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MS. ERBE:  This week on “To the Contrary,” will November mark a second year 

of the woman?  Then, boomer women and suicide.  Why are rates rising?  Behind the 

headlines: Mexico pays for Spanish classes for legal and illegal immigrants to the U.S.  

 

(Musical intro.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  Hello.  I’m Bonnie Erbe, and welcome to “To the Contrary,” a 

discussion of news and social trends from diverse perspectives.  Up first, political 

progress. 

 

Women have already reordered the political landscape this election cycle in big 

ways, with Senator Hillary Clinton as the first female presidential candidate to win state 

primaries and Governor Sarah Palin as the first female Republican vice presidential 

running mate.  In another way, this election could be the most significant for women 

since 1992.  In that year, dubbed “The Year of the Woman,” women doubled their 

representation in Congress.  This year, women have the chance to pick up as many as 13 

House and Senate seats, pushing female representation close to 20 percent of Congress.  

Some political scientists argue 20 percent is a tipping point and could lead to more 

female and family friendly laws.  While the number of women running this year may not 

break records, those running have won in prior elections, making them more likely to win 

again. 

 

MS. ERBE:  So Page Gardner, will the legislative priorities of Congress change 

as it becomes more female friendly? 

 

MS. GARDNER:  Absolutely.  Legislation like the Paycheck Fairness Act, which 

is sponsored by a Congresswoman Rosa DeLauro, will pass and more legislation like that 

we’ll see in the future. 

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  Well, in fact, what will happen is you’ll have a lot more 

Democrats and liberals who happen to be women and priorities will change and I don’t 

think for the better. 

 

MS. SOSA:  Well, I disagree with you, Linda, because there’s pretty solid track 

record that when you have female legislators, whether they’re Republicans and 

Democrats, you see a coalition of activities happening around health, economic and 

education that are tailored for women. 

 

MS. DOMINGUEZ:  I like to say that priorities may or may not change, but the 

results should. 

 

MS. ERBE:  How should they change? 

 



MS. DOMINGUEZ:  With more women, I’d like to think that – women are 

historically much more results oriented.  And I like to think that they like to have a track 

record particularly now that (more?) women are getting elected into Congress.  I want to 

go back and I want to say this is what I accomplished.  I think healthcare an education, I 

think labor, jobs will continue to – I mean, they represent, presumably, what their 

constituents want, but it’s not because of gender that you get elected.  You get elected 

because of the agenda that you want to bring to Congress. 

 

MS. SOSA:  But let’s recognize this, that the reason why we’re seeing this trend 

is very interesting.  I think, Bonnie, like six months ago we did a show saying the number 

of women in Congress is going to go down because the number of candidates running for 

seats was down.  And we’re seeing a completely different situation right now simply 

because the Democrats seemingly – really going to overwhelm in term of their increasing 

their numbers in the Congress so that’s why we’re seeing more female, really more 

Democratic female members of Congress.  And yes, there is going to be not only females.  

It’s going to be a political philosophy, (and a view?) of the economy and healthcare that 

is going to completely shift to women right now.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Linda, you ran for the Senate. 

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  Against a woman.  (Laughter.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  To me, first of all, I don’t see 18.7 percent as a tipping point.  What 

I’ve heard is 25 or 30 percent is where it congeals to the point where the women can get 

together from both sides of the aisle and pass legislation that’s woman-oriented, whatever 

that means to the various members of Congress.  But why has it taken so long since you 

ran?  It’s been 22 years, right? 

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  Twenty-two years.  That’s exactly right.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Why are we still only going to get to 18.7 percent? 

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  Well, for some of the same reasons as Patricia just mentioned, 

that you have to run in order to win, and it still I think is difficult for many women who 

are balancing career and family at the same time.  Politics is an all consuming 

occupation.  It’s not something where you can go in and put in your eight hour day and 

then go home to your family.  It’s something that takes your whole life.  And I think a lot 

of women, particularly when they’re in their childbearing years may decide, gee, this is 

not necessarily something I want to do.  So I think that’s part of the problem.   

 

But I’d like to hit off of something that Patricia said because it is absolutely true 

that women, I think, will promote a different kind of agenda.  If you look at polling data, 

if you look at the way women vote, you will find particularly for the kind of women that 

Page represents, single women, many of them single mothers, they are going to be much 

more interested in government programs, and that’s why I say they’re more likely to be 

liberal, more likely to promote government type solutions and it will have a dramatic 



change.  It could move us more towards the social democracy model that you see in 

Western Europe.  I would not be happy about that.  I think that would be bad for the 

country, but it will have a change.  It will make an effect. 

 

MS. GARDNER:  I think there are two effects going on.  One, you’re seeing a 

difference in terms of who is elected.  You’re also seeing a difference in the electorate 

and more and more women – unmarried women, frankly, are participating and making 

their voices heard in the electorate and they have a very different agenda than what’s 

been going on particularly for the last eight years.  Also, you have another dynamic 

which is the Incumbency Protection Act, which is redistricting, and that once more and 

more women are elected to not only Congress but state legislatures then you’ll see that 

dynamic begin to change as well. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But I do remember that – the census obviously comes out, a major 

census every 10 years, and after 2000 with all the redistricting, a lot of districts were 

supposedly moved more Republican.  So why aren’t we seeing this turning into a whole 

lot more Republican women being elected to office? 

 

MS. GARDNER:  I think part of it’s the timing now.  I think women candidates 

traditionally represent change to voters and we are in a very big change environment.  It’s 

a cliché now, but this is a huge change election, and women Democratic candidates are 

more associated frankly with change than their Republican counterparts.   

 

MS. SOSA:  Let me answer also to that question because this is a very important 

question.  It goes to the reality is that Republicans are more a male oriented party and as 

long as they dominate the political system, the likelihood is there are going to be more 

men in the system and less women.  And the Democrats are a more female oriented party 

because of the policies that they support.  And so that’s the dynamic that we’re seeing.   

 

Now, it’s a very fascinating dynamic right now in this election because of the 

high rates of voting among African-Americans, for example.  When they redistricted 

some of the districts in North Carolina, they included large percentage of African-

Americans, for examples, because the thought, well, they’re going to vote at lower rates 

so the Republicans are more likely to succeed, and what’s happening now is the African-

Americans are voting dramatically in much higher rates turning a district that everybody 

thought would be Republican into a Democratic district and the female voters are 

involved in that dynamic, too. 

 

MS. DOMINGUEZ:  Well, the operation we’re talking about, we had a woman 

speaker of the House for the first time, and unfortunately the way Congress has been 

operating has been very reactive.  I mean, we have had to react to the financial crisis, 

react to the energy crisis, every conceivable crisis.  And so whether you have a lot of 

women or not enough women, I think a lot of it, until we get out of this, is going to be 

what is the tone that the new president, the newly elected president is going to set and 

how we’re going to align ourselves.  And within that scheme, what are the issues that 

women and men are going to want to pursue. 



 

MS. ERBE:  Page, let me ask you this.  First of all, is 18.7 percent a tipping 

point?  Is that enough to really move legislation?  And secondly, assuming as the polls 

are showing now Barack Obama does win – and it’s not a done deal yet.  Let’s keep that 

in mind, but the polls are showing him double digits ahead.  How differently will these 

women, Democratic women vote from how he’s going to vote?  And he’s obviously a 

guy. 

 

MS. GARDNER:  Well, at the end of the day, he will provide the leadership for 

the country and the women members of Congress will take off his leadership, particularly 

the women Democratic members.  And no, I don’t think that 18 percent is really a tipping 

point.  But if you look at who they pay attention to and what their concerns are, for 

example, single women, particularly single moms, are on the razor’s edge of this 

economic recession.  And if you look at the priorities in terms of helping people in this 

economic recession, many women will understand what that means and they will go to 

that agenda trying to address the economic concerns, particularly of the people who are 

the most stressed. 

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  Well, when it turns out that Mr. Right is Uncle Sam, and I think 

for a lot of women, a lot of the women you’re talking about, this is exactly the appeal that 

Uncle Sam is going to come in and provide programs and take care of you and provide 

for your wellbeing, that kind of mentality, which again is the European social democracy 

model, is something I think Barack Obama is very comfortable with.  I think we are 

going to see a shift in that direction. 

 

MS. GARDNER:  I have to disagree with that.  These women want a chance to 

make it in this country, and given the housing prices, given the job rate, given the lack of 

savings, given the type of jobs that they have, many are part-time service employee 

workers, they’re not looking to Uncle Sam.  They’re looking for a chance to make it on 

their own. 

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  Well, Barack Obama is about to take paychecks and tax them so 

that you can give money to people who he does not believe earn enough.  I think that is a 

redistribution. 

 

MS. SOSA:  No.  Linda, I think what they’re after is opportunity in a fair market 

with salaries that you can support yourself with those salaries, with healthcare and also a 

financial market that is fair because there have been predatory practices against these 

women, and I think all of that has to change. 

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  From good news to bad news.  The U.S. suicide rate is 

rising for the first time in more than a decade, and middle-aged white women are driving 

it higher.  The findings published in the “American Journal of Preventive Medicine” 

show between 1999 and 2005, the overall suicide rate rose just more than one half of a 

percent.  For white women ages 40 to 64, it jumped nearly 4 percent.  The highest suicide 

rate had been among senior citizens, who along with teenagers are typically seen as those 



at greatest risk.  Researchers say they don’t yet know why suicides are up among baby 

boomers, but some point to financial stress and a lack of mental health services. 

 

Do you agree, Linda Chavez?  Why is that rate – that troubling rate up? 

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  Well, you know, it’s very interesting.  We were talking about this 

in the makeup room before we came on air, and we were talking about differences in 

terms of what’s happened in people’s lives.  I think at one point in my parents’ generation 

and in my own life, middle age was the greatest period for me.  It was the time the kids 

are grown, you don’t have the tensions of having to deal with the problems of raising 

children and the difficulties of working that out in a marriage, and all the financial strains 

seem to have alleviated a little bit when the kids are gone.  That has not happened in this 

generation as much because women are having children at a much later age.  And so at a 

time when maybe you would have been looking forward to doing something new and 

exciting on your own, you still have the burdens of working and paying for the college 

for the kids that you had later in life, et cetera.  And those stresses which used to happen 

later in life, I think we’re now – we’re really seeing that in middle years.   

 

MS. SOSA:  I think another factor is the lack of attention on education around the 

issues of suicide among middle aged people because there’s been so much focus on 

young people and elderly people and to educate families to identify triggers because 

some of the profiles that we’ve seen are just average middle-aged people that you would 

not expect that they will turn around and commit suicide but there were triggers there that 

people were not able to notice because they’re not aware this could potentially be a 

problem at that particular age.   

 

MS. ERBE:  I’ve been doing a lot of research actually not on senior or middle age 

suicides so much but on ageism and sexism.  And boomers, as a generation, expected – 

when we were in our 20s in the ’70s an such, we were expecting that by the time we hit 

50, there would be no sexism, ageism in the workplace anymore, and actually it’s not 

happening anywhere near that speed that we expected.  So it may be running up against 

barriers that these women did not – thought would have come down by the time they got 

to that age?   

 

MS. DOMINGUEZ:  I think you’re right, Bonnie.  I think the baby boomers, civil 

rights, marching and all these things and we expected sort of a utopian society by the 

time we reached our late ’50s, early ’60s and it just hasn’t happened.   

 

The other point I wanted to make is I think we’re still woefully behind in our 

mental health programs.  I think issues relating to mental health – we talk about 

healthcare a lot, but the issues relating to mental health have not gotten the right level of 

attention.  So you’ve got people feeling depressed with lots of anxiety, with all the things 

that Linda mentioned, all these multiple things coming at you.  There was a new 

definition that I just heard about the other day, KPPERS, kids and parents pay eroding 

retirement savings or something like that.  You have the older generation still having to 



deal with these things and we just haven’t been healthy enough in dealing with mental 

health issues.   

 

MS. GARDNER:  I think also these women who had children and waited to have 

children and are now in their middle age, when they went back to work, they thought, I 

have all their choices, I had the choice to have a child, I had the choice to go back to 

work, but what didn’t happen was the infrastructure to support those choices.  And on top 

of that, they are running into barriers of ageism and sexism.  And so a lack of 

infrastructure and now these additional barriers I think has been devastating.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Will we see after the upcoming election a parity for mental health 

coverage with other kinds of health coverage? 

 

MS. SOSA:  Well, it’s certainly on the agenda.  It’s certainly on the Democratic 

agenda.  It’s certainly something that the leadership in Congress has been paying a lot of 

attention, so hopefully, yes.  We will see a difference.  And it will require some 

government funding, which you know – let’s be realistic.  The economic is in a really, 

really bad condition right now.  Some of that it’s questionable.  Are they going to have 

the resources to pay for it.   

 

MS. ERBE:  I have to wonder either of the candidates is going to have anywhere 

near the resources.  They’re running around telling people they’re going to do things and 

there’s no money. 

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  And frankly, this parity between mental health coverage and 

physical coverage is very controversial, if in fact it drives up insurance rates for 

companies, makes it less able for them to be able to give coverage to their employees, we 

won’t end up winners on that.   

 

MS. GARDNER:  At the end of the day though – 

 

MS. ERBE:  And also, by the way, I want to mention women suffer – from past 

reporting I’ve done – women suffer depression at twice the rates of men, so – 

 

MS. GARDNER:  That’s exactly right, but going to your point, if you think of the 

opportunity cost of the mental illnesses that are happening before someone commits 

suicide, alcoholism is on the rise, drug abuse is on the rise.  Think about the lost of 

productivity at work.  So there’s an investment we should make in people and there’s a 

mental health investment not only physical investment but a mental health investment 

that’s critical. 

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  Behind the headlines: immigration and education.  

Illiteracy heavily impacts immigrant families who can’t read or write in either English or 

their native languages.  For the last decade, the Mexican government has been providing 

American schools and nonprofit groups with money and materials to combat illiteracy.  



But this practice has led some to question whether this is something that should be 

encouraged.   

 

(Begin video segment.) 

 

STEVEN CAMAROTA [Center for Immigration Studies]:  We’re basically in 

uncharted territory.  We’ve never really had a situation where a major immigrant sending 

country, the government of that country, tries to actively play a part and use its 

immigrants in the United States to serve its own ends.  

 

MS. ERBE:  The Mexican government gives more than $1 million each year to 

American colleges and universities through programs such as Plaza Comunitaria, which 

operates in 35 states.  It helps legal and illegal Mexican immigrants become literate in 

Spanish and English.  Mexico also donates Spanish textbooks to this and other programs, 

and provides money for Spanish teachers at some colleges and community centers.   

 

BRENT WILKES [League of United Latin American Citizens]:  I think that 

Mexico certainly has a good reason to want to help them because these are people that are 

from Mexico.  Even though they’re living in the United States, they still have a shared 

responsibility with us to help make sure that they’re getting the best education possible.  

We also have a very good reason to help educate these same individuals because they’re 

part of our economy, and if we have a stronger educated workforce, then we can have a 

stronger economy. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But some worry educational programs such as these discourage 

assimilation. 

 

MR. CAMAROTA:  Having a foreign government come in and provide services 

to the immigrants reminds the immigrant that they come from somewhere else, but it also 

reminds the larger American society, hey, that this is someone from a foreign country, 

they have this foreign tie, they’re getting this money from a foreign country and none of 

that is likely to be good to the overall big picture of immigrant assimilation and 

integration.   

 

MR. WILKES:  We always look at this dichotomy like you’ve got to declare 

yourself from Mexico or declare yourself the United States, but it’s kind of silly.  When 

someone is Irish in the United States, are they loyal to the United States?  Absolutely.  

They love the United States.  They’re U.S. citizens.  Do they like St. Patrick’s Day?  

Well, yes.  Do they wear green on St. Patrick’s Day?  Sure.  Do they think about Ireland 

and some of the traditions back home?  Certainly.  The human heart has the capacity to 

love more than one thing. 

 

MS. ERBE:  And Mexico isn’t the only country educating its emigrants to the 

U.S.  France and Japan have similar programs.   

 



MR. WILKES:  In most countries with a substantial population here in the United 

States have programs like this.  They want to maintain ties to their expatriates in this 

country.  And there’s nothing really unusual about the program.  Now, obviously, all 

things Mexicans get a different look by a lot of people in this country because of this 

whole debate over immigration. 

 

MR. CAMAROTA:  We shouldn’t want to single Mexico out, but remember, 

there are probably about 50 times the number of Mexican immigrants in the United States 

as there are from, say, France or Japan.  There are about 12 million Mexican immigrants 

living in the United States.  Now, that dwarves any other country.  One of out of every 

three foreign born people in the United States is from Mexico.  So what the Mexican 

government does has a much bigger impact than what, say, a country like Japan or France 

does where their immigrant populations are only a tiny fraction of 12 million.  I think the 

real solution for us is simply to have a more moderate pace of immigration and let those 

numbers fall over time, and then what the foreign government does will matter a whole 

lot less. 

 

(End video segment.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  So do you think it’s a good idea that Mexico is doing this, and if, in 

fact, you do think it is a good idea, why aren’t they helping defray all the public school 

education costs and healthcare costs of illegal immigrants?   

 

MS. SOSA:  Well, I obviously think it’s a good idea.  I have to say that I don’t 

think they do enough.  They could do more, and actually they do a lot of programs.  

Education is just one of the many programs.  I’ve actually seen – 

 

MS. ERBE:  But that’s just for adults. 

 

MS. SOSA:  Yes, for adults. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Whereas when you look at – when you look at –  

 

MS. SOSA:  But they do a lot of – yes. 

 

MS. ERBE:  I live in a neighborhood, for example, where there are 84 foreign 

languages spoken.  That school, which is the number one school in the country, by the 

way, Thomas Jefferson, by U.S. News and World Report.  Can you imagine in a school – 

being a teacher coping with students speaking 84 different languages? 

 

MS. SOSA:  But I know your district very well and they’ve been able to figure 

out a way of enhancing the language skills of their kids.  Let’s – (unintelligible).  We live 

in a global society.  We want people to be multilingual.  We want to have collaborations 

of all sorts between countries, and the Mexican Embassy and the Mexican government 

has made a decision that they want to have a productive, helpful relationship.   

 



And let me tell you, I’ve seen programs, for example, in Indianapolis in which 

there’s a very strong collaboration with the local government and they see the work that 

the embassy is doing as very helpful in order to build community – because they know, in 

the end, those immigrants are going to stay there and they want them to succeed.   

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  Well, first of all, I don’t think there’s anybody who has a history 

of being more pro-assimilationist and stronger for everyone learning English around this 

table than I’ve been over my career.  I am very much in favor of it.  But I think it’s silly 

to be worried about this program that the Mexican government is involved in.  Frankly, I 

think they would be helping their countrymen who are here in the United States more by 

offering classes in English than in Spanish, but the fact is that there’s a history of this in 

this country, Bonnie. 

 

MS. ERBE:  For illegal immigrants as well as legal? 

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  Well, wait a second.  There didn’t use to be any such thing as an 

illegal immigrant because all you used to have to do is show up and you were here.  And 

we changed our immigration policy. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Right.  Well, in the early 1900s, we enforced those kinds of laws, but 

in the 1800s there were no immigration laws, period. 

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  Right.  You just got to come in.  And the German government, 

by the way, when Germans were the largest immigrant group coming in in the 19
th

 

century, the German government was very involved in the German population here.  

They were German schools that were paid for the German government. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Right.  But how is that – but wait.  Listen – let me – let me ask you.  

How does that compare to today, because they weren’t helping illegal immigrants –  

 

(Cross talk.) 

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  It has to do with how we define our immigration policy.  Our 

immigration policy is broken now because we do not admit, legally, enough people to 

satisfy our need for labor in the United States.  We should reform those laws.  There were 

a lot of us who were involved in trying to do that over the last two Congresses.  That is an 

issue apart.  What the Mexican government does that I think is objectionable is helping 

people come here illegally, and the Mexican government has been involved in that, and 

that is absolutely wrong because they are violating our laws.   

 

But once the people are here, if the Mexican government wants to support 

hometown groups which are around the country, if they want to support literacy, if they 

want to offer classes, the Mexican government ought to be able to do that, and frankly we 

benefit because the more educated these people are, who are here, regardless of how they 

got here, the less a burden are going to be on our society.   

 



MS. GARDNER:  If the Mexican government is offering them education service, 

I don’t know why an education service really can be controversial.  There are 

immigration issues, there are lots of other issues, but at the end of the day it really is 

about helping people get educated. 

 

MS. DOMINGUEZ:  And at the end of the day, I also think it has to do with 

upgrading the quality of skills that people have.  I used to administer the H1B visas when 

I was at the Department of Labor, and there’s not enough, 350,000 – (inaudible). 

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, but wait.  I want to say there are millions and millions of 

people in this country who would disagree with your qualifications that there aren’t 

enough.  The companies want the cheap labor.  Yes, that’s true.  But a lot of people in 

border communities where they’re being overrun by illegal immigrants, they think there 

are way too many. 

 

MS. DOMINGUEZ:  When you have Bill Gates testifying saying we need to open 

up – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Because he wants cheap computer engineers. 

 

MS. DOMINGUEZ:  Well, not necessarily.  He wants – 

 

MS. CHAVEZ (?):  He wants productive workers. 

 

MS. ERBE:  And he also, in so doing, brings down the wages of American 

workers in that industry. 

 

MS. SOSA:  Bonnie, if you were right and millions and millions of Americans 

were against immigration reform because they really wanted to close the borders and stop 

that kind of behavior, Obama would not be leading in the polls. 

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  And nor would John McCain be the nominee of the Republicans.   

 

MS. SOSA:  Exactly.  Exactly.  There is a consensus in this country that they 

want a more compassionate immigration policy. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But wait a second.  Both candidates – McCain has been on both 

sides of the immigration issue.  He started out as let’s open up the borders path to 

amnesty, and then he did a whipsaw, so it’s – 

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  But Bonnie, everybody is for securing the border.  You can’t 

have a porous border, but we also need legal immigration reform and we ought to admit 

more people legally so we have fewer illegals.  And illegal immigration is down 50 

percent. 

 



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

a talk with the former British prime minister’s wife, Cherie Blair.  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) 

 

 


