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MS. ERBE:  Hello, I’m Bonnie Erbe.  Welcome to To the Contrary, a discussion 

of news and social trends from diverse perspectives.  Up first, Karen Kornbluh.  You may 

not recognize her name, but she’s one of President-elect Obama’s closest advisors.  As a 

staunch advocate for women’s rights, she’s written numerous essays and articles on the 

work-life balance struggle and even coined the term “juggler family.”  She joined me in 

our Washington, D.C., studio this week to discuss the Obama presidency’s impact on 

women’s rights and whether it’s true, as she has been called by some media, that she is 

Obama’s brain.   

 

(Begin video segment.)   

 

MS. KAREN KORNBLUH:  No, no, it’s extremely flattering that someone would 

say that, but Senator Obama is bar none – I mean, what a brain, what an – we are so 

lucky as a country that this man was willing to run for president and is going to serve as 

president.  Not only is he a fantastic speaker, not only is he the kind of politician and 

leader who understands where the country needs to go, but – not only can he keep his 

cool and make the right decision no matter what’s coming at him and not let his ego get 

in the way, but I’ve never met anyone, really, who can think through an issue, who can 

see around corners the way he can.  So that was a very flattering headline someone put in 

an article, but I’m afraid I’m going to have to say no, I am not qualified to have that title.   

 

MS. ERBE:  During the presidential campaign, Barack Obama made proposals to 

boost equal pay protection, provide health care for all children, and increase workplace 

flexibility – all issues appealing to women voters.  Last week, the House passed two pay 

equity bills and this week a bill to expand children health insurance, all signs that at least 

some of his proposals may soon become law.  But with the recession demanding most of 

the nation’s attention, will the new administration be able to address women’s concerns?   

 

MS. KORNBLUH:  We’re in the middle of this huge economic situation that has 

to be dealt with, but he has a real commitment to not only women’s economic issues, but 

I would articulate a third thing, which is families – a real family values agenda, not a 

pretend family values agenda, but a family values agenda that says that we’re going to 

really take care of our kids and our elderly parents and the people who take care of them.  

And we’re not going to punish them for not fitting into some mold that you fit into in the 

1950s, and that’s amazing.   

 

So the statistic that wakes me up at night is that a third of kids today are being 

raised by single mothers and 60 percent of poor kids are being raised by single mothers.  

So when I think about all the resources that I have at my disposal and how hard it is to 

juggle and I think about a low-income mother trying to raise a child, who can’t take a 

sick day without being fired, these are the really, really, really important issues.  And I 

think he has a real commitment to address them.   



 

MS. ERBE:  And this commitment has helped the president-elect earn the support 

of many women’s rights advocates, not without controversy, though.  A firestorm is 

brewing in the feminist blogosphere after Ms. magazine previewed its inaugural cover.  

In it a Photoshop picture shows Obama in Superman pose with “this is what a feminist 

looks like” written across his chest.  The cover offended some advocates, who viewed it 

as a swipe at former supporters of Hillary Clinton’s presidential ambitions.   

 

MS. KORNBLUH:  I don’t think that we really – we had such an interesting 

election.  I don’t think we’re going to have processed it for a long time, but as far as 

Barack Obama and women’s issues, he has a really long history of being great on 

women’s issues, and I don’t know that people always appreciate that.  They may think 

that he came to women’s issues in the middle of the election or that he was responding to 

Hillary Clinton.  And in fact, back in the Illinois State Senate, he was always focused on 

these issues.   

 

I’ve talked to women who were very active in Chicago, Illinois, worked for him 

in Springfield, and they say he was their go-to guy.  He was the guy who passed VESSA, 

which was employment protection for women who had been victims of a sexual assault.  

He was – he was just great on a whole host of issues, whether it was a family leave, 

whether it was the EITC – the Earned Income Tax Credit, whether it was children’s 

health care that he was – and then choice, obviously, very strong on choice.  So this goes 

way back.  People felt that he was one of them and then I’ve talked to them about what 

does it all mean, and his – I remember when he said, when the other side – meaning 

people who are less tolerant – try to narrow the issue, that’s when they can win.  But we 

expand the conversation to, do we want our daughters to have the same opportunities as 

our sons, that’s when we win.  And I just got all teary-eyed.  You’ve got to go and give a 

speech and say that.  And he’s given a couple of marvelous speeches where he’s talked 

about that.   

 

(End video segment.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  So Congresswoman Norton, how, if at all, will women be better off 

under an Obama administration than the Bush administration?   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Oh, goodness, Bonnie, I’ve got a checklist here.  Seriously, this 

president spent his entire presidency giving women problems, not benefits.   

 

MS. WOOD:  Look, I think empowering people is one thing, but we just saw 

Karen talking about here’s a lot of government regulations and mandates.  I don’t think 

that’s good for women.  I don’t think it’s good for men.  I don’t think it’s good for 

children or anybody.   

 

MS. BEYER:  It’s going to be like night and day.  Barack Obama’s life story 

makes him uniquely aware of the problems women and families face.  He gets it.    

 



MS. SETMAYER:  Well, I agree with Genevieve.  It depends on how you define 

better off.  If you’re talking about the vise grip of government regulation and intervention 

in someone’s life, then – in women’s lives, then, sure, this administration will have plenty 

of that, but I don’t think that that’s the way you define it.   

 

MS. ERBE:  I have two questions back to you, though, Megan.  Of course he gets 

it, but in several areas, like Iraq, like – places where you would think he would be pretty 

far to the left because he campaigned that way, he’s had to come back to the center.  And 

secondly, can he afford things like – so will he do that on women’s issues?  And will he 

be able to afford things like paid family leave in an environment that feels to many 

Americans like the second Great Depression?   

 

MS. BEYER:  Well, you’re right.  We are in an economic situation here where the 

number one priority for this president is going to be to pull us out of it.  Luckily women’s 

issues are kitchen-table issues, and when you look at that reinvestment plan that he’s 

come up with, it’s all about jobs.  It’s all about improving income.  It’s all about the 

things that will help families to grow.  And those are the number one issues that women 

are interested in right now.   

 

MS. ERBE:  But there have been – in the New York Times a month or so ago, we 

did a story about that a lot of the green jobs and the infrastructure repair jobs, 

construction jobs, engineering jobs, those aren’t heavily populated by women, so will 

those benefits go to women?  Should they go to women because more men are being laid 

off in this recession?   

 

MS. BEYER:  I wouldn’t be so sexist as to assume that those jobs aren’t going to 

go to women, but there will be a lot of education money there, too, and there will be 

grants to states that would ordinarily have to fire people as their budgets also shrink 

because revenues are scarce, and those people will be able to keep their jobs.   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  Who’s going to pay for all of this?  You don’t think that 

women are going to pay a price when – with part-time work, small business, when 

they’re overtaxed to the point of pay for these grandiose spending bills that Barack 

Obama’s proposing here.  I think that everyone needs to take a breath and get a grip.  

This woman – Karen Kornbluh – her interview is very interesting to me because the 

adoration she had was almost so emotional that to me it undermined her pretty significant 

accolades and achievements because she was so emotionally overcome and enamored 

with Obama that I think that this is indicative of what a lot of people are thinking that 

Obama’s going to do and how they approach it.   

 

We need to be realistic about what the Obama administration can accomplish, 

what they can do to get us out of this recession that we’re in.  And overtaxing, 

overspending the American people would be bad to women, period.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Look, you asked an important question and that is the jobs that 

we’re going to – first at least with public money – are construction jobs.  I have a 



provision for the bill that would require apprentice and pre-apprenticeship training 

precisely because these jobs are hugely underrepresented not only of women, but of 

African-Americans.  And it would be a terrible thing just to put that money out there and 

the money doesn’t go in a more evenly distributed way.   

 

Now, the value of those jobs is that they do wake up other sectors and in time 

there will be women’s jobs.  No, this is not going to be money for education.  There will 

be money for, in fact, fixing public schools and things like that, but you’re spending 

public money.  You can’t spend public money on personnel.  What you can do is to give 

the states the public money for the Medicaid, for the federal programs, which in turn – 

 

(Cross talk.)  

 

DEL. NORTON:  – if I could finish my thought – if I could finish because this is 

very important.  Women all over America are saying, “What about me?”  If in fact the 

federal government sends the money for Medicaid for the federally funded programs that 

it should be taking a bigger burden of – unemployment insurance – then the states will be 

freed up to, in fact, not lay women off in schools – 

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  Let me interject a little opinion here, but hear, hear on your 

amendment to broaden out these fields that have – that have not been open to a lot of 

people who would like to get into them.   

 

MS. WOOD:  Well, but let’s not pretend that a man getting a job who has a 

family isn’t helping his wife and his children, so this idea that men get construction jobs 

more than women it’s not necessarily a bad thing for all women.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  How about the people that don’t have husbands?   

 

MS. WOOD:  Well, I’m not saying – there’re plenty of women that do and have 

families.  So I’m just making that point.  But secondly – look – well, secondly, thirdly, 

fourthly – secondly, government isn’t really that great at creating jobs if you just look at 

our past history.  And furthermore, about the states, look the states are in the mess that 

they’re in for some of the same reasons that federal government’s in the mess it’s in.  

We’re spending more than we’re taking in and that’s exactly what’s happened – 

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  That has nothing – that has less to do with the incoming Obama 

administration and a whole lot more to do with Bush’s – 

 

MS. WOOD:  – I’m going to tell you.  One of the biggest problems that – or one 

of his worse attributes, I will say, he never vetoed.  He waited to the very end of his 

presidency.  There’re a lot of spending bills that George W. Bush should have vetoed 



over his eight years in office that he did not do.  And I’m just going to say, the states are 

already lining up, hand out, and we don’t have the money to give them right now.  We 

don’t have the money to give to a lot of these new government programs and Obama’s 

even now saying debt, debt, debt is now going to be fine – debt until endless time.  That 

is not – 

 

MS. ERBE:  But let me just – let me – talking about – let’s talk a little bit about 

what’s happened under the Bush administration.  I felt like personally when Clinton left 

office and Bush took over, all this faith-based stuff, which started under Clinton, all the 

conscience stuff, which did not start under Clinton, all the anti-science stuff that started 

under Bush, sort of the country went from the new millennium all of a sudden back about 

50 years.  Are we going to – is President Obama going to change all that, and particularly 

faith-based funding, $50 billion.  If you want to cut somewhere, are you going to start 

there?   

 

MS. WOOD:  Yes, but we’re just saying.  One of the things that Karen Kornbluh 

talked about, even though she kind of dismissed the families of the 1950s and she went 

immediately into talking about what a shame it is that we have so many children in this 

country born in out-of-wedlock births and how they’re unfortunate because apparently 

they don’t have the same family structure she does, which it sounds like it’s probably a 

mom and dad – 

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. WOOD:  – right, exactly, so her sentence there alone didn’t make sense.  A 

lot of these faith-based organizations were helping the very people she was just talking 

about.  I’m not saying the government ought to be in the business of funding charities.  I 

question that, too, but some good money – some good things are happening.   

 

MS. BEYER:  I have a real problem with the fact that the Republicans on this 

panel are suddenly very concerned about debt.  When we saw this last president okaying 

tax cuts for people who made over $250,000, seemingly unaware of the struggle that you 

now seem to recognize that middle class families and women are going through, and at 

the same time we’ve had this very expensive war that he put us into with the assurance 

that it wasn’t going to cost that much and it wasn’t going to take that long.  So – 

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  – kind of social spending too, so there were no – 

 

(Cross talk.) 

 

MS. SETMAYER:  The conservatives on this panel have always criticized the 

Bush administration for their spending, out-of-control spending habits, but – and the war 

that he did not put us in.  The terrorists who attacked America put us into this war.   

 



MS. BEYER:  In Iraq?   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  It affected every single one of us.   

 

(Cross talk.) 

 

MS. SETMAYER:  – supposed to be honest about that – 

 

MS. WOOD:  – and that’s one of the things actually the government ought to be 

spending money on – 

 

(Cross talk.) 

 

MS. SETMAYER:  – most people probably agree that their tax dollars should be 

spent on protecting the American people.   

 

MS. ERBE:  All right, then I hope they will also agree we need to move on from 

Obama’s chief advisor to his secretary of state.   

 

This week the Senate Foreign Relations Committee overwhelmingly approved 

Senator Hillary Clinton’s nomination as secretary of state by a vote of 16 to one.  The full 

Senate votes after the inauguration.  During hearings, Clinton reinforced her commitment 

to end violence against women and female sex trafficking around the world.   

 

SEC. OF STATE HILLARY CLINTON:  (From tape.)  This is not culture.  This 

is not custom.  This is criminal.   

 

MS. ERBE:  So, criminal she says.  Does that mean – and she also talked about it 

being a matter of national security.  Is – do you agree?   

 

MS. WOOD:  Well, I – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, You shock – you blow me over – (inaudible).  (Laughter.)   

 

MS. WOOD:  Well, I absolutely think we should be doing everything we can to 

fight human trafficking of any kind, absolutely.   

 

MS. ERBE:  But is it national security?   

 

MS. WOOD:  Well, it depends on how, I guess, you define national security.  It’s 

happening in this country.  And so, yes, if you have our people being involved in this, 

yes, I think that’s a national security issue, absolutely.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Yes.  This is something, where I think Republicans and 

Democrats can shake hands and say, yes.  Some of the leading proponents against 



trafficking are Republicans in the Congress.  This issue, however, hasn’t received the 

kind of apparent spotlight that she is willing to use her office to give it, all the better.   

 

MS. ERBE:  But do you think Madeleine Albright would agree with that, though?  

What – in other words, what can she do that Albright didn’t do, that Condoleezza Rice – 

she’s not the first female secretary of state.  Condoleezza Rice.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Well, Condoleezza Rice was not known for women’s issues 

around the world.  And I don’t – 

 

MS. ERBE:  I think there’re some who would disagree with you because she did a 

lot with women in Iraq, I remember – 

 

MS. SETMAYER:  And Afghanistan and Africa – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  I associate that with Ms. Bush, frankly, than with this secretary 

of state.  Wait a minute.  We’re talking about using the office of secretary of state, 

making this a central part of what you want to do among the things you want to do.  And 

if you read her testimony, when this woman says, “these are criminal.  This is not 

culture.”  And that was very important because a lot of this does, in the minds of some of 

these countries, fall under the broad rubric is that’s how we do things here.  That means 

challenging that for what it is and as she says, it’s criminal.   

 

MS. BEYER:  Eleanor’s absolutely right.  Also this is part of, I think, a 

perspective that Hillary Clinton’s going to take that moves this into our public diplomacy.  

What she’s saying is she said in 1995 in Beijing, violence against women – women’s 

rights are human rights.  When she’s said that and then today’s – this week saying that 

it’s a national security issue, what she’s saying is when we align ourselves with countries 

that permit these human rights, we are feeding into the narrative of the extremists who 

say that this belies our freedom, our rule of law, our equality, all those American values 

that we try export and attract people to us with.  That it undermines our moral authority.  

I think Hillary Clinton (guessed that?).   

 

MS. ERBE:  But let me just play devil’s advocate with you here for a moment.  

Pakistan is where a lot of this – throwing acid in the face of women for doing nothing, for 

getting raped – 

 

MS. BEYER:  Right.   

 

MS. ERBE:  – and it’s all – quite frankly Taliban associated to.  But what are we 

going to do?  We need Pakistan if we’re going to fight the border – in the border country 

Afghanistan and because it is a hotbed, is she going to go to the prime minister of 

Pakistan and say, “We’re not dealing with you anymore because women get acid thrown 

in their faces?”   

 



MS. BEYER:  I think we have done a lot of cynical things, like making some 

relationships with nations that have these human rights violations and I just think she’s 

put a marker out there to say, you know what, this is important to us.  This is a human 

rights issue.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  No, I think what she’s going to do – you mentioned diplomacy.  

I think this will be on the list of important diplomatic discussions with Pakistan.  She will 

understand what’s important in the hierarchy of protecting this country.  But there’s 

nothing wrong with, first of all, making this kind of statement so the whole world hear it 

and then sitting down and diplomatically working with the other countries.   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  Listen, Hillary Clinton is a shrewd politician.  She’s a sharp 

lady.  She’s smart.  I don’t always agree with her, but she’s very good at what she’s doing 

and, yes, the difference between what Madeleine Albright did and what she’s going to do 

– Madeleine Albright wasn’t in the middle of war. We weren’t in wartime when 

Madeleine Albright was secretary of state.  So Condoleezza Rice didn’t have the luxury 

of peacetime to go around and necessarily focus on some of these women’s issues in 

other countries, where, yes, it’s a priority.  It should happen, but we’re in the middle of a 

war.   

 

Now, Hillary Clinton, if she’s going to be true to her word about this, and I’d be 

very interested to see how our relationship with places like China, like Mexico, where 

women’s rights and what’s going on with human trafficking is atrocious.  How is – is she 

going to stay true to these words and be so staunch against this when it comes to dealing 

with China?  So some of the Bush administration’s accomplishments with women have to 

do with the fact that we’ve liberated millions of women in Iraq, in Afghanistan, with the 

policies in Africa.  These are some of the accomplishments that I think the Bush 

administration should get credit for on the international front and then Hillary Clinton 

should continue.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Genevieve?   

 

MS. WOOD:  Well, look, at the end of the day, if every secretary of state coming 

in continues to raise awareness on human traffic, and I’m sure there’re going to be battles 

of United Nations – between myself and the groups that I associate with and what Hillary 

Clinton’s going to want to do to enforce some of this, but raising the issue of human 

traffic and these issues I think it’s extremely important.   

 

MS. ERBE:  All right, from the secretary of state to the Senate seat shuffle.   

 

After an election where race and gender collided, the two are once again being 

discussed, but instead of Obama versus Clinton, it’s the people who have or who would 

like to replace them in the U.S. Senate – Roland Burris and Caroline Kennedy.  On 

Politico.com this week, writer Roger Simon surmised Burris may have had an easier time 

getting into the U.S. Senate than Kennedy because racism trumps sexism.  Burris was 

sworn in as Illinois’ junior senator, but only after Senate leaders opposed his appointment 



for nearly a week – that because he was nominated by embattled Illinois Governor Rod 

Blagojevich.   

 

Some Burris supporters likened criticism of Burris to a lynching and questioned 

whether the Senate wanted to go on record denying one black man a seat in the Senate.  

Caroline Kennedy, meanwhile, has undergone media scrutiny about her qualifications 

and about using her family name to win office.  There’s only one African-American 

senator, but 17 women, including Clinton, are members of the U.S. Senate.   

 

So Tara Setmayer, what – I think the point of this article was that you pack a lot 

more punch when you play the race card than when you play the gender card.  And after 

this election, it’s still – it’s totally unacceptable to be racist, but it’s still acceptable to be 

sexist.   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  Absolutely, when you have – the women’s movement doesn’t 

have Jesse Jackson and Al Sharpton in the world going out there making a big stink and 

marching down the road every time they think that there’s some type of racial 

discrimination going on here.  It was quite obvious what Blagojevich did and he knew 

this.  He said, okay, if they want to do this to me, I’m going to go ahead and nominate a 

black man, and let’s see the predominantly white male Senate deny this black man a seat 

in the Senate.  And that’s what it all became about.  I’m not saying it was the right thing 

to do, but it was a very – it was smart of him to deflect and put it on – put the onus on the 

Senate and they fell right into the trap.  And so, yes, sure, I think it’s more – the racial 

card absolutely brings up more of an issue that – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  And – and – can’t get in here – if he had appointed a woman, 

the Senate would have been under the same – 

 

MS. ERBE:  A white woman or a black woman?   

 

DEL. NORTON:  – either color, and let me just say, one man that I know of 

raised the race question in the Congressional Black Caucus.  After this happened, we met 

and unanimously voted to send a letter.  We saw no race in it.  We saw – yes, he 

outsmarted the senators who got up and said, “under no circumstances.”  But that’s very 

different from us playing the race card.  One man played the race card.   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  Yes, but you guys didn’t.  I didn’t accuse you guys of doing 

that.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  One guy, he played the race card.  Residency, age, and 

irregularity in his appointment or election – none.  I’m not sure that in the long run the 

governor is any better off. 

 

MS. BEYER:  And the other thing is what people failed to recognize when they 

immediately came out and said, we’re not going to seat anybody he appoints, well, they 

have no legal standing to do that.  Yes, he was arrested.  He was not indicted and they’re 



taking another three months to continue this investigation.  So how can you say he’s 

guilty until proved innocent, that he is unable to make this appointment?  I think it was a 

very tough case to make.   

 

MS. WOOD:  Well, the fact is he was going to be seated, but – I think you’re 

right.  I do think – I don’t know whether this is your opinion, Bonnie, but the story was 

saying that it is easier to place the race card than it is the feminist card.  But that’s not a 

good thing.  I don’t think that’s anything anybody’s proud of, frankly, and we shouldn’t 

be playing either.  People ought to be up there because they’re qualified.  They follow the 

laws as far as nominating people and so forth.  And then it’s up to voters to decide they 

should be there or not.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  I hate this.  I hate discussions like this.  It is certainly – 

 

MS. ERBE:  I know, but they’re important to have, Eleanor.  

 

DEL. NORTON:  Well, but let me – it is certainly true that it is hard to think of 

anything worse than slavery and especially slavery in the United States went on much 

longer than other places.  So the notion about whether or not America remembers – 

America remembers because America was so deeply implicated and it better remember.   

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  That’s it for this edition of To the Contrary.  Next week, 

post-partisanship: can Democrats and Republicans get beyond political differences to find 

common ground?  Please join us on the web for “To the Contrary Extra” and whether 

your views are in agreement or to the contrary, please join us next time. 

 

(END)   


