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NC NOW Annual Conference 

Poised to Re-group and  

Re-claim: Tomorrow is Up to Us 

Winston-Salem, NC--October 10, 2015 

 

To the distinguished president of NC NOW Gailya Paliga; 

 

To my NOW sisters (and brothers too) in the struggle for equality 

and justice; to citizens of this great community of Winston-Salem 

and Forsyth; ladies and gentlemen—good afternoon. 

 

What an awesome pleasure it is to be with you today. 

 

And nothing could be finer than to be in Winston Salem, North 

Carolina with the North Carolina National Organization for 

Women.  

 

I am delighted to greet you on behalf of the 770,000 residents of 

the 12th Congressional District and to welcome those visiting the 

great city of Winston Salem and the mighty 12
th

 district. 

 

I am especially pleased to represent you and to have been sworn 

into the 113
th

 US Congress 11 months ago as the 100
th 

woman in 

Congress.
 

 

It is my ABSOLUTE pleasure to be here today as we “Focus 

Women’s Power” and I’m pleased to stand in solidarity with the 

women of NC NOW- right now and in the future. 

  

A group of strong sisters--fierce advocates—ready, prepared, un-

bought and un-bossed, positioned to re-group and re-claim.” 

 

Let me say that I love, admire and respect all that you do now, 

NOW (for what you’ve done in the past) and what I know you’ll 

do tomorrow.   
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I especially appreciate the strong sisterhood this organization 

promotes and nurtures to empower women, girls and communities.  
 

NC NOW you’ve been engaged and involved-- focusing women’s 

power on the issues that matter most to women and their families-- 

issues not only impacting our state but our entire nation. 

 

Together, we have, and will continue to forge bonds and build a 

new women’s network that replaces the “good ole” boys club.  

 

NC NOW has brought together our sisters – building a net that 

works for us - all across the State –  

 

You’ve done that because you know the deal—that it is absolutely 

necessary that women are players and at the table--- from the 

classroom to the board room - from the State House to the United 

States House, and in 2016 all the way to the White House. 

 

Since 1966, Women of NOW have been at the forefront of the 

fight to educate, motivate, advocate and activate women—and 

whenever necessary –to agitate. 

 

Analoyce Clapp wrote about NOW’s founding, saying: 

“28 women met to set up a temporary organization for this 

purpose: To take action to bring women into full participation in 

the mainstream of American society now, assuming all the 

privileges and responsibilities thereof in truly equal partnership 

with men.” 

 

49 years and hundreds of thousands of members later, NOW has 

established an illustrious history of living up to that mission and 

NC NOW has brought that mission to North Carolina. 

 

Each and everyone here today has ABSOLUTELY motivated and 
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inspired women in our great state at all levels and from all walks of 

life – NC NOW has given women a voice and is leading the charge 

towards women’s equality so we can be poised to re-group and re-

claim. 

 

Thank you for all that you do NC NOW. 

 

Today, I want to talk to you sister to sister – (you know serious 

family talk) about something that I know a lot about – and that is 

impacting public policy and running for office.  

 

I’ve run for office for the past 30 years—somewhere around 16 or 

17 elections.   

 

And just so you know I’m getting ready for my next 2016 re-

election run.  

 

And I’ve run these past 30 years not so much because I like it 

necessarily (and don’t get me wrong I do love this job) – but more 

importantly I’ve done it because I know I have to. 

 

You see, I know the impact that politics have on our lives and just 

how important it is to have women serving at the local, state and 

federal levels of government. 

 

Women in government are essential to NOW’s mission and to 

achieving parity for women.   

 

Why?--because politics control everything. 

 

Somebody is going to make decisions for and about you; most 

times without you.    

So you need to be in a position to make those decisions for 

yourselves or be able to control those of us who make them on 

your behalf.  
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Women are not a monolithic voice to be taken for granted – we are 

a diverse and a powerful force—a voice to be reckoned with. 

 

Women make up 54% of the voters in North Carolina.  

 

We were 70% of the turnout in this state in the 2008 and 2012 

presidential elections.  

 

Women are power– and only through continued service and 

representation in our legislatures, in the Congress and in local 

entities will we be able to fully harness our power. 

 

You see, power is what makes the difference in lives and 

communities.  

And the first thing you have to understand about power and how to 

get it is you don’t ask someone where it is, how to get it, or can 

you have it--You take it.   And once you’ve taken it, you use it! 

 

We can no longer afford to stand by while male dominated 

legislatures pass more laws with the intent of coercing, shaming, 

slamming or judging a woman.  

 

We’ve got to remember ladies that freedom is not free and we must 

fight to protect our freedom and we’ve got to protect our progress 

by focusing our power to get poised to re-group so we can reclaim. 

 

NOW, that begins with answering the call to serve. 

 

To my sisters in elected office here today-- thank you for your 

commitment to serve because service is the rent we pay for living 

on this earth. 

 

I commend you for keeping your rent fully paid up. 
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It is an honor to serve the Great State of North Carolina with so 

many strong and powerful women. 

 

To my sisters considering running – I remind you of Lillian Exum, 

the first woman to serve in the NC General Assembly” who was 

action-oriented and stepped out on faith and said “you just have to 

do a thing”. 

 

As I look out on you and reflect on my journey from School Board 

to Congress - I suspect my sisters that many of our paths have been 

similar and your stories much like mine.   

 

I had a sisterhood of support and know how important it is to be 

thy sister’s keeper.   

 

As the first caregivers for our families, women are naturals-- 

caring deeply about wanting to change what’s not right.  

 

Instead of just waiting for something to happen—women are 

moved deep inside to make something happen.  

 

Not for ourselves but for others. 

 

Serving for me has always been about helping and giving back. 

 

Before I began my first elected office more than 30 years ago I 

already knew the importance of taking responsibility, helping 

others and giving back.   

 

My mom, who passed away in May at the age of 90, blessed my 

life and directed my course.   

 

She taught me as a young girl how important it was to help others. 
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I helped her care for my older sister who suffered with sickle cell 

anemia (died before her 27
th

 birthday) while mom went to work to 

provide for us.  

 

Mom was a domestic.  She cleaned other folk houses so I wouldn’t 

have to.    

 

She was a strong, independent woman who taught me to be that 

way too. 

 

She wasn’t educated but she surely knew how important education 

was and what it would mean for my life.   

 

My sisterhood of support began as I was growing up inspired by 

women in my family, my church and community who always took 

the lead and—who encouraged and nurtured me. 

 

Women as mentors, teachers and leaders poised to build bridges 

for me to cross, helped me form bonds along my way.    

 

Today, I hope my words add to the NOW network and inspire 

everywoman in here to run and to get poised to re-group so we can 

re-claim.   

 

It’s a lot different for women than men who run for office.   

 

Women, we often need a little extra encouragement before 

throwing our hats in the ring. 

 

Today, and for as long as I’m breathing – I am here to encourage 

and empower you – my sisters in advocacy. 

 

Like many women, I ran because I felt called to service.    
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My phone started ringing 30 years ago and I answered that call 
– and haven’t hung up since.  
 
I was tired and I wanted “NO MORE”! 
 
“NO MORE” women undervalued, “NO MORE” women 
underrepresented, and “NO MORE” women under-served and 
degraded by male dominated legislatures.  
 
I turned my anger into action and got off the sidelines and 
engaged in the issues that mattered most to me. 
 
At the time, I was an angry mother determined to fight right 
wing Republicans who were trying to dismantle our public 
school systems through flawed legislation like No Child Behind 
– Robin Hood in reverse as I call it. 
 
I was an angry woman, but with good common sense – able to 
make my own decisions and choices about my body; because, 
not the Legislature, not the governor, not the Congress, not 
even my husband (if I still had one of the two I married). 
 
I was an angry worker because women earned less – and still 
do - than men for doing the same work.  
 
Now 30 years later -- I’m still in the game because I’m an angry 
grandparent and angry retired educator who care about all 
children and their access to equal and quality education and 
healthy and nutritious foods.   
 
I am an angry woman, smart enough to make up my own mind 
about my health and reproductive choices. 
 



 8 

When I first ran in the mid-eighties, I was elected to the School 
Board in Greensboro, North Carolina as the first African 
American woman elected to that body. 
 
I was NOT re-elected after my first 2-year term.  I guess I raised 
too much hell about all the right things.   
 
Instead of giving up I stood up-- more determined to go again.    
You see falling down is not a disgrace—staying down is. 
 
So position yourselves ladies to re-group and re-claim and 
when you fall on your back, if you can look up you can get up 
and you can go again.  
 
After losing my first re-election I got up and ran again. 
 
I was elected to the City Council in Greensboro and served 9 
years until I was appointed to the State House where I served 
for more than 20 years before being elected to Congress. 
 
My first two elected positions allowed me to advocate for my 
neighbors and our students, women and our families, our 
children and to get poised, to regroup so I could re-claim. 
 
I still had this feeling that I hadn’t done all I could do. 
 
My time in the General Assembly was invaluable.   
 
I quickly became known as the minimum wage lady, as a 
fighter for women and girls, and as a true champion for 
education and equal opportunity – or to some just “the hat 
lady”. 
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Even though I love my hats, all 1008 of them, I made it clear 
that it wasn’t what was on my head, but what was it in. 
 
In those 20 years as North Carolina’s hat lady, I learned a lot, I 
saw a lot, and I truly did a lot – but I got that feeling again - I 
knew there was more to do for both my community and for 
myself.   
 
At 67 I answered a new call and some thought I was crazy.  I 
even wondered myself but; just like Lillian Exum I told myself – 
“girl, just do it--Be the first woman to represent North 
Carolina’s 12th Congressional District, be the second African 
American woman to represent the Tar Heel state. 
 
Be the 100th woman elected to the 113th Congress!   
 
I threw my hat into the ring again, and entered a combative 7 
way primary with all male candidates – some of whom where 
almost half my age. 
 
They may have been half my age but they didn’t work half as 
hard.  
 
I beat those boys like a drum and after serving 10 terms in the 
General Assembly – I packed up my hats and headed north--- 
all the way to the US Congress!  
 
Since my election, I have been on the forefront of the fight to 
protect women, girls, and our families—still poised to re-group 
and reclaim whenever necessary to protect our progress as 
women. 
 
In Congress, I have co-sponsored legislation to increase the 
minimum wage – in NC I was the minimum wage lady. 
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In Congress I’ll be the living wage --the family wage lady.   
 
Perhaps my proudest moment was co-sponsoring the Fair 
Paycheck Act with my colleague Rosa DeLauro because I know 
while women work twice as hard, we’re paid two times less; 
and like Fannie Lou Hammer was: “I’m sick and tired of being 
sick and tired”-tired of the economic and gender inequity and 
so many disparities impacting women. 
 
I have also joined the Democratic Women’s Working Group, the 
Pro-Choice Caucus and in upcoming months I will be launching 
the Shatter the Glass Caucus.   
 
I practice what I preach, and I am committed to ensuring 
woman have a seat at every table – in my office, my Chief of 
Staff, Communications Director, Legislative Director, Outreach 
Director and Casework Director and scheduler all are women. 
 
If we want to ensure that women make equal pay for equal 
work, so we don’t just have a minimum wage but a living wage; 
that all people have access to quality and affordable education 
and healthcare – then we need more women seated at the 
table, from staffers who draft the policies to Members who 
advocate for them. 
 
History has shown that women are problem solvers – we led 
the fight for women’s suffrage and civil rights.   
 
Anti-lynching movements, school integration, voter 
empowerment were all female led. 
 
And not too long ago we led the fight in Washington to avert 
the Fiscal Cliff. 
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In the words of Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg, women’s political 

parity “is not women's liberation, it is women's and men's 

liberation.”    So everybody wins when women win! 

 

Women of NC NOW, we’ve got to get re-charged, re-committed 

and get poised and ready to elect more women throughout our 

Great State in 2016.  

 

The last redistricting in this state we lost 50% of the progressive 

thinking women in the NC House who understood and valued a 

woman’s right to know her rights and to be respected in her own 

voice. 

 

So let’s do our own re-districting this time.   

 

I don’t know about you NOW but I’m angry enough to act.   

 

Are you angry enough to act?  

 

My sisters we’ve got to get pass just being concerned.  We’ve got 

to be committed—committed enough to act. 

 

Margaret Thatcher said it best: “In politics if you want something 

said, ask a man but if you want something done—ask a woman”.  

 

And I absolutely approve this message. 

 

So 2016 is upon us and it is our responsibility to elect leaders that 

are committed to continuing to move our great nation forward. 

 

From the school boards and the courthouses, to the state houses 

and the U.S. house, to the Senate and all the way to the White 

House – this is the year of equality. 
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If we continue to work together, men and women, we will ensure 

that women take their rightful seats at every table in every house--- 

from the Court House to the White House.  

 

To my sisters who aren’t called to run – that’s ok.  Your service is 

your vote and your commitment to getting the women in your 

networks out to vote. 

 

If we don’t-- women stand to lose the most. 

 

In 2008 women in North Carolina made up 58% of active voters – 

it is our voices that stand to be silenced. 

 

Nationwide, women make up 54% of the vote with 61% of women 

turning out - so we shouldn’t want for anything because we have 

the power to make change and get everything we want and need. 

 

I remind folk who say we need to change policy-- that you can’t 

change policy until you change policymakers. 

 

Now is the time to change some of our policymakers – more now 

than ever it’s important for women to be engaged and 

empowered—poised to re-group and reclaim. 

  

Ladies, we must fight to protect our freedom to make our own 

health decisions. 

 

All around the country there is a rollback of this basic freedom. 

 

In recent weeks we saw a male dominated Congress attempt to 

shut down Planned Parenthood - a vital organization for Women’s 

health - by threatening to shut down our entire government. 

 

Can you believe that?  Where is the reason in that?  
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Reckless extremist chose to put American jobs and our economy at 

risk because they are determined to regulate women’s bodies and 

block women’s right to access preventive and lifesaving health 

care. 

 

A woman’s right to choose and to make decisions about her own 

body is such a threat to some men in power (and some women who 

listen to those guys) that they’re willing to risk it all and throw 

America under the bus.   

 

But you see, me and many of my sisters and some brother’s too in 

Congress, firmly believe women’s health and her personal 

decisions should be between a woman, her family, and her doctor – 

not a male dominated Congress. 

 

Just last year alone Planned Parenthood served more than 31,000 

patients in North Carolina. 

 

Nationwide – they’ve helped more than 2.7 million women.  

 

More than 90 percent of Planned Parenthoods services are 

preventative care: breast exams, cancer screenings, and 

contraception services.  

   

Why would we want to deny women, many low income, the 

necessary health benefits they need?  

 

Our mothers, our daughters, our sisters, and many of our brothers – 

rely on Planned Parenthood and every elected official should 

represent the voices of the millions they serve and stop the 

frivolous attacks.  

 

We must fight to protect our access to quality and affordable health 

care for our families.  
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In North Carolina, over 380,000 people were denied access to 

much needed health insurance because our Republican led 

legislature and Governor refused to expanded Medicaid coverage 

for purely political reasons.  

 

I was in Kentucky speaking to a group of charged up women a few 

months ago and learned that expanding Medicaid in their state will 

create 40,000 jobs and add $30 billion to their economy over the 

next six years. 

 

Medicaid expansion is commonsense, it’s good economic sense, so 

is equal pay for equal work,– and it’s on us to elect commonsense 

leaders—(men and women). 

 

We can no longer afford to elect leaders who aren’t willing to 

stand up for what is right. 

 

Why is it that in 2015 women still earn less than men for the same 

amount of work? 

 

On average white women make 78 cents per dollar earned by men. 

 

For women of color it’s event worse. 

 

Underpaying women is underpaying America – and this is a reality 

we simply cannot afford. 

 

Marriage equality is also commonsense.   

 

Legislators belong in our Capitol buildings – not in our bedrooms. 

 

Denying our brothers and our sisters basic rights because of who 

they've chosen to love; and allowing lawmakers sworn to uphold 

the law to be exempt from following the law because of their own 
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religious beliefs are serious misguided actions – actions that we 

must not tolerate. 

 

We must hold our elected officials accountable. 

 

Our fight must also be for a living wage – throughout my career 

 

I’ve always fought for a higher minimum wage. 

 

When my time in politics is done – I want to be known not as the 

minimum wage lady – but as the living wage lady because that is 

what our hardworking men and women who undergird our 

economy deserve.  

 

Working families, who play by the rules, work hard every day to 

make the ends meet deserve to be able to meet their family’s basic 

economic needs.  

 

If we’re not going to pass a living wage, then let’s pass the bill I 

recently co-sponsored in the US House to increase the minimum 

wage.    

 

Working hard is not enough if you don’t make enough! 

 

Let’s make sure that working full-time works for real families. 

 

NOW, I don’t know about you but I’m fed up, I’m fired up and I 

am angry enough to act up – it’s time to fight for our rights. 

 

So we’ve got to get up; take responsibility-- insist on 

accountability from this North Carolina legislature because our 

livelihood, our security, and our economic standing as women are 

on the line. 
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And guess what —our condition as women—whatever it is or 

whatever it is not at the end of the day it’s all about our children. 

 

Children live in poverty because their parents live in poverty. 

 

 

Today’s climate is hot and actions taken against women require 

that we be strong and act now, NOW.   

 

Just remember women are like tea bags.   

 

You don’t know how strong women are until we get into hot water.   

 

The temperature is mighty hot right now and we’ve got to cool 

things off. 

 

 

We’ve come a long way, and we don’t have to go down the same 

roads again—we must refuse to go back down the road of being 

unheard, unrepresented and disrespected. 

 

Ladies we can do this!   

 

In 2016 women we must answer the call to serve and women must 

gear up and get out the vote because there is too much at stake. 

 

And I for one am TIRED of re-litigating the battles of our 

foremothers.     

 

I’m sick and tired of being sick and tired. 

 

Roe vs. Wade was decided. 

 

Plessy vs. Ferguson was overturned. 
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The Affordable Care Act is the law of the land. 

 

So boys, now move on and move out of our way! 

 

NC NOW, we are women re-charged, we’re women re-committed. 

 

We’re poised and ready to re-claim North Carolina and our nation. 

 

The bedrock of American government is governance “for the 

people and by the people”. 

 

Franklin Roosevelt reminded us of that: The Ultimate rulers of 

our democracy are not a president and senators, or congressmen 

and congresswomen, not state legislatures, but the voters of this 

country”. 

 

Women, we are over 50% of the voter’s –it’s time to take our seat 

at table – and if we can’t get a seat, then we’ve got to take the 

whole table!    

 

Because we certainly don’t intend to be on anybody’s menu. 

 

Let’s vote and Serve – because the responsibility is on us. 

 

In closing I want to remind you of this because I’m tired of all of 

the imposters who think they can walk in our shoes.   

 

Unless you are a woman, you cannot possibly walk in a woman’s 

shoes.  

 

Nobody can walk in our shoes.   

 

Not the legislature, not the speaker, not the president pro-tem, not 

the General Assembly, not our husbands, not even the Governor.  

OH NO—NOBODY CAN! 
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Let’s walk in our own shoes NC NOW and ladies, let’s be careful 

not to get in our own way. 

 

I believe it was Emerson who once said: “Most of the shadows in 

one’s lifetime come from standing in one’s own sunshine”.  
 

My sisters, we can’t afford to stand in our own sunshine and we 

shouldn’t allow anybody else to block our view! 

  

Let’s get angry enough to act—I mean let’s really Act Out! 

 

And come election time – this time:   

 

For all my old school friends in here you know what I’m saying 

when I tell you that: we’ve got to turn this mother out! 

 

I pray that we continue the fight to empower ourselves to make  

 

that difference so that indeed the difference we make will matter  

 

and will impact women all over our great state and nation in a  

 

Great way that will allow us to re-gain the dignity that insensitive  

 

Male dominated legislatures and Congress tried to strip from us.  

 

Let’s walk with our backs straight up, not lean or waiver so that 

our backs aren’t bent and are easy to ride. 

 

NC NOW, Tomorrow will be Up to Us!  So let’s get poised to re-

group and let’s re-claim.    My hat’s off to you!    

 

Thank you for having me today and thanks for your support. 


