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MS. ERBE:  This week on To the Contrary, first, Mitt Romney’s surge among 
women voters.  Then, tragedy mars the first U.N. International Day of the Girl Child.  
Behind the headlines: wage theft, a little known problem that costs mainly women 
workers millions of dollars.     

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

of news and social trends from diverse perspectives.  Up first, pushing for women. 
 
Will a more moderate Mitt appeal to women voters?  That’s what the GOP 

presidential hopeful is counting on as he moves towards more the middle on women’s 
rights.  Romney generated buzz this week over remarks he made about abortion, saying 
access to abortion is not on his legislative agenda.  Regardless, he added he would defund 
Planned Parenthood and prevent use of federal funds for abortions.  He continues to call 
himself a pro-life candidate.  Meanwhile, Romney shows growing support among women 
in the latest polls following his strong debate performance almost closing the gender gap. 

 
So, Congresswoman Norton, will a more moderate Mitt appeal to women voters? 
 
DEL. NORTON:  Bonnie, not unless women develop political amnesia and forget 

the Mitt of the tea party Republican debates. 
 
MS. SETMAYER:  As long as Mitt Romney is unequivocal about his economic 

plan and makes a clear contrast between Obama’s failed policies and how they’ve hurt 
women and shows what his plan will be that will help women and families, I think he’ll 
continue on this upward trend with women. 

 
MS. GANDY:  You know, he shouldn’t be allowed to get away with this twice.  

He did this in the runoff for governor of Massachusetts.  He moved strongly to the middle 
and women were convinced it was true.  And then he went back to being the right wing 
Mitt.  And now he’s trying to convince us that he’s really a moderate after all.  I don’t 
think women will be fooled twice. 

 
MS. MARSHALL:  It’s interesting that this poll shift is coming after the first 

presidential debate when women and all Americans got to hear for themselves unfiltered 
what the different plans for getting America back on track are.  And as more Americans 
describe themselves as pro-life, they’re looking for policies that don’t allow taxpayer 
dollars to flow to abortions, particularly at this moment of budgetary crisis for our 
country. 

 
DEL. NORTON:  But in that first debate, there was no discussion of women’s 

issues.  And in this one coming up, you can bet your bottom dollar the president is going 



to put it on the line and women are going to do exactly what they did before.  Believe me, 
it wasn’t the economy that got that huge surge, sometimes 20 and 30 points.  It was the 
economy to be sure plus women’s issues. 

 
MS. MARSHALL:  So don’t you think your analysis defies the idea of women’s 

issues, if women were responding to a discussion that didn’t even include what you’re 
calling women’s issues?  Women are looking at a whole slate of issues and are concerned 
with –  

 
DEL. NORTON:  The candidates didn’t bring it up.  And because the candidates 

didn’t bring it up, a lot of women, who had never been paying attention to the debates, 
didn’t even know about those issues. 

 
MS. SETMAYER:  Well, I hope actually that Romney has an opportunity to 

clarify what his positions actually are, like you said, unfiltered, because this war on 
women narrative has hurt him up until now and they need to be clear about this. 

 
MS. ERBE:  But let me ask you this: can anybody be clear about it if he’s not 

clear about it or if he keeps changing?  It’s one of those John Kerry “I was for it before I 
was against it.” 

 
MS. SETMAYER:  Well, that’s his challenge.  Mitt Romney has to overcome his 

reputation as being a flip flopper.  That was one of the criticisms before. 
 
MS. ERBE:  But, truly, how do women – and I don’t care if you’re pro-life or 

pro-choice – how do women know which Mitt to believe? 
 
MS. MARSHALL:  Well, let’s be clear about what the quote actually said.  The 

quote – in the same breath, he said that he wanted to restore the Mexico City policy that 
taxpayer wouldn’t go to abortions abroad and defund Planned Parenthood.  But I’m 
telling you what the quote said.  I’m trying to clarify what the quote said.  So this is 
taking one sentence out of context, it seems to me. 

 
MS. GANDY:  He’s been very clear over quite a long period of time that he 

would defund Planned Parenthood.  He’s been unequivocal on that subject.  He’s also 
been asked who the Supreme Court justices were that he identified with and the kind he 
would appoint.  And it’s Justice Scalia, who is – one more Scalia would result in a 
reversal of “Roe v. Wade”; Robert Bork heads his judicial selection for the campaign.  
Robert Bork we know wrote the roadmap for how to overturn “Roe versus Wade.”  He is 
sending – maybe it’s dog whistles, but I think women are getting the message. 

 
MS. ERBE:  But during this week’s vice presidential debate, the candidates were 

asked about their views on abortion. 
 
(Begin video segment.) 
 



VICE PRESIDENT JOE BIDEN:  I do not believe that we have a right to tell 
other people, women that they can’t control their body.  It’s a decision between them and 
their doctor.  In my view, the Supreme Court, I’m not going to interfere with that. 

 
REPRESENTATIVE PAUL RYAN (R-WI) [GOP Vice Presidential Candidate]:  

I understand this is a difficult issue.  And I respect people who don’t agree with me on 
this, but the policy of a Romney administration will be to oppose abortion with the 
exceptions for rape, incest, and life of the mother. 

 
(End video segment.) 
 
MS. ERBE:  Congresswoman Norton, do you – the election is now a month away.  

Is there anything that the candidates can do at this point to change minds? 
 
DEL. NORTON:  Oh, yes.  That’s why I made the point that women’s issues 

weren’t discussed at all, which says to me that women didn’t know about these 
differences.  And there you had it, Tara.  He was saying it plain for women to hear that he 
was against abortion.   

 
And look what was good about what Biden said – Biden had the same personal 

view about abortion that Ryan had, but he said he did not believe he could impose his 
own personal, that is to say Catholic views on those of us who have other religious or 
conscientious views.  Who wants to hear that are precisely the swing voters. 

 
MS. MARSHALL:  Let’s be clear though about life.  Life is mentioned in the 

Declaration of Independence as the first line.  And those are declared to be self-evident 
truths.  That’s accessible to everyone.  It’s not a matter of religious perspective.  This is 
the idea that that’s our first freedom –  

 
DEL. NORTON:  Do you think it was about abortion?   
 
MS. ERBE:  I really don’t want to get this discussion to go towards a debate of 

whether abortion is a good thing or a bad thing.  What I really want to find out is – and 
from you two – what do you think caused that huge swing, unprecedented really, among 
women voters who are pretty much 20 points for Obama after the debate split?  Why? 

 
MS. MARSHALL:  I think it’s that unfiltered aspect, that the media has been 

setting a particular agenda and labeling things in a certain way, pre-packaging it for 
Americans, for women.  And, finally, Americans, women got to hear from themselves 
unfiltered about these two ways forward.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Do you think that’s what it was? 
 
MS. GANDY:  Actually, no.  I actually don’t think that that’s the case at all.  I 

think it’s really a case – and if you’ll go back and look at the news stories, I think you’ll 
find that it’s as much a misinterpretation of the gender gap as it is anything else.   



 
The actual definition of the gender gap is not this percentage of women voting for 

this candidate and this other percentage of women voting for this other candidate.  The 
gender gap is the difference between women’s votes for a candidate and men’s votes for 
that candidate.  And there has been a very significant gender gap.  And there will be in 
the election a very, very significant gender gap. 

 
MS. ERBE:  Just as there is for the Republican Party with men. 
 
MS. GANDY:  Exactly.  Exactly.  And I think that that will continue as well.  

And just because women split between particular candidates in a few polls doesn’t 
change the fact that even in those very polls there would have been a gender gap if you 
were looking at men versus women.  So I think it’s a misinterpretation. 

 
MS. SETMAYER:  And it also depends on what demographic within women.  

Romney wins overwhelmingly with married, white women.  Obama wins 
overwhelmingly with single, younger women.  And so there’s –  

 
MS. ERBE:  And women of color. 
 
MS. SETMAYER:  Right.  Yes, and minority women.  So where is he going to 

make up the difference?  There was obviously a shift in polling.  I think it was partially 
because of Obama’s very weak performance.  He was – for people who thought that he 
was this great Messiah who was going to fight for them and he’s right, they didn’t see 
that.  And Mitt Romney gave an opportunity, an opening for people to actually listen to 
what Romney has to offer.  And I think that people said to themselves, oh, okay.  They 
had an opportunity to hear that, particularly women, and that’s partially why I think those 
polls shifted.   

 
Romney needs to stay consistent with that message between now and the election 

and not get caught up in some of the other red herrings of – I said this before, politically 
social issues can get him in trouble because of he’s been all over the place a little bit.  
The messaging is a little off and that he’s wrong. 

 
DEL. NORTON:  He’s gone from being a flip-flopper to being too clever by half 

and women see through that. 
 
MS. ERBE:  All right.  Let us know what you think.  Please follow me on Twitter 

@BonnieErbe or #tothecontrary.  From presidential politics to the Day of the Girl Child. 
 
(Begin video segment.) 
 
MS. ERBE:  Fourteen-year-old Pakistani girl Malala Yousafzai fights for her life.  

She was shot in the head and neck by the Taliban, that for going to school and promoting 
education for girls.  She’s a poignant example of why the United Nations is focusing on 
abuses against girls worldwide. 



 
SECRETARY OF STATE HILLARY CLINTON:  She was attacked and shot by 

extremists who don’t want girls to have an education and don’t want girls to speak for 
themselves, and don’t want girls to become leaders, who are for a variety of reasons 
threatened by that kind of empowerment.   

 
MS. ERBE:  As part of the first International Day of the Girl Child, world leaders 

said education is the way to end child marriage.  Every year, 10 million girls are removed 
from school and forced into marriage according to the U.N. Population Fund.  Early 
marriage deprives young girls of an education; it threatens their health and traps them in 
poverty.  West Africa has the highest incidents of child marriage, but the practice is also 
widespread across sub-Saharan Africa, in Bangladesh, India, Nepal, and Pakistan. 

 
(End video segment.) 
 
MS. ERBE:  So, Kim Gandy, let’s start with the child bride issue.  Is this 

something that the U.N. and the United States can get a handle on, because it’s so 
widespread, it’s so cultural in its orientation – the West is always criticized for trying to 
mess with culture in the East, Middle East, and Africa, and elsewhere.  What do you 
think? 

 
MS. GANDY:  I think there have been some very famous and knowledgeable 

people over the years who have said that you can look at a country’s advancement and 
decide really whether they’re an advancing country or not based on how they treat 
women and girls.  And if indeed we want these countries to be our partners in the world, 
if we want them to advance and be – and if they want to advance and be on the world 
stage with other countries, they have to change the way that they treat women and girls, 
and it has to start with girls. 

 
MS. ERBE:  Why do I have less hope about that?  The Taliban, they did – in the 

case of Malala, they arrested three people, not the guy who led – apparently led so far.  
But, I mean, they still can get away with this stuff. 

 
MS. SETMAYER:  Right.  And that’s what I was about to say.  As long as there’s 

no consequence, no tangible consequence for these actions against women in these 
countries, it’s going to continue. 

 
MS. ERBE:  But even if there is, even if all the four guys are executed –  
 
MS. SETMAYER:  It’s a cultural – like generation, cultural issue, and I don’t 

know how we are able – we’re going to make a dent in this.  We can try.  We need to.  
This is awful what happened to this brave young woman in Pakistan, right?   

 
My boss, Congressman Rohrabacher, is a huge proponent of human rights and 

when he saw this story, he was outraged about it and said, you know, what do we do to 
stop this?  You know, even the attitude of the one-child policy in China, which is a huge 



global partner in a lot of things.  They control a lot of economics globally.  We haven’t 
been exactly critical of them enough about that policy.  They kill females if they want 
because they want boys.   

 
DEL. NORTON:  Do I get in here someplace, because – all right, because you 

said something very important.  You said, people are leery about hearing from us.  The 
key to this is not to hear from us.  The key is to empower women and girls in these 
societies to begin to speak about these customs. 

 
MS. ERBE:  Now what U.N. is doing is bringing teachers from the countries 

where there are child brides in for training.  Will the teachers have the power to tell the 
parents who do this mainly for economic reasons – they’re all horribly poor and girls – 
children are a commodity, girls and boys.  Will the teachers be able to go to the parents 
and say, stop selling your kids into marriage? 

 
MS. GANDY:  Well, you know, it starts small and much of it depends on 

education because the one thing that we know is that girls who are educated are much 
less likely to be child brides.  They’re much more likely to stand up to convince their 
parents that as educated girls that they’ll be more valuable to their family than as an 
exchange sexually as a child bride.  Education is so key. 

 
MS. ERBE:  But, you know, if you look at the world Malala was living in – I 

watched an online documentary about her.  They have nothing.  Their houses have bullet 
holes all over the place.  They go to sleep at night, she – and her father is fabulous.  He 
said he fell magically in love with her as soon as she was born and he wants her to 
become a politician, or wanted her to become a politician.  But these are people staying in 
the Swat Valley.  By our standards, it would be considered unlivable.  We don’t have 
enough money to go in there and educate everyone. 

 
MS. MARSHALL:  This is why I think it’s so important that we put these issues 

in context.  And I think conservatives and liberals can absolutely agree on this child 
marriage issue and trying to change those issues for young women, experience for young 
women.  And it’s an issue of their reproductive health.   

 
And answering your question, I think rule of law has got to be a first priority for 

us all.  And then, within that as we seek for women’s rights, their human rights, we have 
got to stop exaggerating, as the U.N. system has done so much, abortion as the leading 
thing that is being fought for women.  If we want to help their reproductive health, we 
need to be not only calling for marriage at a later age but making sure that their sexual 
engagement in the place that they can have security and health. 

 
DEL. NORTON:  That’s such a red herring.  These people –  
 
MS. GANDY:  Most of them can’t afford abortion. 
 



DEL. NORTON:  Look, you mentioned the economic imperative.  It’s there.  But 
it’s worse than that because it’s now become cultural as well so that even if you are well 
off, you are supposed to choose the groom for – because that assures that for the rest of 
her life, she will be taken care of.  I think this is very, very difficult, but I am sure who 
the messengers must be. 

 
MS. ERBE:  All right.  Behind the headlines: wage theft.  It’s a little known 

problem affecting vulnerable women across the country which is costing workers 
millions of dollars.  I spoke to Labor Secretary Hilda Solis to learn more about this 
hidden problem.   

 
(Begin video segment.) 
 
SECRETARY OF LABOR HILDA SOLIS:  Wage theft is when say you have an 

unscrupulous business that is not paying someone minimum wage or overtime or 
misclassifies workers.  And that happens.  The tendency is very high for vulnerable 
communities and especially women in low-wage service sector jobs, agriculture, hotel, 
restaurant industry. 

 
MS. ERBE:  The Labor Department has a wage and hour division to investigate 

allegations of wage theft.  The department recovered hundreds of millions of dollars sine 
2009 for more than 800,000 workers.   

 
What industry would you say that wage theft is most prevalent in?  Or which 

couple of industries? 
 
SEC. SOLIS:  I would say hotel, restaurant, garment, obviously.  We’re finding 

even in health care, in home health care, and also some of the traditional farm labor areas.  
I would say that housekeeping also.  You can kind of see where the trends are where you 
see vulnerable populations that tend to be segregated in that particular workforce.  And in 
many instances, they tend to be women. 

 
MS. ERBE:  And what do you do?  Are you filing cases against these employers 

and getting the money back? 
 
SEC. SOLIS:  Yes.  And we’re sending out investigators.  And we’ve been able to 

ramp up I think our units where we’ve brought in more investigators to do that kind of 
work.  And I think it’s changed the level of support that had not been made available to 
these vulnerable workers.  So I feel very good about that. 

 
MS. ERBE:  How many people have you helped?  How prevalent is this? 
 
SEC. SOLIS:  I’d say we’ve gotten millions back, millions for workers.  And it’s 

a statement actually to tell the employer, look, you have to abide by certain rules her, no 
matter who you are.  And every person who works and has an employer-employee 



relationship deserves to be paid minimum wage and overtime, and all the other 
protections that this federal government provides for them.   

 
MS. ERBE:  But some employers are still taking advantage.  And in the case of 

home health workers, there are concerns about abuse continuing as the baby boomer 
population ages.  Solis says the solution is education so people don’t get stuck in dead-
end jobs. 

 
SEC. SOLIS:  One of the things that I know we’re doing is looking at trying to 

provide a career path.  So I know that there is a great interest to see that individuals in 
that industry are able to get certified so that they can meet certain qualifications and that 
there’s actually a career ladder for that.  So we’re very supportive of that.   

 
We’ve actually funded different grants that work with the industry as well as with 

community-based groups and schools to try to make sure that we can get women into – 
because it’s predominantly women – to get into those careers so that they can get a 
certificate, and they can go beyond and achieve a stepping stone so that they’re not just 
stuck in a rut at a particular wage but they actually can look at increasing their wages and 
hopefully maybe even running their own particular business. 

 
(End video segment.) 
 
MS. ERBE:  Jennifer Marshall, we were just talking about education being the 

key to ending child brides, and here we have it in our own country, companies not paying 
workers, predominantly female, what they’re owed under the law.  Why is this going on? 

 
MS. MARSHALL:  Well, I’ll first go back again to rule of law and we need to 

make sure that’s enforced.  Wage theft is illegal and we should call it out just as we do 
any theft.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Does it surprise you that it’s going on, that it’s this big a deal? 
 
MS. MARSHALL:  It is a pretty rare problem still, and they’re finding out 

because the Labor Department is scouting it out.  There’s a whole division, the wage and 
hour division at the Labor Department, funded at $200 million, that is tasked with 
enforcing this law.  They seem, by your report, to be doing a pretty good job of exactly 
that.   

 
So I think that’s what we want to do.  We don’t want to consign any field to say 

that, well, that’s just going to be written off and we’re not going to be able to enforce the 
law there.  We absolutely should enforce the law there as well as we hope for upward 
mobility, for everybody to make sure that there’s education about how you would get a 
head in a career. 

 
DEL. NORTON:  But you make a very important point.  And, remember, these 

are not workers who even know they’re being shortchanged.  And the only way to get at 



it is an affirmative approach by the government itself, the investigators that you speak of 
because you have – this stuff is turned into the government, on the IRS, and if you go in 
there, you can look at it and find it out.  Look, it’s like the Ledbetter case where she 
didn’t even know that she had been discriminated against until she was ready to leave.  
These women will never know unless the Labor Department takes the initiative and goes 
after the culprits. 

 
MS. SETMAYER:  I also think there’s a common denominator here with the 

areas in which they identified most of this – housekeeping, restaurants, hotels.  I think 
they said clothing shops, things like that.  What’s common here?  High illegal 
immigration.   

 
So this is another incentive for us to get that under control so people – that’s one 

of the human consequences of the illegal immigration debate because people are – they 
come over here and they get taken advantage of because they don’t know their rights.  
They don’t necessarily have rights because they’re illegal.  And that doesn’t help them 
any.  Agriculture, things like that.  So that’s another reason why we need to get the illegal 
immigration issue under control because I bet you there’s a high instance of that here.   
 

MS. GANDY:  I imagine there’s some connection there as well, but it goes 
beyond that.  I mean, there are even areas where we think that workers have protections, 
where even the workers think that they have protection that they don’t actually, right? 

 
MS. ERBE:  Such as? 
 
MS. GANDY:  Right here in Maryland.  For example, a restaurant worker, if even 

if you have shift that’s nine hours, 10 hours, you have no right to a break; you have no 
right to eat.  You don’t have the right to take five minutes to wolf down a granola bar that 
you brought with you, literally no right to any break.   

 
If you’re a retail worker, you have right to a 15-minute break, but if you’re a 

restaurant worker, even if your shift is over eight hours, you have no right to any break at 
all.  In some restaurants, P.F. Changs right here in Rockville, they have cameras on the 
employees to make sure they don’t stop and eat anything. 

 
MS. ERBE:  So you’re saying there’s – you’re calling for more law. 
 
MS. GANDY:  There’s no law against that. 
 
MS. ERBE:  More legislation to protect workers like that. 
 
MS. GANDY:  It’s shocking. 
 
MS. MARSHALL:  I think – coming back to education, it would be very good for 

us to try to upgrade education, financial literacy education in schools and for states to 
concentrate on that.  That’s going to go a long way towards young people understanding 



their paychecks, how much the government is taking out for various taxes.  That creates 
better voters to know how to make – if the government is this big and they’re taking this 
money, how can I help sort out the priorities in terms of what the government should do.  
And to be able to understand as well the recourse when there is, when they do sense that 
they might be the victim of abuse in the workplace.  That’s fully appropriate.  In this 
case, I think wage theft is one of those things that we can – is being pretty well covered 
by the Department of Labor. 

 
MS. ERBE:  Would you like to see new legislation? 
 
DEL. NORTON:  I would because there are whole sets of workers who are not 

covered.  We cover almost every worker, but there are about four or five categories of 
workers.  All of them are mostly women and all over them are at the bottom of the 
economic pile. 

 
MS. ERBE:  All right.  That’s it for this edition of To the Contrary.  Please follow 

me on Twitter @BonnieErbe and #tothecontrary.  And check out our website, pbs.org/ttc, 
where the discussion continues.  And whether you agree or think to the contrary, please 
join us next time. 

 
(END) 
 


