seats from Republican to Democratic.

When Nancy won as House Democratic Whip, she said “We have made history—now we must make progress!” But she had barely finished saying that to the press before a male reporter cut her off—at her victory press conference. Would he have interrupted a male whip? A question for the ages, and a sign of things to come. But regardless of how obviously some people clearly needed to get used to a woman in power, Nancy won and she was ready to lead.

Being the first woman to lead a political party in Congress (as Leader and Speaker) gave Nancy the opportunity to celebrate other trailblazing women. She has held Women’s History Month events to honor women veterans; women mathematicians of America’s space program; Supreme Court justices; and other women congressional leaders like her friend Lindy Boggs, who once told Nancy when Nancy was concerned that she had perhaps too many titles at one time—chairing the 1984 convention host committee, the delegate selection committee, and the California Democratic Party—“Darling, no man would have ever said that. And so, darling, know thy power and use it.”

When Nancy wrote her bestselling book, she used the title Know Your Power. Lindy knew hers. One day she, Nancy, Barbara Boxer, and other congresswomen went over to the Senate to protest the Republican Senate’s efforts to disallow a vote on the Civil Rights Act amendment in 1990. A Republican senator from Minnesota was incredibly rude, telling them, “You don’t belong here.” When the congresswomen said they were members of Congress with floor privileges, he said, “Oh, I thought you were staff,” (as if that made his rudeness any more acceptable) and pushed the congresswomen off to the side. But the women refused to be treated that way: they talked to the press and they were very clear that they did belong there, not only because members of Congress have House floor privileges and Senate floor privileges, but also morally, that women have a right to be present. They were literally told to go to the side and be quiet—and that led to the Republican’s defeat as a senator against Paul Wellstone in the next election and started the congresswomen on a path that ended up with Boxer being a senator, Boggs being an ambassador to the Vatican, and Nancy being Speaker of the House.

The lesson: Know your power and use it. Do not confine yourself to other people’s expectations for you and make conscious decisions to put girls and women in the position of developing and knowing their power. If Nancy had listened to what 1950s Baltimore expected of her, her life would have been very different. Had she listened to the people who asked for her “list,” she never would have shown herself and others that women do not have to wait our turn (that may never come) and settle for derivative power instead of elected power. But she made the choice to break up the pecking order and refused to be treated as “less than.” And as Nancy’s story illustrates, you don’t want to be pigeonholed as “running as a woman.” Instead, remind people that you are running as the best person for the job. There is a fine line between empowering a different kind of leadership and collaborative skills people expect from women versus making gender the sole rationale (as opposed to one of the benefits) of your candidacy. Fight to earn power because you are a leader, not because it is “your turn.”

What is true in politics is true across the professions. Little girls are still not encouraged to pursue the hard sciences, young women are underrepresented in STEM or STEAM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Arts, and Math). And while more women jumped into politics in 2017 like never before, we still have vast underrepresentation at the highest levels.

Women need to lead, and other women need to support them. Too often there is a scarcity argument—that, like crabs in a barrel, only one can rise to the top by climbing over the others. Sometimes it’s described as the “woman’s seat” on a board or commission or legislative slate, as if there can only be one.

When there is only one woman, she has to be the only everything—the only woman/person of color/person with a disability/LGBTQ person/the only other everything other than white men who aren’t expected to carry the dreams of others who never made it to the table. It is sadly still too common even in “progressive” or “meritocratic” spaces to hear “I’m the first woman in my family to graduate from law school, so I don’t have a role model for being in court” or “I’m the only openly gay person on my board” or “I’m the only young person on my leadership team” or “Tell me about it, I’m the only woman and only person of color so they think they’ve got a twofer” or “They say tech is a meritocracy, but ‘brogrammers’ are as sexist as Mad Men1.” We who have been “the only one” know what it’s like to engage with people who did not grow up in a just society and are adapting to women, people of color, and LGBTQ Americans in positions of leadership. To be asked “Is your boss here yet?” or “Can you grab us some coffee while you’re up?” or “My wife would love your dress.” We know what it’s like when people shake your white male assistant’s hand, assuming he is your supervisor. We know what it’s like to suggest an idea, only to hear it echoed by a man, and then hear the group praise the man for “his” idea. We are pleasantly surprised when given credit for our own ideas in real time. We know what it’s like facing Mad Men mores and earning Mad Men paychecks.

There is little hope of escaping sexism considering that to this very day men talk over Speaker Nancy Pelosi. We saw it ourselves on camera in the Oval Office in December 2018. We read about it a year before when Nancy was at an informal White House dinner with the president, Leader Schumer, and various administration officials trying to make a deal on DACA. At one point, Commerce Secretary Wilbur Ross asked, “What exactly does the president get out of this deal?” Nancy, the only woman at the table out of eleven people, started to answer, but the men in the room began talking over her and one another. Exasperated, Nancy asked, “Do the women get to talk around here?” As a reporter put it: “There was, at last, silence, and she was not interrupted again.”2

And Nancy has seen it with men who come to Washington to ask Congress for help and treat her with chauvinism and talk to the men around her but not to her. At the 2004 convention, Nancy went to practice the speech she would give as the House Democratic Leader, laying out the vision and agenda on which presidential nominee Senator John Kerry and every candidate for Congress would run. A man assigned to prep with her said, “Okay, now let’s work on your tone to match Mrs. Heinz Kerry, who is giving her speech in a certain tone”—to which Nancy said, “With respect to Mrs. Kerry, I’m giving my speech as a congressional leader, not as a wife.” There are some hapless souls who still treat Nancy that way during her second term of service as Speaker of the House. They are completely uncomfortable with women in power. You would think they would have aides who would say “You should really look the Speaker of the House in the eye when you talk to her,” if only for practical political reasons—but, alas, you would be wrong. But Nancy doesn’t let that stop her: she takes note, and she goes around them, knowing her power and showing her “why.” And she rededicates herself to bringing more quality and equality to leadership.

The numbers matter: one diverse person is alone and the only everything other. Two diverse people are pitted against each other; three is a critical mass. That’s when change can happen; that’s when people can start to have the confidence to demand policies that are more authentic and representative. Studies show that gender diversity enhances the bottom line.3 The more diverse a team is, the more likely it is to make the best business decision, because multiple perspectives add authenticity and avoid groupthink. A 2017 Forbes study of six hundred business decisions made by two hundred different teams over a two-year span found that more diverse and inclusive teams made better decisions up to 87 percent of the time, took less time to make the decision, and delivered 60 percent better results.4 Credit Suisse found that boards with more women had a 36 percent higher return on equity.5

The #MeToo Movement showed us how many women found their calling and tried to develop their power but were harassed out of opportunities to advance professionally. When the We Said Enough/Me Too Politics advocacy reached Congress, Nancy convened congresswomen and stakeholders to support a change to the capitol culture. Representative Jackie Speier’s bipartisan reforms changed the rules by which Congress conducts itself. This was a tough time—there were popular members who faced reckonings for past behavior. In one instance, the five days it took Nancy to successfully call on one long-serving member with a secret sexual harassment settlement to step aside seemed like agony at the time—with Nancy attacked for saying there should be due process for accuser and accused. But as it turned out, insisting on a process that would be fair and setting forth a structure and a standard meant that members knew the standards by which they would be judged. By contrast, it took the Senate twenty-one days from accusations to resignation of a popular senator, and many people still feel that was far too rushed. Charting a fair course forward while dealing with multiple opinions and varied situations required a thick skin and a deft touch. Most people agreed that something had to be done, but they disagreed on the how and the why and the when. Nancy and House Democrats moved swiftly to change their internal caucus rules and to roil through some tough changes and departures, but had to wait another year before the Senate acted on bicameral reforms that affected both chambers.

Cleaning up one’s own house is not often easy, but it is often necessary to usher in respect, inclusivity, and dignity—and to hardwire those values into campaigns and legislative offices. This in turn creates more confidence that women, people of color, and LGBTQ Americans know their power to make decisions and policies more authentic and equitable.

And there is a new partnership in attacking and dismantling the world of the old bulls. In conversation onstage at the IGNITE/Running Start’s Young Women Run conference in July 2017, I asked about a comment an old bull had made when she first became Whip: “Nancy will be a great leader—she can even be Speaker—she just needs to look out for old bulls and jealous women.” She said, “That was a while ago—women now—young women understand that this is not a zero-sum game—if you succeed, she can succeed. It just gets bigger and bigger. The more women succeed, the more women succeed. There was an older notion of if you get it than I won’t get it kind of thing. I think that notion is diminishing now.” Her advice to overcome the sexism and scarcity arguments: “Know your power. Give yourself credit for what you have done—even if, like me, it was being home taking care of the family—one of the most important jobs in the country. Don’t let anyone have a mystique—they went to that school, they are wearing that tie. The new gold standard is you. Let them measure up to what you are.”

When you think of yourself as the new gold standard for public service, that’s knowing your power.
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