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Bonnie Erbe: This week on to the contrary…First, mothers on the front-lines fighting terrorism. Then, 
religion, contraception and Obamacare back at the supreme court. Behind the headlines: The power of 
single women.

[♪♪♪]

Hello, I'm Bonnie Erbe. Welcome to To the contrary, a discussion of news and social trends from diverse 
perspectives. Up first, the war on terror.

BONNIE SOT

This week's terror attacks in Brussels spurred agony, stepped up security, warnings from the state 
department telling Americans not to travel to Europe and calls for limiting Islamic immigration. But 
there is one small group of mothers in Europe trying to close the rift between Islam and western culture 
in other ways. The Viennese-based group women without borders was in Belgium for a graduation 
ceremony for Islamic mothers who finished its course called mothers school against extremism---that, 
when the attacks occurred. The group teaches mothers to recognize and respond to early warning signs 



of radicalization and violent extremism in their children. Founder Edit Schlaffer wrote for the New York 
Times, "The sharpest missiles are the mothers who speak, the youth who defy the labels placed on 
them. They can be a new army without weapons, but words."

Bonnie: How realistic is this as a weapon against violent extremism?

Manal Omar: It's very, very, realistic and important because women are the early trajection warning 
signs and mothers more than anyone else they see the signs but they do not have the tools to fight it. 
This activity is incredibly important.

Ashe Schow:  I absolutely agree. Who is closer to their children than the mother? We see this in other 
situations around America with its own problems. You know, you start to look to the parents what kind 
of signs did they miss. So teaching people a head of time what signs those are signs I think is a great tool.

Jenifer Rajkumar: I agree this is effective. The struggle against extremism cannot just be military action. 
Ya know drones, boots on the ground, air strikes, can only go so far to truly defeat radical ideology we 
need to empower women.

Jennifer Higgins: The best way to get to the root of extremism is at the kitchen table and I think these 
families and the mothers are at the center of the conversation.

Bonnie: Isis has been so successful in recruiting they have, what, an army of 60,000-80,000 and they 
have thousands of people back from Europe, back to Europe from Syria where they have been trained to
carry out the Brussels and the Paris attacks. So this is a very -- this is not a well-funded organization. 
How much of an impact do you really think it can have?

Omar:  It's planting the seed of the importance of catching it early. In addition to Isis being successful in 
recruitment what we know for a fact that they are recruiting early and starting as young as 8, 6, 7, going 
to elementary schools not waiting for the primary school what used to be their target audience. 
Mothers need to be equipped and prepared. I've worked with the organization and with Edit Schlaffer 
and have seen the impact on the ground.  Like you said it’s still within a small group, if it had more 
funding it is a model that is replicable and could be expanded.

Bonnie: I’m curious about the women who are even allowed by the husbands to sign up for the course. 
A lot of Islamic women especially in impoverished families less so in well-off families they have no 
freedom. They could not get their husband's permission to join up for something like this.

Omar: Absolutely. And most cases when you do these types of programs if you call it countering-violent 
extremism or a deradicalization program you will have little interest. Beyond their permission, women 
will not want to attend. But when it is more like a leadership program and when it factors in these 
elements into parenting skills or making sure that your child is safe, which is something both men and 
women are very keen to seeing. Then you’re gonna have high attendance. But if you are framing it as 
simply CVE or as simply deradicalization it's always very difficult to bring people on board.



Higgins: I think what is fascinating is the fact there was A "New York Times" story this week, since 9/11, 
looking at the number of attacks across the Western World and acknowledging the fact many are 
perpetuated by siblings, brothers and you think about the family being at the root of this where if there 
are opportunities to break up those bonds and prevent radicalization by being in the same household or 
being in the same environment maybe we slow the rate of recruitment for Isis.

Rajkumar: And I’m heartened  that the U.S. State department has actually put funding into groups like 
women without borders, and just last year, the U.N. Security council passed a resolution basically 
making the empowerment of women central to its counter-terrorism strategy. I'm so heartened by the 
developments and I think we are trending in the right direction.

Schow: It is a good first step becaue after you get the mothers involved into recognizing it they can go to
their friends and family members and members of the community and expand this to even teachers, 
say, so that it becomes a community effort to recognize these problems in order to prevent terrorism 
rather than just respond to it.

Bonnie: You know, I have A question because after the Los Angeles, the California terrorist attack, I was 
talking to a prominent Muslim woman we both know well. And I said how is it that the families did not 
see -- they go on TV, the people in the same mosque go on TV and say I had no idea this was going on. 
And she said a lot of them lie they really do know. I'm wondering how penetrable the world is that the 
mothers of kids who are being taken at 8 and having machine guns -- how can you get to them?

Omar:  I mean one thing to keep in mind it's no different than any other form of extremism. You 
remember the interviews that we grew up with the mass murderers and all the family was like we did 
not recognize. With hindsight you see patterns. People do not recognize and it's part of Isis training. 
They understand whatever strategy we have to counter Isis they are countering almost simultaneously. 
Part of their training is do not tell your parents and start look more liberal, cut off your beard and take 
off your scarf. They are encouraging people to assimilate more and more as part of the way of 
countering whatever we are doing to counter their message.

Bonnie: What do we do to that?

Omar:  The biggest challenge we have is how do we get 10 steps ahead?  We’re consistently in reaction 
mode.

Bonnie:  I'm curious. For example, we’ve all seen pictures of young women in bikinis that became 
recruits for Isis and going around in the all you can see is their eyes and barely that. How is it that they 
are telling -- are they all owing the women who for example, the mothers who are families of recruits 
but are still living in Brussels or Paris are they telling them to go to the beach and wear bikinis?

Omar: They’re very strategic. They are telling them I cannot say specifically what they are telling to the 
recruits but the messaging is we are strategic and we want to have access and thinking about different 
ways to develop the access. And women, just the very the recruitment of women usually because it is 



not on the high level of threat and they have more mobility is part of that strategy.  And it is not 
accidental.

Bonnie:  Are we doing enough? Is your group you're involved with the group we mentioned.

Omar: Yes.

Bonnie:  Are we doing enough on-line and thinking enough strategically the way they are?

Omar: We are nowhere close. What I continually say it's like you are offering children either you can 
play call of Duty or Here is Atari from the 1970s. I mean that is basically the comparison between Isis 
and what we are offering them. We can do a lot more. There is an organization peace tech and they 
have turned to the private sector to Google and Facebook and other places saying what can we do as 
the private sector because everyone else is very slow in response.

Bonnie: All right. Let us know what you think. Please follow me on Twitter @bonnieerbe and 
@tothecontrary. From terrorism, to Zubik v. Burwell 

BONNIE SOT

The Supreme Court heard arguments this week on a major religious liberty case. The question is 
whether the Obamacare birth control mandate violates the religious rights of religious employers. The 
law requires employers’ insurance plans to provide free birth control. It exempts houses of worship such
as churches, but not other religious organizations such as the Catholic and hospitals challenging the law.

The court last reviewed the contraceptives requirement two years ago in the Hobby Lobby case. Five 
justices found the government couldn't force owners of closely held companies to violate their religious 
beliefs by providing birth control coverage for employees. Now, the court is considering whether the 
coverage mandate, which comes with massive fines for noncompliance, violates the beliefs of 
institutions with religious ties.

Little Sisters SOT Kristina Arriaga 

The fate of the Little Sisters is the fate of every American. Particularly, Americans that believe in 
minority religions, Americans that adhere to minority beliefs. That is why, that is why groups 
representing hundreds of thousands minority religions have written to the court, have asked the court, 
to support the Little Sisters and rule in their favor. 

Sara Hutchinson SOT (Catholics for Choice)

The reality is that Catholics and vast majorities disagree with the hierarchy of our church when it comes 
to public policy about reproductive healthcare. 99% of sexually active catholic women have used a form 
contraception banned by the bishops. That’s a fact.



Bonnie SOT

The religious freedom issue is being considered one justice short due to the death of Justice Antonin 
Scalia. The Justices could split along ideological lines, ending in a 4-4 tie. Then, the Justices might refer 
the case back to lower courts, which are not in agreement. Birth control access could end up varying by 
state, according to what each local court decides.

Bonnie: Jennifer you followed the Supreme Court and the Swing Vote is Anthony Kennedy, he can make 
it 4-4 or 5-3 in favor of access to birth control. How do you read him?

Rajkumar: You absolutely are right. It all comes down to the ultimate swing voter,  on the Supreme Cout 
Justice Kennedy. And in the 2014 Hobby Lobby decision, we have a good indicator of what he’s thinking. 
He basically expresses concern with religious objectors having a sweeping power over the interests of 
others. And other conservative justices and legal scholars agree with him. That is where we are right 
now. This could very well end up being be a 5-3 decision.

Bonnie: Agreed?

Schow: It's either going to be  5-3 or 4 -4. It’s not going  be either other of those. But if it is 4-4 and goes 
back to the lower courts which will end exempting Little Sisters because they had gone multiple appeals 
and they would be  fine  but other groups on with them in this case would end up losing that exemption.
I do not agree with the mandate and I never have. I thought it was a little political rather than practical.

Bonnie: Do you see that as an infringement on one's religious rights?

Schow:  I think this one a bit more than Hobby Lobby quite honestly. Although the one issue I have with 
this case is the Little Sisters saying that even filling out the form saying they object is too much for them.
But it does go back to then it would shift to their insurer, which means they are still paying for it by 
hiring and paying premiums to that insurer, which is where that they object they are allowing the 
floodgates of something that they object to religiously.

Bonnie: Let's get back to the first amendment and the freedom of religion clause. Are they told they 
cannot be Catholics? Are -- I'm just asking questions. Are they being told they cannot pray in public? Are 
they being told they cannot believe in god and told they have to believe in another religion? I just 
wonder -- I just wonder how this becomes a constitutional issue of freedom of religion. This is such a 
minor aspect of your religious beliefs. If indeed it is -- let's agree and say it is an infringement how much 
of an infringement is it? Does it amount to a constitutional infringements.

Schow: But it’s one of those things where its maybe this, maybe something else tomorrow it's not 
specifically the contraceptives but it’s the government compelling them to do this which goes into the 
broader issue. You might not think the contraception battle is very important, but if it is another battle 
tomorrow or that you keep saying it is just a little thing, it’s just a little thing and they are not, they do 
not want it at all. They do not want the little things to get through or the big things to get through.

Bonnie: Your thoughts?



Omar:  I think it's important that you are protecting the citizen. And what you were saying in terms of 
religion but the protection of the citizens is the most important thing and the practical side has to 
override any of the political considerations.

Higgins:  I tend to agree with that. I am in a different situation on this but I feel strongly that there is a 
substantial burden placed on people's religious rights and the situation to fill out a form. I don’t know 
what the other work around is frankly. I think we have talked about what is the other alternative to 
having this option and this is the option on the table and is it such a burden that it really impacts that? 
You talk about following your faith versus following a mandate. We continue to litigate the ACA and in 
the Supreme Court and this maybe will be the last straw in that effort.

Bonnie: Meaning, they will lose and then this issue will go over --

Higgins: Right absolutely.

Rajkumar:  Well, the bottom line is that the free exercise of religion is not absolute. It has limits. And if 
the court finds for the religious objectors in this case it leads us down a slippery slope. What is next? 
Employers can be anti-gay and then refuse to uphold the rights of gay employees that could be around 
the corner. So I think that everyone conservative justices are on the same page here.

Bonnie:  Obviously Roe v. Wade would be a decision for example that impinges on somebody's religious 
rights because they do not agree with it. If the religious objectors agree do you see more cases coming? 
I mean if they win?

Schow:  Then absolutely. I mean if they win, more cases. If they lose, probably still more cases because 
other people will find different ways to argue it. I do not think this would be the end. This mandate this 
is what the second, third time.

Bonnie: Second time before the Supreme Court six years since he signed Obamacare into law.

Schow:  People will find more arguments with something that they disagree with.

Bonnie: Behind the headlines: women are delaying marriage or not getting married more often than 
ever. Author Rebecca Traister’s “All The Single Ladies” explores how single women are transforming 
society and what it means to “have it all.”

Rebecca Traister:  I really hate the term having it all.

Bonnie: Rebecca Traister is the author of all the single ladies. A book that explores what it's like being a 
single woman in America.

Traister: When we talk about having it all with regard to women what do we mean? Can women have 
both careers and family, right? That is the most basic formation of that question and consider if we 
applied that question to men we would come up with the basic state of what adult male life in the 
United States is supposed to be.



Bonnie: That work-life balance is one, that women are increasingly taking on alone. According to 
research single women have found it easier to do so in big cities.

Traister: What cities offer is jobs. And so women who were attempting or felt they needed to for some 
reason, gain some measure of independence outside of marriage often flocked to anywhere there were 
jobs and wages to be earned. Cities with their high population densities give women something closer to
the opportunity for communal living. Smaller living spaces that require less domestic work to keep up, 
there are services in cities and public transportation ways for them to get around. Ways for them to get 
to the jobs, and places for them to gather publicly.

Bonnie: The marriage age is getting higher not just in cities, but suburban and rural communities now 
too. It’s part of an historical shift that has been set in motion for a longtime. 

Traister: There were women in the 18th century who were thinking about the ways that their Liberty 
was circumscribed by marriages which left them with fewer rights and freedoms. Language around 
independence for marriage cropped up around the revolution. And then in the 19 thcentury we saw some
of the massive social movements for abolition.  Suffrage, the temperance movement, the settlement 
house movement, the expansion of women into higher education movement in fields such as nursing,  
the labor movement and in the beginning of the 20th century, all those movements began to set the 
stage in certain slow ways for the ability of women to live outside of marriage.

Bonnie: Despite more women remaining unmarried they are often treated as abhorrent.

Traister: There is tremendous stigma still about living outside of marriage, especially if you’re female. 
And that stigma and the fetishization of a more traditionally married model builds and intensifies  as 
marriage rates drop and you get a lot of messages from politicians. You know especially conservative 
politicians who are very anxious to tie poverty, to single women and to blame a change in marriage rates
for poverty.

Bonnie: Black women face their own set of challenges.

Traister: Marriage rates for African-American women are different. They are slightly lower than white 
women and their marriage ages are higher. That is actually the main difference and they have been 
targeted as deviant, abhorrent, flawed, too independent, too ambitious. 

Bonnie: Despite this opposition, unmarried women now hold major political power. If Hillary Clinton and
Donald trump are the two major candidates for president, as expected, how will single women vote?

Traister: Donald trump is a candidate who has taken no pains to ever hide his misogyny. And women 
and especially young unmarried women are going to be voting for Hillary Clinton in large numbers.

Bonnie: Do you agree with that? Or do you think single republican women will be staying home or voting
for trump?



Schow: I think single republican women at this point might either stay home or vote third -- third 
candidate. As far as single women on the whole, I think it's something like 70% are opposed to trump. 
Now when you look at the republican primaries, Trump is winning with women in many of the states. 
Obviously that is a slice of republican voters so he is winning there. On the broader side, he is losing with
single women and that will be a huge problem for the Republican Party in the general election if they 
cannot stop trump.

Bonnie: Some people are saying single women will all vote for Hillary. I know a couple of republican sing 
-- not single women, women, who are saying that they will vote for Hillary because they are so turned 
off by Trump. What is your view what single women will do?

Higgins: It's interesting because I think single women as an electorate, even independent women, 
whether they are a republican or democrat do not view Hillary Clinton as a woman which is funny. If you
look at will polling data, they do not view her as a woman, even though she is a women obviously, but 
they view her as a politician. So through the lens of voting I do not think people are voting for her 
because she is a woman but for her, because she is not Donald trump.

Bonnie: You are talking younger women?

Higgins: Correct, yes.

Bonnie: And for single republican women how are they looking at trump?

Higgins: I think they are looking through the lens that you talk about that it's challenging to support 
someone who has misogynistic values and opinions and beliefs. And it’s hard to see what he is going to 
do to advantage women if he makes it to the white house. 

Bonnie: I was wondering what single women were doing when Cruz made much of the playboy pictures 
of –

Schow: That was not Cruz that was an unaffiliated pact that had nothing to do with Cruz.

Bonnie: The Cruz supporters, the pact, made started sending around the Internet pictures of Melania 
nude as a ploy boy bunny. It is a ridiculous question but mandated by the news of the week what do 
republican women think about having a first lady in the white house pictures on the Internet will be all 
over the place for years and years to come of her naked?

Schow:  I think right now there's going to be a wide gap with republican women. I'm like ya know at 
some point in the future with the way that social media is now, it doesn't matter the first lady, there's 
going to be something out there, some embarrassing photo. There was a meme going around, a photo 
of “Hey I just found a picture of your grandmother” and ya know its black and white. And then it’s like 
60 years from now it will be, I saw a picture of your grandmother and it will be a woman doing duck face
in the mirror. It's changing times. You think there will be photos of Heidi Cruz like that? Probably not. 
But in decades from now, and I think just young women; think we can look up to Melania for other 
reasons. We can think she is beautiful. And think that she is smart and she has degree in architecture 



she has her own thing going on. If you just want to look at her for her body, then I think that is just one 
of those problems in America still.

Higgins:  If we were going to judge Donald trump we can judge him on Ivanka Trump whose running his 
business as much as we could judge him on Melania. I think the idea is that we’ve talked about spouses. 
I’m voting for president, I'm not voting for Bill Clinton because he will be the first man, I’m not voting for
Melania Trump who’s the first lady. And we spend a lot of time talking about spouses in this election, 
but at the end of the day, we are voting for the candidate and the candidate is the candidate. And the 
ticket is the ticket.

Rajkumar:  And I think that is why it's so exciting that we have the chance to vote for not a spouse, but a 
woman president, and it is a very realistic possibility and I think Hillary and the democrats are doing such
a great job with the single women right now on issues important to them.  Like reproductive rights, paid 
family leave, raising the minimum wage these issues are all so important to single women and the 
democrats are doing a great job.

Omar: I think the sign the message you are sending when you finally have a woman president choosing a
woman  is absolutely essential that that can be them one day. And until now, we do not have the visual 
image. If you do not see it, it's hard to dream it, and I think this will be an important change for women 
if Hillary makes it to the white house.

Bonnie: And back to single women, generally speaking, a lot of people are resisting this change in age 
and trying to a lot of millennials perhaps are trying to marry earlier because they do not want to hit 40 
and like there was a comic strip that was out about 30 years ago, that had a career woman looking at 
her watch saying “Oops, I forgot to have a baby.”

Higgins: And every woman has different priorities whether that is to have a child, whether that’s to get 
married or whether that’s to have a successful career when we talk about having it all. I do not think 
that is a bad thing that women are waiting until later in life to get married and have kids. If anything, it 
provides with economic stability and the opportunity to be independent women if you will, to quote 
Beyoncé. And in the sense that is what the goal is like; I have stability and so I can provide my family 
without the need for government programs potentially.

Bonnie: Terrific. That is it for this edition. Follow me on Twitter and visit our website, 
pbs.Org/tothecontrary and whether you agree or think to the contrary, see you next week.

[♪♪♪]

[♪♪♪]

For a transcript or to see an on-line version of this episode of to the contrary visit our website at 
pbs.Org/tothecontrary.

[♪♪♪]
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