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THE ART OF POWER—MY STORY
AS AMERICA’S FIRST WOMAN SPEAKER
OF THE HOUSE

The Art of Power: My Story as America’s First Woman  Ritvik Singh Sabharwal
Speaker of the House is an autobiographical narrative ﬂ%‘gﬁ%%" University,
that recounts the speakership of Nancy Pelosi (D-CA)
and her leadership of both the US House of Representa-
tives and the House Democratic Caucus. The book opens
by tracing Pelosi’s path to the speakership, emphasizing
the negotiations, alliances, and institutional constraints
that shaped her development as alegislative leader. It then
turns to her engagement with key foreign policy debates
over the course of her career, followed by an analysis
of major domestic policy challenges she confronted while in office.
The narrative concludes with a retrospective assessment of her political
career and her understanding of her own legacy as a national leader.
Pelosi’s objectives as an author in this volume can be under-
stood as threefold. First, she seeks to outline the personal, familial,
and ideological influences that have shaped her political worldview
and her understanding of public service. Second, she offers a ret-
rospective account of her eight years as Speaker of the US House
of Representatives and more than a decade as Minority Leader, situating
her leadership within the major policy confrontations and institutional
conflicts that defined her tenure. Finally, the narrative functions,
at least in part, as a defense of her political record and public per-
sona, addressing longstanding criticisms while frequently attributing
responsibility for political failures to her opponents within the broader
power structure. Beyond these aims, the book consistently frames
Pelosi’s career through the lens of gender, reflecting on her experience
asa woman operating within a historically male-dominated political
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environment and emphasizing the structural barriers and glass ceilings
women encounter in Congress—often more formidable than those
faced by their male counterparts.

Pelosi emphasizes that her identity as a woman and her upbring-
ing as a Catholic constitute two of the most significant influences
on her political career. She presents herself as a forward-looking
policymaker, repeatedly framing her legislative priorities in terms
of responsibility toward future generations. Drawing on her background
as a party organizer, she argues that the effective exercise of power
requires as much strategic attention as the process of acquiring it.
At the same time, she acknowledges that political visibility and author-
ity carry personal costs. The book is dedicated to her husband, Paul
Pelosi, who was violently attacked in their home in 2022, an incident
that became the subject of politicized mockery by some of her oppo-
nents (Mahdawi). Pelosi uses this episode to underscore the emotional
strain and personal vulnerability associated with high-level political
leadership, portraying the speakership as a role that demands constant
tact while generating profound personal and political frustrations.

The author places sustained emphasis on her role as a woman
leader operating within what she characterizes as deeply patriar-
chal political institutions. She recounts multiple instances in which
her authority was questioned or minimized by colleagues both inside
and outside Congress, including an episode during the 2007 financial
crisis in which her right to convene a meeting was openly challenged
despite her position as the sitting Speaker. One of the central insights
she derives from these experiences is that women’s political survival
depends on a clearly articulated sense of purpose—a personal “why”
that sustains resistance to entrenched structural inequalities. Without
such motivation, she argues, women are unlikely to persist against
institutional inertia and gendered power asymmetries. Pelosi situates
her own career within a longer lineage of female political leadership,
paying tribute to figures such as Lindy Boggs, Sala Burton, and Bar-
bara Boxer, whom she identifies as formative influences. She also
notes the significant increase in women’s representation in Congress
over the course of her career and describes her speakership as a sym-
bolic culmination of earlier feminist struggles, recalling moments
in which she felt herself accompanied by the presence of past genera-
tions of American feminists. For Pelosi, the responsibility of women
in positions of power lies not only in governance but also in mentor-
ship, encouraging broader female participation in political life while
fostering diversity of perspective alongside unity of purpose within
legislative institutions.
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In her discussion of former US presidents, Pelosi consistently frames
historical evaluation in ways that reinforce her own policy positions.
She criticizes George H. W. Bush and Bill Clinton for what she character-
izes as insufliciently assertive approaches toward China. Her assessment
of the George W. Bush administration is markedly more critical, citing
its alleged disregard for the recommendations of the 9/11 Commission,
its justification for the Iraq War, and what she views as a premature
declaration of success in Afghanistan. She further faults the admin-
istration for its handling of the 2007 financial crisis, arguing that its
reliance on short-term, piecemeal measures failed to address underlying
structural problems. By contrast, Pelosi’s treatment of the Barack Obama
administration is notably favorable. She portrays Obama as an actively
engaged executive who worked closely with Congress and facilitated
major legislative achievements, including the passage of the Afford-
able Care Act. This depiction stands in sharp contrast to that offered
by Obama’s Republican counterpart in the House, John Boehner, who
characterizes the president as aloof, condescending, and inflexible in his
legislative approach (Boehner 117-149).

Substantial portions of the book are devoted to Pelosi’s relationship
with Donald Trump, whom she portrays in sharply negative terms.
She characterizes Trump as habitually dishonest, citing early meet-
ings in which he asserted that he had won the popular vote in the 2016
election and later reversed his support for legislation he had previously
endorsed. Pelosi further presents Trump as a significant departure
from his immediate predecessors, George W. Bush and Barack Obama,
whom she implicitly positions as more credible stewards of executive
authority. She assigns Trump primary responsibility for the events
of January 6, 2021—during which she herself was a central target—
as well as for the attack on her husband. Pelosi openly defends her role
in both impeachment proceedings, framing her actions as necessary
efforts to uphold constitutional accountability. By contrast, her discus-
sion of Joe Biden’s presidency, which coincided with the final phase
of her speakership, is notably affirmative, emphasizing what she iden-
tifies as significant legislative accomplishments, most prominently
the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act of 2021.

Critical readers should remain attentive to the narrative partial-
ity that characterizes many autobiographical and biographical texts,
particularly when their subject is a polarizing political figure such
as Nancy Pelosi. In addition to the evident partisan and personal biases
that shape the narrative, the book raises several substantive analytical
concerns. Most notably, Pelosi’s discussion of the American congres-
sional system at times reflects alimited engagement with the structural
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logic of bicameral governance, despite her extensive institutional
experience. She repeatedly expresses frustration with the White House
and, in particular, with the Senate, which she portrays as slow-moving
and procedurally antiquated. What remains largely unacknowledged,
however, is the extent to which the Senate’s deliberative complexity
functions as a stabilizing mechanism, constraining extremist policy
initiatives and mitigating the influence of fringe political agendas. Pelosi
further criticizes presidents for what she describes as a Senate-centered
legislative orientation, arguing that executive support more frequently
aligns with Senate versions of bills. Yet she gives comparatively little
attention to the structural differences between the two chambers:
House legislation is often broader in scope, more ideologically driven,
and more responsive to short-term political pressures, thereby requiring
modification and moderation in the upper chamber. Senate versions
of legislation are consequently more likely to secure presidential back-
ingand eventual passage, not merely as a matter of political preference,
but because they tend to reflect broader coalitional consensus within
the American electorate.

One of the most consequential limitations of the book lies in its
consistently hagiographic tone. Throughout the narrative, Pelosi
offers little sustained self-critique, rarely acknowledging error or mis-
judgment across a long and often contentious political career. This
tendency is also evident in her rhetorical asymmetries when addressing
international conflicts. For example, she explicitly employs the term

“genocide” in reference to the treatment of Uyghurs in China, while
describing the situation in Gaza in markedly more attenuated terms
as “suffering” (2-4), a formulation that obscures questions of agency
and political responsibility. Such linguistic caution is not contextu-
alized within the text, despite Pelosi’s long-standing relationships
with pro-Israel advocacy organizations across the political spectrum,
including AIPAC and J Street (Samuels).

More broadly, the memoir avoids engagement with several per-
sistent controversies surrounding Pelosi’s public image and political
practice, including allegations of insider trading that have circulated
widely in public discourse (Boyer). While Pelosi presents herself
as a proponent of consensus-driven governance and intra-party
democracy, numerous observers and political interlocutors have
characterized her leadership style as highly centralized and strategi-
cally coercive, emphasizing her formidable control over legislative
outcomes and party discipline (Boehner 1-4; Remnick). Long associated
with both the Baltimore and San Francisco political establishments,
Pelosi has frequently functioned as a symbolic figure of the “West
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Coast liberal” elite. Her orchestration of the passage of the Affordable
Care Act exemplifies this approach: the legislation’s success depended
on tightly managed procedural maneuvering and disciplined party
alignment, underscoring a model of leadership that prioritized results
over deliberative inclusivity.

Pelosi similarly foregrounds her role in the Democratic electoral
victories of 2006 and 2018, while devoting comparatively little attention
to the party’slosses in 2010 and 2022. Even after relinquishing formal
leadership positions, she continues to exert substantial influence within
the Democratic caucus, now led by her chosen successor, Hakeem
Jeffries (Kramer and Brennan). Notably, moments of self-celebration
in the text often inadvertently illuminate Pelosi’s instrumental under-
standing of power. Her account of attaching the repeal of the “Don’t
Ask, Don't Tell” policy to a must-pass military spending bill—described
approvingly as “kaleidoscope coalition politics” (48—49)—reveals
alegislative strategy grounded in compulsion and leverage, recalling
the procedural pragmatism long associated with Lyndon B. Johnson’s
mastery of congressional politics.

Pelosi presents a clearly articulated perspective in this memoir,
offering insight into her legislative style, policy priorities, political
decisions, and carefully cultivated public persona as one of the most
influential and contested figures in contemporary American politics.
As a first-person account by arguably the most powerful woman
in US political history and one of the most consequential Speakers
of the House, the book holds considerable value for scholars of Ameri-
can governance, legislative leadership, and political communication.
Although the narrative is unmistakably selective and self-affirming,
its perspective remains distinctive, capturing the view from the apex
of institutional power—a vantage point still relatively rare in American
political discourse. Much like its author, The Art of Power ultimately
functions as a revealing case study in the construction, performance,
and maintenance of political authority, offering insight not only into
Pelosi’s career but also into the broader dynamics through which
political leadership is imagined, enacted, and remembered.

Abstract: The Art of Power is an autobiographical account by Nancy Pelosi,
the first woman to serve as Speaker of the US House of Representatives.
The book traces her political trajectory from early campaign work to her ten-
ure as Speaker, situating her legislative career within broader debates about
leadership, governance, and gender in American politics. Pelosi reflects
on her political philosophy, legislative experiences, and self-conception
as a woman operating within a historically male-dominated institution,
emphasizing how she understands her approach to power as distinct from
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that of many of her male colleagues. This review offers a critical assessment
of the gender dynamics and partisan conflicts that shape the narrative, while
also engaging with the book’s achievements and limitations. In particular,
it examines patterns of selective self-representation, strategic framing of politi-
cal conflict, and the relative absence of sustained self-critique. Despite its
strongly performative and self-affirming tone, The Art of Power can be read
as a valuable ethnographic document of political authority and feminist lead-
ership within contemporary American legislative structures, offering insight
into the exercise of power in an increasingly polarized democratic system.

Keywords: American politics, US Congress, House of Representatives, Speaker
of the US House, Nancy Pelosi, book review

Bio: Ritvik Singh Sabharwal is a PhD scholar in American Studies
at the Centre for the Study of the Americas, School of International Stu-
dies, Jawaharlal Nehru University. He holds a BA in Political Science from
the University of Delhi and an MA in International Relations from Jawa-
harlal Nehru University. He has presented papers at national conferences
and published articles in peer-reviewed academic journals. His research
interests extend beyond Political Science and International Relations
to include religion, philosophy, history, and cinema studies. In addition
to his formal academic work, he has actively participated in scholarly
and co-curricular initiatives that have contributed to the development
of a broad and diverse skill set. He is a strong advocate of interdiscipli-
nary and polymath-oriented approaches to education, seeking to expand
academic inquiry beyond rigid disciplinary boundaries.

WORKS CITED

Boehner, John. On the House: A Washington Memoir. St. Martin’s Press, 2021.

Boyer, Dave. “Ridiculed Lawmakers Laugh All the Way to the Bank; Calls
Grow for Ban on Stock Trading.” Washington Times, 29 May 2024,
https://go.shr.lc/3Vi8rJX.

Kramer, Marcia, and Dick Brennan. “Sources: Nancy Pelosi Eyes Hakeem
Jeffries for Democratic Leadership Spot.” CBS News, 17 Nov. 2022,
https://www.cbsnews.com/newyork/news/sources-nancy-pelosi-
eyes-hakeem-jeffries-for-democratic-leadership-spot/.

Mahdawi, Arwa. “Jokes about Paul Pelosi Aren’t Just in Bad Taste. They Nor-
malize Political Violence.” The Guardian, 2 Nov. 2022, https://www.
theguardian.com/commentisfree/2022/nov/02/paul-pelosi-attack-
donald-trump-jr-memes.

Pelosi, Nancy. The Art of Power: My Story as America’s First Woman Speaker
of the House. Simon & Schuster, 2024.

Remnick, David. “Nancy Pelosi’s The Art of Power.” The New Yorker, 8 Aug.
2024, https://www.newyorker.com/news/daily-comment/nancy-
pelosis-art-of-power.

264


https://go.shr.lc/3Vi8rJX
https://www.cbsnews.com/newyork/news/sources-nancy-pelosi-eyes-hakeem-jeffries-for-democratic-leadership-spot/
https://www.cbsnews.com/newyork/news/sources-nancy-pelosi-eyes-hakeem-jeffries-for-democratic-leadership-spot/
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2022/nov/02/paul-pelosi-attack-donald-trump-jr-memes
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2022/nov/02/paul-pelosi-attack-donald-trump-jr-memes
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2022/nov/02/paul-pelosi-attack-donald-trump-jr-memes
https://www.newyorker.com/news/daily-comment/nancy-pelosis-art-of-power
https://www.newyorker.com/news/daily-comment/nancy-pelosis-art-of-power

Samuels, Ben. “Nancy Pelosi, Years-Long AIPAC Ally, Accepts ] Street
Endorsement.” Haaretz, 31 May 2022, https://www.haaretz.com/
us-news/2022-05-31/ty-article/highlight/nancy-pelosi-years-long-
aipac-ally-accepts-j-street-endorsement/00000181-194e-d9f2-a9af-
5£cf98740000.

SaIpNJS UDILIAWY [DUOIIDUIIUJ JO MIIADY

Ritvik Singh Sabharwal
Jawaharlal Nehru University,
New Delhi, Indlia

265


https://www.haaretz.com/us-news/2022-05-31/ty-article/.highlight/nancy-pelosi-years-long-aipac-ally-accepts-j-street-endorsement/00000181-194e-d9f2-a9af-5fcf98740000
https://www.haaretz.com/us-news/2022-05-31/ty-article/.highlight/nancy-pelosi-years-long-aipac-ally-accepts-j-street-endorsement/00000181-194e-d9f2-a9af-5fcf98740000
https://www.haaretz.com/us-news/2022-05-31/ty-article/.highlight/nancy-pelosi-years-long-aipac-ally-accepts-j-street-endorsement/00000181-194e-d9f2-a9af-5fcf98740000
https://www.haaretz.com/us-news/2022-05-31/ty-article/.highlight/nancy-pelosi-years-long-aipac-ally-accepts-j-street-endorsement/00000181-194e-d9f2-a9af-5fcf98740000



