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Bonnie Erbe: This week on To The Contrary: First, protecting the safety net. Will he or won’t 
he? Then, is presidential daughter Ivanka Trump a prop, or does she have a role in policy? 
Behind the Headlines: We talk with the woman who wrote Hidden Figures; the book that 
spawned a movie up for three Oscars. 

Bonnie Erbe: Hello, I'm Bonnie Erbe. Welcome to To The Contrary, a discussion of news and 
social trends from diverse perspectives. Up first, the social safety net. 

On the campaign trail president Trump promised to protect federal programs that elderly and 
low income Americans rely on, such as social security and medicaid. We'll know if he keeps 
that promise when he goes before a joint session of congress and the American people 
delivering his state of the union address next week. Trump's white house budget director calls
social security a "Ponzi scheme" and drove government shutdowns aimed at cutting spending
during the Obama years. Ben Carson, the new housing secretary has said frequently, 
programs for the poor lead to dependency. Tom Price, secretary of health and human 
services, supported turning medicaid over to the states and making medicare a voucher-like 
program when he was in congress. Concerns about the future of healthcare and many other 
government programs have prompted angry and frustrated Americans to pack GOP town hall 
meetings across the country demanding answers.

Erbe: So Hilary Rosen, what can Americans suspect from Trump when it comes to the social 
safety net.



Hilary Rosen: It will depend more on Congress than president Trump he has not said much 
on programs for low income people, although he has encouraged people to get off Welfare. 
But I think Tuesday night's address is going to illuminate a lot about what he gives congress 
to do. 

Ann Stone: The safety net will be stronger and bigger, it’s gonna be huge.

Anushay Hossain: I expect it to disappear. I think Bannon said that they are about 
deconstructing the administrative states. I would be worried.

Rina Shah: I do not think it will disappear overnight, but I think we will see a chipping away 
unfortunately. That’s what he believes in doing. He thinks we need to limit the power of the 
federal government.

Erbe: Specifically where do -- we have been told that Planned Parenthood is out of the 
budget. If it makes it through the senate like that. But where specifically do you -- where do 
you expect to see increases and where do you expect to see cuts?

Rosen: We have seen a few things so far that are telling. His very first executive order took 
money away from individual middle class homeowners and gave it to the banks in terms of a 
mortgage rebate. We have seen regulations giving more money to corporations whether that 
trickles down. Look, I am a pro business democrat and I do want to see business do well and 
grow jobs. But I think to the extent that everything is focused on corporate profits and not the 
safety net not things like healthcare not things like medicare and medicaid which really 
provides such basic protections, it's really going to be troubling if that is the only direction we 
see the country going.

Stone: I spoke to the people beach-headed at the agencies dealing with the social net this 
morning and they said the president is firmly committed no matter what they are saying firmly 
committed to keeping medicare and medicaid, social security in tack strengthening them.

Erbe: Now, that you mentioned that, he said one thing and he says he is going to go
in one direction and then the budget director -- always roll it back. Look at Tillerson on Russia.
And -- 

Stone: On this he said and says again and again and again he feels people paid into it even 
though they have not funded the retirement but it is a contract he intends to keep.

Erbe: Okay so where is he going to cut to pay for tax cuts?

Stone: The transition teams and the agencies have 10% cuts that have been put in place to 
go through the system already. But medicare and medicaid and social security are not on the 
list and they wanted me to emphasize they are not
on that list. 

Erbe: What about welfare?

Stone: Welfare is going to be destructed it’s going to be changed because what we have now 



is a system that traps people into dependency. You have two and three and four and five 
generations of people that are stuck in the system that is not what it was intended for and it 
destroys the families. 

Rosen: There is little welfare. The only people that get welfare today are poor women with 
children. There's no sort of work substitute program. Bill Clinton eliminated that. Food stamps 
is a significant piece of the social safety net and that, I think, we will see cuts in which is 
troubling. I would separate social security from the healthcare programs because he may 
leave social security alone but they are talking about medicaid cuts as part of the affordable 
care act repeal and that is the social safety net.

Erbe: Let's get Anushay, they are talking about pushing raising the age for qualifying for 
social security which is a cut so where do you see the biggest cuts coming?

Hossain: I'm worried because it's impossible to know what Trump is thinking because as you 
said he says one thing and the aides are rolling back. Tillerson was in Mexico being like do 
not worry about this.

Erbe: Except Bannon at the CPAC convention. He pushes it forward as opposed to rolling it 
back.

Hossain: But I am really worried. Apparently his medicaid appointee does not believe 
maternity leave to be optional and because there's so many women and children in the 
programs, I do not think it is a priority for Donald Trump.

Shah: I think he will cut education and the arts that troubles me. I grew up in a rural state 
where I need things like NPR there was not much else. I see them picking and choosing it 
was a campaign promise to the point of
social security I do not think that is something that he is going to really change his hand on 
completely. It was just something he did over the course of the rallies. He does that he is 
doing something to the base that will be troublesome in the years to come but cutting is a big 
deal here. He is going to cut and snip and it will be from programs that are essential. 

Rosen: There is a bigger picture that is important. Which is that he is despite his you know, 
trumpeting his own position he is not in total control. The congress has a significant role and 
there are the conservatives have a majority in congress and they have had programs for the 
poor and for working class in their sights for years. And there will be a significant pushback to 
anything the president tries to do and in fact he appointed one of the most conservative 
members to be his budget director. I do think that we are going to have too many fronts to try 
and save at the same time and we are not going to be successful and people are going to be 
hurt.

Erbe: With the 47-seat the democrats are 47 seats behind in the house and two behind in the 
senate. So with those minorities how powerful are they?

Rosen: Pick food stamps, pick Planned Parenthood healthcare, pick education subsidies, pick
any number of issues we are not going to save everything. People will be hurt.

Stone: I think that is again, a gross overstatement. He sees also the real --



Erbe: but -- 

Stone: Can I finish?

Erbe: Yes, but if he does not cut seriously, won't he lose the conservatives.

Stone: Let me answer that. It’s not a zero sum game. You expand the pie. That’s why so 
much concentration on stimulating the corporations, bringing jobs back and trying to grow the 
GDP which has been miserable and 1.9%. Worst recovery ever even coming out of the 
depression we did better. So the point is if you up that growth rate all of the programs are 
going to be able to stay more intact because you will have more tax revenue. You will not 
have more tax revenue unless we grow the economy. 

Rosen: We are not going to have more tax revenue because he is committed to cutting taxes 
which I'm not against but let's not pretend we are going to have a bigger federal budget.

Stone: Growing GDP.

Rosen: Sorry, Ann, what you are suggesting we will have a bigger budget with the increase in
the GDP, that’s not going to be the case. The tax cuts will take care of that.

Erbe: Alright, your thoughts Anushay. 

Hossain: I'm curious nobody knows what Trump is going to do but Ann does.

Stone: I know more about what he is going to do because I have a conversation with him all 
the time.

Erbe: He signed three continuing resolutions so far meaning putting it and how long do they 
extend to?

Stone: I think -- march 31.

Erbe: What is in those budgets?

Stone: I don't have the specifics but I can get that for anybody who is interested but there is a 
lot of that homework going on that is getting no attention in the media whatsoever. They are 
doing their job.

Rosen: Well, the president has to submit a budget to congress in two weeks and we'll see 
what the numbers are.

Erbe: Ok. [to Shah] And you haven’t been able to -- 

Shah: Look, I think he is doing the homework. Cuts across the board are coming. Who is 
going to suffer it is a matter of time but the goal here for Mr. Trump is to toss a lot back to the 
states. This is it. And he feels the states have taken too much so the homework will tell us it's 
too early. Too early.



Erbe: Let us know what you think. From the safety net to the softer side of President Trump.

Critics are alleging that Ivanka Trump's role is more PR than policy. The president's daughter 
visited the national museum of African-American history and culture alongside Donald Trump 
at the museum President Trump condemned a recent spate of anti-semitic attacks after being
criticized by many including his former opponent Hillary Clinton for not responding more 
quickly and vehemently. Ivanka converted to Judaism after marrying Jared Kushner and she 
responded to the attacks before her father tweeting quote “America is a nation built on the 
principle of religious tolerance.” Ivanka has been present at meetings between the president 
and other heads of state, but she holds no official role this has critics asking if Ivanka's main 
function is to soften the president's image.

Is it, Ann?

Stone: She is about real policy but certainly there is a PR aspect to it because we know she is
probably one of the more popular Trumps in the crowd. Having her there helps from a public 
relations standpoint but she is about real policy as well. And it’s interesting, there are a lot of 
conservatives nervous about the fact that she will have a policy role because they do not like 
some of her policies.

Erbe: Liberals do not like, either. The family leave proposal that she put forward and it was 
only for mothers, and liberals said this is nothing.

Stone: Well, it's a starting point and better than anything that Republicans put forward before. 
But it's interesting there is a tension between conservatives and the Ivanka fans as to who is 
going to win out we'll see.

Rosen: I don't see Ivanka Trump as A political figure. I don't object to her
participating. I think you know, I would have felt the same way if Chelsea Clinton were 
hanging around her mom trying to give advice on policy. I do think that it's unclear sort of 
where she is stepping in and where she is not. She and her husband wanted to take a lot of 
credit from preventing the LGBT executive order for instance then when the trans-issue came 
out they were nowhere to be found.

Erbe: Explain that to the audience.

Rosen: Well, the you know, Ivanka and Jared's actual public relations effort went full stop to 
take credit for the fact that President Trump did not repeal president Obama's executive order
on LGBT government employees protecting them in employment. And but yet when this 
second issue came out the “T” issue of this past week she wasn't around. So I do think that 
there is a little uncertainty what does she care about. I have heard that she is on the hill 
talking to Democratic women on some of the childcare issues and you know, if look they can 
come up with something that works I'm all for it. The more the merrier. I agree with Ann that 
Republicans were not about to do this, and if she can get them to do it it's fine with me.

Erbe: I have heard it said that Jared and Ivanka not now because they are living in D.C. but 
when they were living in New York their friends in New York City are all liberal as are most 



people in New York City where I grew up. And that they were getting pressure from their 
friends to stop some of the stuff that President Trump was trying to do. Do you see her as 
effective in that role?
Shah: I think she will be more effective in the weeks to come. Right now this is a transition it's 
so new in the administration. Ivanka is an enigma wrapped in a mystery, I say. She was a 
woman truly a force for her father's campaign. She was something that women on both sides 
could admire and say this woman is setting the tone for the modern American woman is 
successful in her own endeavors and suddenly we see and it's because they are not in the 
room that is what we have seen with this administration. It depends who is in the room and 
when and they are Orthodox Jews, so they are observant and there is a lot that happens on 
the weekends in the White House. I don't know that they have been able to be influential 
because of logistics. 

Hossain: It's like when people accuse you of being racist, I'm not racist because look at my 
black friend. She does not have an official role in the White House. Second of all, I think it's 
plastic feminism 101. "The New York Times" articulated this well they are a perfect cover for 
Trump's misogyny because the are attractive and they are quiet, they don't make any 
demands and at the end of the day look at Trump's policies towards women and his history 
towards women. Joe said he is the modern incarnation of male chauvinism and that is the 
man they advocate for and the man that they are pro typically Trump. Spare me. Spare me.

Stone: In a very different picture from this.

Erbe: I remember one of the employees telling New York Magazine that he paid the women 
less because the men had law degrees.

Stone: That is one person and she said about both bad and good about it.

Hossain: Where was she about the global gag rule? Where was she about the Muslim ban? 
She picks and chooses her issues and then they just randomly throw her out.  She’s a tool.

Erbe: Did anybody see the video of Trump holding the two adorable grandchildren decked out
like no kids that you know in real life. Walking them to the helicopter
and he is like this. [smiling]

Stone: He is proud of his grandchildren. 

Erbe: It almost seemed like he had never done it before.

Stone: Come on.

Shah: At the end of the day he is a reality TV star the sensationalism, the photos that come 
along with the Trump brand.

Stone: Do you find it interesting that they can take anything he does and put the worst 
possible spin, “It has to be this.” If you have hate blinders on about him everything he does -- 

Erbe: [all talking simultaneously] One at a time. Last word.



Rosen: The issue with the president which is that because he spoke on so many issues out of
both sides of his mouth during the campaign, even his own campaign team was as heart 
constantly, I think the problem is that people keep imposing on him based on the people 
around him what he feels. So does he feel like Steve Bannon or feels like Ivanka feels? Will 
Jared be moderating or not? I think the problem is is that President Trump is just not 
particularly ideological does not have a particular core and these things will continue to play 
out as he develops a governing style and theory here.

Erbe: Behind the headlines. The academy award nominated movie hidden figures has 
become a blockbuster but before there was a movie there was a book detailing the story of 
four phenomenal women whose wit and intelligence helped lead America into space. We sat 
down with author Margot Shetterly.

Margot Shetterly: I started working on Hidden Figures six years ago. I'm from Hampton roads,
my dad is a NASA research scientist and my husband and I came home to visit over 
Christmas and my dad happened to be talking about some of the women that he worked with 
at NASA. My husband was intrigued and could not believe that this was a story that he had 
never heard of so I said to myself, well, I knew these women but I did not know the story. And 
that was the beginning of what became Hidden Figures.

Erbe: Many women worked the computers for NASA solving complex equations and creating 
the algorithms that propelled the U.S. into space. Shetterly's story focuses on four of NASA's 
black women mathematicians, Katherine Johnson, Dorothy Vaughn, Mary Jackson and 
Christine Darden.

Shetterly:  Mrs. Johnson is known for her work calculating and doing the math on the 
trajectory for John Glen's flight. Dorothy Vaughan was the first black supervisor. She was the 
supervisor of the segregated west area computing unit. Mary Jackson was the first African 
American female engineer at NASA. And Christine Darden stood on the shoulders of all three 
of those women and she became someone who is still renowned for her work on sonic boom 
phenomenon, and supersonic flight and she became promoted into the senior executive 
service for NASA.

Erbe: Shetterly says we can draw inspiration from the courageous women depicted Hidden 
Figures. 

Shetterly: It is a story that tells the difficult parts of our country. And also some of the more 
optimistic parts of our country. And I really hope that people take not just enthusiasm but you 
know take something from the tenacity of these women who got up to work everyday under 
circumstances that required them to go to the colored bathroom or the colored cafeteria and 
yet they did their best. And this is an excellent story for the times that we are in right now.

Erbe: A recent study found young girls think of themselves as less smart than boys. Shetterly 
believes the lives and accomplishments of the women depicted in hidden figures show young 
girls just the opposite. 

Shetterly: That is one of the reasons that people have shown enthusiasm for the story. Here 
we are discovering that hundreds of women perhaps more than a thousand women were 
working at NASA right, one of the world's most influential scientific and engineering 



organizations, they were on the job for the better part of the 20th except industry and we are 
only now waking up to the fact that they were there. The thing about the story it proves 
statistically, not just anecdotally, with numerical evidence that women are good at math given 
a chance you know that people of color that women of color can come into the scientific 
positions and do extraordinary work.

Erbe: Shetterly hopes new information and shifting perspectives will bring more women the 
recognition they deserve.

Shetterly: As we understand more about what they did and you know we kind of look at their 
contributions with a different frame, I think it will be more likely that not only these women but 
many women like them will start getting the credit for the
work that they did over the decades. 

Erbe:As for the success of the movie version of her book... 
Shetterly: I think there is a lot of different people who were eager to see themselves whether 
it's African-Americans or women or scientists you know, this is a movie that I think makes 
mathematicians and scientists really cool. 

Erbe: It does if you have seen the movie. How much impact do you think this will have on little
girls little African-American girls?

Shah: I think it will have a tremendous impact. I'm not A huge fan of cinema, but the talk 
around the movie is huge. It's going to help younger girls that there are women of color, not 
only in science and math, but there are women of color that can rise to prominence and it may
take time but I was a little girl who did not grow up thinking I was a woman of color...

Erbe:You went to engineering school. 

Shah: I was. I studied engineering on a scholarship. I was given a chance to show
I was good at math. When you see it in everyday public life look there are women that are 
strong and did something that women are not thought to always going to do it is going to have
an impact on the minds of the younger women.

Hossain: Anything that tells women and girls and encouraging them to be in STEM is
fantastic. And this is not just about women breaking barriers it's about sexism and racism they
could not use the same bathrooms as white people when the women were working at NASA.

Erbe: They showed the woman dressed running in the rain in high heels, half a mile to the 
colored bathroom. It made you hate -- 

Stone: I understand that part was not true as the men also were composite characters but 
overall the story is fabulous. I've seen the movie multiple times and it should be shown in 
every secondary school in the country multiple times and should get the Oscar. It's not going 
to which is just a disgrace.

[laughter]

Erbe: I'm wondering how long it was between the time she wrote that book and when it was 



optioned for Hollywood. Because if it wasn't like optioned while she was even writing it it was 
way too late as far as I'm concerned. 

Rosen: I don't know the answer to that. But given that the Oscars are on tonight, I do think... 
You know I worked in the entertainment business for 17 years and I do think there are 
moments that where storytelling captures something that feels real in society in a way and 
tells the story in a way that brings, makes policy you know, seem very connected to people. 
And I think this is one of those movies and
I think I hope it does well. 

Erbe: And you know one of my pet peeves is I never had a female role model. And these 
women never had black or female role models and yet, they were able to get to the very top 
of their professions. So does this show you you don't need a role model who looks like you?

Rosen: They had people that appreciated them and supported them in the classroom and I 
think we can never give teachers enough credit in my view going forward. But the role that 
teachers are playing and the role that teachers need to play in a world that is changing so 
much traditional education is not preparing kids today for the jobs of tomorrow. And nothing is
more important than those STEM programs this movie comes at a really good time.

Erbe: And I always say we should be paying teachers who football players make and the 
other way around for the football players. That’s it for this edition. Please 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 of this episode of to the contrary visit our website at pbs.Org/tothecontrary. 
[??]


