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MS. ERBE:  This week on To the Contrary, a look back at some gains and losses 

for women in 2008.  Then, a look ahead at what’s up for women, children, and 
communities of color in 2009. 

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

of news and social trends from diverse perspectives.  Up first, 2008 year in review.    
 
Two thousand eight was a landmark year for women in politics, with women 

running as major party candidates for vice president and the presidential nomination.  
Senator Hillary Clinton became the first woman to win a presidential primary and ran 
competitively with President-elect Barack Obama.  Although she lost the Democratic 
nomination, she captured the votes of 18 million Americans and set a new precedent for 
women politicians.   

 
REP. PAT SCHROEDER (D-CO):  (From tape.)  Hillary was fantastic.  Anyone 

who says women can’t do it because they aren’t tough enough, strong enough, whatever – 
she was just absolutely amazing.  And had the whole campaign being run like the last 
half of the campaign, I think she might have won.  But nevertheless, it still says women 
have a very tough go.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Clinton held a tight grip on the women’s vote during the primaries.  

Some of her most ardent supporters continued to back her even after she dropped out of 
the race.  Republican vice presidential candidate Sarah Palin energized her party’s 
religious base.  To the Contrary spoke with the then little known Alaska governor back in 
March, where she declared an interest in the position.   

 
GOV. SARAH PALIN (R-AK):  (From tape.)  Well, I’m a Republican and I think 

that my name has been thrown out there because the Republican Party’s finally 
recognizing we need some diversity on a ticket.  We can’t just have rich old white guys 
on the ticket, not that there’s anything wrong with rich old white guys, but there needs to 
be some diversity and different perspectives offered in terms of leadership within that 
Republican Party.  And I have to be honest with you: most governors, I think, who would 
be asked that question whose names also would be kind of bantered around there, they’d 
say, “Oh, I love my job and I’m not even thinking about the future.”  Well, I love my job 
as Alaska’s governor, but way on down the line, absolutely, I’d love to serve the nation 
somehow.   

 
MS. ERBE:  The Palin pick gave Senator John McCain a boost in the polls and 

Americans a new political superstar.  That star dimmed when a series of bad television 
interviews left some questioning her readiness to govern.  In the end, American women 



voted overwhelmingly for the winning Obama-Biden ticket.  President-elect Obama got 
right to work on righting the U.S. economy, a top concern for female voters.   

 
MS. VICKY LOVELL:  (From tape.)  We know that women tend to be – to feel 

more worried about the economic security than men do.  They tend to have more 
experience of poverty.  They tend to feel that they not save enough for retirement.  And 
those concerns, because of the timing of what was happening on Wall Street around the 
election, I think people were especially aware of the impact of a new president in 
implementing policies that might help them.  So I think it really did help that Obama 
spoke directly to people’s concerns about their economic well-being.  He addressed – 
he’s empathized with that.  He made it seem that he has personal understanding of what it 
means to be low income.  He talked about what he learned from living in a single-mother 
household.  And I think that was very compelling to a lot of women.   

 
MS. ERBE:  While economists at the National Bureau of Economic Research 

didn’t officially declare a recession until this month, they belatedly announced it had 
begun a year earlier.  A surge in unemployment and rising health care costs painted a 
grim picture for women’s economic advancement in 2008, but there were some bright 
spots.   

 
MS. LOVELL:  (From tape.)  There was one piece of good news for women in 

2008, which was that the gender-wage ratio increased from the previous year.  It now 
stands at 78 percent, up from 74 percent.  So it’s not a huge increase, but a little bit of a 
nudge in the right direction.   

 
MS. ERBE:  This year the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act failed to pass the U.S. 

Senate.  No word yet on when the bill will be brought up again, but when it is there will 
be two new women senators voting on it.  Democrats Kay Hagan of North Carolina and 
Jeanne Shaheen of New Hampshire both won seats in November, bringing the total 
number of women senators to 17 – for now.  That’s because President-elect Obama chose 
former rival Senator Hillary Clinton as his secretary of state and if approved, Clinton will 
be just one of several high-powered women in the Obama cabinet.   

 
Congresswoman Norton, what was the most significant event for women this 

year?   
 
DEL. NORTON:  Bonnie, I supported Barack Obama for president, but as a 

woman I must say that the most significant event for women in my view was Hillary 
Clinton’s run for the presidency and her near win.       

 
MS. WOOD:  Well, probably I would say for most women out there, there was a 

personal event in their lives that was most significant, maybe the birth of a child or 
something else.  But I think nationally and politically you can’t hide from the fact that it 
had to be Sarah Palin and Hillary Clinton being such high-profile political candidates this 
time around.     

 



MS. GOLDMAN:  Hillary Clinton without question, but I think even more in 
particular her willingness to keep going in the face of adversity and really show that the 
lack of – just to never quit – (inaudible).   

 
MS. SETMAYER:  Definitely the candidacies of Hillary Clinton and Sarah Palin 

I think opened up limitless opportunities in the political world that’s been so male 
dominated for so long.  I think that really – you can’t deny the impact that that’s had.     

 
MS. ERBE:  I’m surprised nobody picked the recession, but – and we’ll get back 

to that in a minute, but I wonder, is there not an argument that Hillary Clinton because 
she had so much baggage going into the race with the vast right-wing conspiracy 
comment and “I don’t just sit around and bake tea and cookies” and all her husband’s 
pardon issues and –  

 
MS. WOOD:  It was so long ago, Bonnie – 
 
MS. ERBE:  No, but wait a minute.  There is – she didn’t come into the race 

without freight, let’s be honest.  And there were a lot of women in the beginning who 
were like, “oh, no, not her.”  Yes, she has the fundraising abilities, but she has so many 
other – she had such high negatives, let’s face it.  Did she, in a way, do women a 
disservice by running?   

 
DEL. NORTON:  Oh, my goodness, I understand what you mean because I was 

afraid when she first got into the race because of those negatives, which of course, in my 
brain, I’m not sure how deeply they were in the brain of others because perhaps they 
were.  But if so, look at what it says about her.  It says that no matter where you may be, 
no matter how much you think may be against you, including people against you – look 
what I did.  She did it in spite a Bill – (laughter).  She did – (laughter) – 

 
(Cross talk.)   
 
MS. ERBE:  There are people, including Dee Dee Myers, his former press 

secretary, who says he cost her the election.   
 
DEL. NORTON:  Yes and you could say that, but you must also the say she could 

never have run for president if she had not been the first lady under Bill Clinton.   
 
MS. SETMAYER:  I’m no fan of her for a number of reasons policy-wise and 

things like that, but it does show – I think the candidate that she became toward the latter 
part of the election – I think Pat Schroeder in the piece made a point about that – she 
really turned into a solid candidate.  She wasn’t as shrill as she had been in the beginning.  
I think she started to – she’d come into her own and she was – she gave Barack Obama a 
fight like nobody’s business.  And she – and I think she did it in a way that was honorable 
and respectful and I think that people – I took a different view of her toward the end of it 
and said you know what?  Good for her, she’s a fighter and I respect that as a woman 



that’s a fighter I think, like, I could relate to some of that part of Hillary Clinton.  I think 
that was a good thing for her.   

 
MS. GOLDMAN:  I do think there are two parts of the American dream and 

Barack Obama captured that.  I can come from anywhere.  You can be anything and still 
grow up and be president of the United States.  But Hillary captured this other part of the 
American dream that we don’t talk about it as much, which is this Americans aren’t 
quitters.  She repeated this narrative at various points in her campaign, but with her – she 
won (no higher ?) for everyone who’s ever stumbled and got back up again.  And she’s 
continued to say that and I think for women that message, even – particularly even you 
comment about the recession, that resonates so badly.  Even watching Lilly Ledbetter 
lose her opportunity for equal pay, seen this happened in the Senate.  I think women all 
around America sort of said, “I can keep going.  I can put a foot in front of the other.  We 
have these gains; politically we can have these gains.”  Financially there is still a fight to 
be fought.  And I think that inspiration is what Hillary really delivered.   

 
MS. WOOD:  And I think – I must share that I’m not a fan of Hillary’s policy 

proposals, but I’ve always admired her ability to communicate frankly and to be – she’s a 
strong – she’s a strong woman and strong candidate.  But the fact is – then they continued 
on with Sarah Palin coming on the VP side for the Republican ticket, the whole campaign 
had a woman in it from start to finish.  They were two very different women.  They fight 
up two different bases.  But the fact is not all women are alike.  And I think Sarah Palin 
really struck a spark with a group of Americans out there and a lot of women, frankly, 
who in the past would have more questioned voting for a female candidate.  They didn’t 
like Hillary, but they liked her.   

 
MS. ERBE:  But let me ask you this – okay, but she was ultimately beaten by a 

man.  And – Hillary was ultimately beaten by a man, a man of color – 
 
MS. SETMAYER:  So was Sarah Palin.   
 
MS. ERBE:  – (laughter) – yes, so was Sarah Palin.  But you – again, you had two 

white women running as president or vice president.  You had 18 – you now have 18 
female members of the Senate, all white, none of color.  So in the end – and I hate to pit 
these two constituencies against each other – but did – it appears to me as if women 
didn’t do as well as multiracialism did, when you look at the politics – 

 
DEL. NORTON:  One black man from the Senate and you’re trying to tell me 

women didn’t do as well?  What have we got?  Eighteen women if Caroline Kennedy – 
and we don’t do that.  We do not make these comparisons.  My friends on the other side 
of aisle here don’t like comparisons of any kind.  But the one thing we don’t do and that 
is almost lethal to do is to try to compare apples and oranges.  Women are half of the 
population.  They have – they’re not a, quote, “disadvantaged group.”  Yes, they are if 
they have not been attached to men or if they’ve been poor, but they should not be 
compared with people of color who come up in the society a different way –  

 



MS. ERBE:  Well, half of people of color are women.   
 
DEL. NORTON:  Well, it makes it worse for women.  In other words, women 

always do worse.  Women always do worse than men.  That’s why I think we are in 
sisterhood.  (Laughter.)  We can agree upon that.  But I don’t think women will look at a 
black male president and say, “there’s something wrong with that.”  They really – it’s 
something wrong with the fact that the first person who was not a white male was a black 
male.  I just don’t think that’s where people are – (inaudible).  I’m grateful for it.   

 
MS. WOOD:  We all benefit – I don’t agree with a lot of Barack Obama’s policy 

positions, obviously, but the fact is I think the nation benefits from the fact we said we 
elected a black president.  Everybody benefits from that – women, white people, 
everybody does.  So I just – I think to get into this like if it’s not a woman elected and 
women don’t benefit, I think it’s a wrong analysis.   

 
MS. GOLDMAN:  I also think it’s not just about the candidate.  It’s about the 

voters.  So we saw a tremendous number of women get energized this cycle.  We saw a 
tremendous number of minority voters get energized.  If they were just energized for this 
one election for their one constituent candidate, then they didn’t really get any power.  
Who’s going to keep coming back to the polls and consistently advocating for their 
communities and perspectives?  That’s what really is going to drive the difference in 
power for either constituencies or the places where we all overlap.   

 
MS. SETMAYER:  And that’s why I think that both Sarah Palin and Hillary 

Clinton had comparable effectiveness because we can’t diminish what Sarah Palin did for 
a completely different constituency of women than for Hillary Clinton.  And she – she 
was kind of like the homemaker, the Suzy Q like in hockey moms.  Those people may 
have felt that they didn’t necessarily have a voice from a woman that was like them, but 
that was also able to break through the power structure of a male dominated world like 
politics. So I think Sarah Palin was fantastic.  I loved her.  She had some issues and I 
think she’ll grow and be more experienced and we’ll see what she does in the future.   

 
DEL. NORTON:  I agree with you.  I think Sarah Palin, for all of her faults and 

all of the controversy, has done a fabulous thing for the Republican Party.  She has put 
women on the map of the Republican Party.  She has indeed made the Republican Party 
look at women in a wholly different way.  And frankly, I think the Republican Party got 
infected by Hillary Clinton – (laughter) – and they said, “We’ve got to have our own over 
here as well.  So thank you.  We’re pleased to – (laughter) – with you.”   

 
MS. ERBE:  You guys want to take credit for that?   
 
DEL. NORTON:  We’ll give credit for that.   
 
(Cross talk.)   
 
MS. ERBE:  All right.  From a look back to a look ahead.   



 
(Begin video segment.)   
 
MS. ERBE:  Two thousand and nine will begin with a changing of the guard in 

Washington.  As Barack Obama is sworn in as the 44th U.S. president, congressional 
Democrats will have increased their margin of control.  Changes in Washington mean 
changes for American women.  While most women are optimistic about what 2009 has in 
store for them, many are likely to begin the New Year anxiously.   

 
MS. KELLYANNE CONWAY:  What I think the President-elect Obama and the 

new Congress should do for women is to assure that they understand that the economy is 
the women’s issue.  I think for too long women have been convinced by the political 
cognoscenti that abortion is the women’s issue or the environment is the women’s issue 
or health care, education – of course they’re all important to women, but there’s nothing 
more important to women to hear women tell pollsters than the economy right now.  I 
think for this Congress and this new president the call of the question is can you provide 
stability in the short term, security in the long term, and the belief among American 
women that you somehow are going to give them the tools to allow life to become 
affordable again.   

 
MS. ANNA GREENBERG:  I think there’re a number of areas where Congress 

and the president-elect could focus on economically vulnerable women.  Pay equity is 
one.  Unmarried women make 56 cents to the dollar that men make.  That’s a huge 
disparity.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Women will look to Washington for help, but most of the economic 

resources they need are controlled by the states.   
 
MS. LOVELL :  One of the most important things that federal government can do 

to help women in 2009 is to help states.  State budgets have been severely hit by the 
downturn in property tax revenues and personal and corporate income tax revenues.  And 
most states now are facing some kind of budget problem, either in the current year or in 
the year after this.  And when states don’t have enough money, they tend to cut services 
that are very important to women.  They cut back on education.  They cut back on health 
care programs for low-income families, where women are disproportionately affected.  
They cut back on services for the elderly, mental health, and youth services and childcare 
subsidies.  So it’s very important for women that Congress act to help bolster state 
economies over the next 18 months or so until the recession starts to turn around.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Boosting aid to the states means some campaign promises will be 

broken.  Major health care reform is one.   
 
MS. CONWAY:  The number one concern for non-voting women and among 

women who voted and said that they didn’t hear all the issues addressed in the last 
presidential campaign was health care.  So it remains a very nagging concern on the wish 
list of many American women, particularly those who either are or would like to be 



entrepreneurs.  The new job security path one can argue is entrepreneurship.  But the 
greatest obstacle to many of those women is access to meaningful health care benefits.  
And so I think that you’re going to see President-elect Obama and his new Congress and 
governors, frankly, across the country and state legislatures trying to tackle the health 
care urgency in a different way.   

 
MS. GREENBERG:  I don’t think that this incoming administration thinks it’s a 

choice between short-term stimulus and long-term reform of health care or even other 
areas like energy policy.  I think they think it’s a false choice.  I think if you don’t reform 
the health care system, you don’t have long-term economic growth.  So I think you’ll see 
them happen at the same time.   

 
MS. ERBE:  All these money woes mean more stress and a lower quality of life 

for women.   
 
MS. SCHROEDER:  The average family paycheck has not increased in the last 

eight years.  In fact, many times it has decreased.  So it’s usually the women who were 
sitting at the kitchen table trying to put all those pieces together, and so that is an awful 
lot of pressure on women.  And we really all need to work to get this economy going 
again because I think those kinds of pressures then put pressures on the family.  An awful 
lot of divorce and family issues come from financial issues.  So all this stuff is not good 
and we need to get out of it as soon as we can.   

 
MS. ERBE:  For most American families, tough times may lie ahead, but the 

news isn’t all-bad.  Some see America’s new first family as a silver lining.   
 
MS. TERI ADAMS-FULLER:  I think that is a good time to be a woman in this 

country.  It’s a good time to be an African-American in this country.  It’s a very exciting 
time.  I think the fact that you have real life husband and wife who appear to love each 
other and appear to love their kids and to be good parents, I think is a model of what the 
black family is actually like.  Unfortunately we don’t see a lot of that in the media and 
there’s this whole notion that the black family is dead.  And of course, you do have a lot 
of single-parent or single-head of households not just in the black family, but all across 
America.  But you do have a lot of strong black families still.   

 
I think that Michelle Obama being highly intellectual, seems or appears to be 

extremely grounded person, is representing the best of what it means to be an American 
and an American woman and an American black woman.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Pollsters see 2009 as a year of shared progress for all women.   
 
MS. GREENBERG:  It’s exciting to have a pro-choice president and there’ll be 

some kind of early victories around reproductive rights, but I think that you see a kind of 
– a moderation in some respects of the demands for what happens when, which I think is 
actually pretty smart.        

 



MS. CONWAY:  Women are making great strides and I expect that will continue 
in 2009.  You look at some of the Olympic athletes.  You look at some of the heroes, the 
people still trying to clean up after Hurricane Katrina.  You look at all the volunteers that 
women are really leading in this country.  It’s quite remarkable and laudable.  The 
amount of money that women are still donating, the hours of their time, the way that so 
many of them are hanging out a shingle and becoming entrepreneurs against significant 
odds, the number of women who in their 40s or 50s who are adopting children, becoming 
mothers for the first time or for the fourth or fifth time, expanding their family that way, 
the numbers of women who are taking leadership roles in nonpolitical arenas.  It’s quite 
impressive if you just do the math and you look at some of the examples.  The 
community activism that many people are taking on.  I think that women are leading a 
more quiet revolution in this country.   

 
(End video segment.)   
 
MS. ERBE:  Tara Setmayer, I want to start – we’ll talk about women in politics in 

a few turn, also the economy, but I want to start with the economy.  And one of the 
biggest gains that women have made in the workplace in the last few years has been 
increased workplace flexibility.  It’s pretty prevalent now at the top.  It hasn’t filtered 
down to the bottom and that’s where the people who work on these things are working, 
but now that people are losing jobs and benefits, will workplace flexibility go down and 
therefore harm women in the workplace this year – in 2009? 

 
MS. SETMAYER:  No, I think what it’ll do is it will force businesses to figure 

out ways to be flexible for their employees that also benefits them.  I think that the 
telecommuting – 

 
MS. ERBE:  Can they even think about that, though, when they are struggling for 

plain old survival?   
 
MS. SETMAYER:  Well, I think when you survive, you reevaluate everything.  

Everything is restructured.  So what’s working and what isn’t?  And if that’s working, 
then they’ll continue to allow that to work.  Now, illegal immigration is something that 
people haven’t really talked about as far as the economy and what’s going on here, but 
everyone – the pro-illegal immigration people who say, “well, they’re doing jobs 
Americans won’t do,” well, not necessarily.  And where – they’re taking up jobs now that 
people, that American citizens can take and in a tougher time like this, you need to take 
jobs that are available, and the illegal immigration debate is something that’s left out of 
what’s happening here in the lower levels of the economy.   

 
MS. ERBE:  But getting back to women on the workplace, are – 
 
MS. SETMAYER:  That affects women.   
 
MS. ERBE:  – yes, but are they going to suffer in the workplace at the upper 

levels as the economy suffers?   



 
DEL. NORTON:  Like she said – (inaudible) – to the people who need it most, 

which is the average American woman, but I’m afraid so because when you have an 
economy where you have full employment, women can make demands that you can’t 
make when you have an economy that is really going through the soil.  As we sit here 
drowning and watching it going through what it looks like – sorry for the mixture of 
metaphors, but what it means is that who is holding all the cards is the employer and he 
doesn’t have to – indeed it’s taking a lot of pressure from the women’s movement to get 
flexibility in the first place.   

 
I’ll tell you the kind of flexibility you want to see.  And it’s just the kind of 

flexibility they’re going to use on women.  They’ll go to part-time employment where 
they’re either temporaries or they’re part time and they get no benefits.  That’s the kind 
of flexibility that they’re going to try to do to women unless we can find something to do 
about it.   

 
MS. WOOD:  I don’t think – I don’t know for sure.  I think we’re in a different 

environment now than we’ve been in past tough economic times.  Businesses are 
different and, yes, it’s tough for workers, but it’s tough for businesses right now who are 
trying to survive.  We’re more in kind of a 24-hour work environment.  There’s no longer 
– there aren’t many nine to five jobs anymore.  I don’t know.  Do any of you have one?  I 
can’t find that.  And so you’ve got just all sorts of different hours people are working.  So 
I think it’s going to be interesting to see.  I think there may be businesses trying to be 
more flexible, too.   

 
Look, there’s a lot of talent out there certainly, but businesses have to find them 

and they’ve got to retain them.  And they’re going to be flexible as well.   
 
MS. GOLDMAN:  I think we also can’t forget the dads.  Men have started to take 

advantage of some of the flexible workplace arrangements.  And they’ve structured jobs 
around their wives, their kids, and sort of making an entire family unit work.  So I don’t 
think employers are just going to have to think this through for the women.  I think 
they’re going to have to think this through for the men as well.   

 
MS. ERBE:  All right.  Now, politically, what do we want to see in ’09?  Do we 

want to see Mary Schapiro, for example, at the SEC really make a difference?  A lot of 
this economic trouble started with the derivatives that bad mortgages were sold into.  
Will we see more of a crackdown?  

 
DEL. NORTON:  She’s not going to help us as much because she’s going to have 

to deal with the top of the economy.  We’re going to have to look to Hilda Solis at Labor.  
We’re going to have to look at HHS.  We’re going to have to look at where women will 
be looking for some immediate help.  And I’m very pleased to see that – (inaudible) – 
appointment, but I think that – and Treasury, by the way, is going to be important across 
the board, but for something that women can grab on now, Bush administration is 
walking out of office handing Barack a whole set of last minute U-turns and regulation 



that I think he’s going to have to spend a lot of time and labor at Health and Human 
Services re-overturning in order to bring some civility back into federal regulations.   

 
MS. ERBE:  All right.  Unfortunately that’s it for this edition of To the Contrary.  

Next week, a look at some of our favorite shows from 2008.  Whether your views are in 
agreement or to the contrary, please join us next time.  

 
(END)   


