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MS. ERBE:  This week on To the Contrary, first, GOP nominee Mitt Romney 
pulls even with President Obama among women voters in battleground states.  Then, 
sexual assault on campus.  Behind the headlines, author Joan Walsh explains what’s the 
matter with white people.    

 
 (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, wooing women.   
 
One more presidential debate remains for GOP hopeful Mitt Romney and 

President Obama to make their case to the highly touted women’s vote.  This week, after 
the so-called town brawl debate, dueling ads appeared, focusing directly on the women’s 
vote.   

 
NARRATOR:  (From tape.)  Turns out Romney doesn’t oppose contraception at 

all.   
 
FORMER MASSACHUSETTS GOVERNOR MITT ROMNEY (R):  (From 

tape.)  And I said, well, gosh, can’t we – can’t we find some women that are also 
qualified.  And they brought us whole binders full of women.   

 
MS. ERBE:  A Gallup-USA Today survey in 12 crucial swing states finds women 

list abortion as the most important issue for women, followed by jobs, healthcare, and the 
economy.  In contrast, men see jobs and the economy as the two most important issues 
facing men.  Romney is now within 1 point of Obama among female likely voters in 
swing states.   

 
So Mercy, with this poll out that show women in swing states, women voters in 

swing states rank abortion and equal rights as their number one issues, can Mitt Romney 
maintain his surge among women voters?   

 
MS. SCHLAPP:  Oh, absolutely.  I mean abortion is an important issue on both 

sides, prolife, prochoice, but the economy’s what’s driving this election and I think as 
Mitt Romney says, we just can’t settle for President Obama’s failed policies. 

 
MS. CARNAHAN:  Okay, I think that the surge can stop if the president and 

other Democratic candidates get on the message about what the Republican plan is 
concerning these issues.   

 
MS. SETMAYER:  And I think the more that Mitt Romney continues to talk 

about how the economics of the – the failed economics of Obama are hurting women and 
what his plan is to help women and their families, he will continue to surge and win.   



 
MS. BROCK:  I think both candidates have to recognize that women’s votes are 

important.  In 2008, the African-American women vote was exponential and it really 
made a difference, the highest voter turnout in any demographic.  It really comes down to 
knowing that women’s votes are important and they should be counted.   

 
MS. ERBE:  All right, then – and this year, we have seen attention on the 

women’s vote like we have never seen before.  How is it though that women who were 7 
to 15 points for Obama, what, a month ago, a month and a half ago, are now 1 point for 
Obama in the swing states?  What happened?   

 
MS. SCHLAPP:  Well, I really think at that first debate – I mean, Governor 

Romney got to present his argument.  He got to talk about his economic plan and it made 
sense for these women.  They looked at their – 

 
MS. ERBE:  But let me – but wait a second.  Why aren’t the women looking at 

the issues, instead of watching a debate – 
 
MS. SCHLAPP:  Absolutely the issues are there.   
 
MS. ERBE:  But wait a second, this is not ’08, when there were complaints of it’s 

the same guy running on two different tickets.  These guys are polar opposites and why 
would a women change her mind about whether she wants more government programs or 
lower taxes, that sort of thing, just because of a debate.   

 
MS. SCHLAPP:  Well, I’m going to say, because it’s about the economy, because 

for these women, you’re looking at a poverty rate of 16 percent.  It’s the highest that’s 
been in 17 years.  For these women, it’s about an unemployment rate that has increased 
for them.  I mean, we’re talking about over 5.5 million women unemployed.  They are 
looking at their budgets.  They are the ones that are getting these low-paying jobs.  And 
they’re not – they’re getting stuck.  And so that hope and change that President Obama 
talked about in 2008 is not working in 2012.  And I think that Governor Romney really 
presented it in a way that women stood back and said, wait a second, this man’s fixing 
the problem.  This is what we need.   

 
MS. SETMAYER:  And because they’re paying attention.  You know, everyone, 

everyone, no one pays attention really to what’s going on in the presidential election until 
about the conventions and then Labor Day and then now.  So that’s why when people 
start – they see these ads.  They heard this and that.  People kind of tune that out because 
they have real lives besides us inside the beltway, where we thrive off this.  (Laughter.)  
But now, we’re kind of – everyone is forced to pay attention.  Okay.  Now, we’re coming 
down to it.  What’s going on?  And when women saw Mitt Romney unfiltered, not 
through the lens of the Obama administration’s distortions, then they said, oh, wait a 
minute that makes sense to me and I can give this guy a shot, because he’s actually doing 
better right now, better than McCain did and better than Bush did, better than Dole did.  
So he’s really not – the gender gap isn’t really that big.   



 
MS. ERBE:  Is it that? 
 
MS. CARNAHAN:  We’re not going to agree on this.  (Laughter.)  And I really 

don’t think it’s so much what Mitt Romney said as the fact that, let’s face it, the president 
didn’t show up.  He wasn’t there.  And he didn’t give women much to be listening to.  
And he didn’t come back at Mitt Romney and poke holes in a lot of the things that 
Romney was saying that were simply not true.  So I think you saw – 

 
MS. ERBE:  Well, now, that he did in the second debate is their time in their third 

debate which is upon us – 
 
MS. CARNAHAN:  Absolutely.   
 
MS. ERBE:  For him to turn the surge back around.   
 
MS. CARNAHAN:  Absolutely.  And I do agree with Tara on this.  Three weeks 

is a lifetime in politics, absolutely is.  And the other thing is they’re going to be focusing.  
You’re going to have Senate races out there, where women are going to be looking.  
You’ve got Todd Akin in Missouri saying that a woman’s body can just shut itself down, 
an unwanted rape pregnancy.  They’re going to be looking at Paul Ryan’s agenda and 
going, hmm, forcible rape.  He was in bed with – so to speak – Todd Akin on this bill.  
And they’re going to really be looking at that and seeing that this is the Republican Party.  
This is who Mitt Romney and Paul Ryan are.  And this is who President Obama is.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Chairman Brock.   
 
MS. BROCK:  I agree.  In the first debate the president didn’t show up and he 

needed to, but the second time, he was hungry.  He showed that he really wanted to speak 
to the issues that were most important to women, issues around health care, issues around 
the economy, these are – and education – these issues are a bread and butter issue for 
women in America.  When we look at the polls, I’m concerned about who’s actually in 
these polling strata, because I’ve asked African-American women, did you get a call, is 
your vote really registering in any of these polls.  And I think when we kind of tease out 
those numbers, we’ll see a different polling as we get closer to the election.   

 
MS. ERBE:  And now also what they’re working on now is getting out the vote – 
 
MS. BROCK:  Yes.   
 
MS. ERBE:  Which is critical in any election, especially a tight one.  Are black 

women going to turn out for this president this time?  Are young voters who were out in 
very high percentages in ’08, are they turning out?  They seem to be disengaged.   

 
MS. BROCK:  Well, that is the question.  Just in Cincinnati, Ohio, there was a 

group of black women who got together to think about how do we get the vote out.  Also 



the president just today is reengineering and trying to reach that populace, that younger 
group that really kind of turned the tide for him in the election in 2008.  He needs them to 
come back and be responsive and go to the ballot box.   

 
MS. SCHLAPP:  Right and then we’re looking at these faded posters like 

Congressman Paul Ryan had said, they’re looking at faded Obama posters on the walls, 
living with their parents and saying I can’t get a job.  And so when you look at that – I 
spoke to a mom who voted for Obama in 2008, independent voter in Virginia, trying not 
to influence her in any way, and she said – I said, well, what are you going to do in 2012.  
She says my son can’t get a job.  He’s out of college.  He’s interning and what am I 
supposed to do?   

 
MS. SETMAYER:  And living at home.   
 
MS. SCHLAPP:  And living at home.  And we need to know where the 

opportunities are in this country.  And I think that’s why Mitt Romney has been able to 
talk about his plan in a way that the American people and especially women can relate to.   

 
MS. BROCK:  What has he talked about really on his agenda, what plan is there?  

I’d like to hear that plan.   
 
MS. SCHLAPP:  They will say about the details of Romney’s plan, but here it is, 

President Obama, in 2008, his plan was about hope and change.  In 2012, Governor 
Romney has talked about his five points for the economic plan, which would be to cut 
taxes, create more jobs, so that there’s more taxpayers that are able to contribute to the 
revenue, and grow the economy.   

 
MS. CARNAHAN:  And how do you create those jobs?  How those jobs get 

created, by giving more tax breaks to the wealthy 1 percent.   
 
(Cross talk.)   
 
MS. CARNAHAN:  It is not.  It’s a reality.   
 
MS. SETMAYER:  How about we repeal ObamaCare, which is going to cost 

trillions of dollars and new regulations and all kinds of problems for small businesses?  
They have to fire people to keep up with these regulations.  There’s instability among 
small business owners – 

 
(Cross talk.)   
 
MS. ERBE:  Wait, wait, wait, wait, wait.  Wait.  I have a question.  (Laughter.)  

Why is it, for example that Mitt Romney says he’s – and I heard you say this on this 
show, but months ago, not against access for women to contraceptives?   

 
MS. SETMAYER:  That’s right.   



 
MS. ERBE:  On the other hand – no, that’s true.  It’s true with the caveat that 

that’s for women who can afford to pay for it by themselves.  Why – 
 
MS. SETMAYER:  You can go to Wal-Mart and get it for $9.   
 
MS. ERBE:  – why doesn’t he just say that – we’re not going to pay for – we’re 

for access for women who can pay it for it for themselves and women who can’t afford it, 
too bad?   

 
MS. SETMAYER:  No, because it’s not women who can’t afford it too bad.  

There’s still plenty of access for women who can’t afford it.  We have thousands of 
public clinics across this country.  You can go to Wal-Mart and get it for $9.  But they 
have – Mitt Romney – 

 
MS. ERBE:  Get what – get what – 
 
MS. SETMAYER:  Birth control.  You can go and get birth control for $9 at Wal-

Mart.  I mean, people need to – Romney has made the mistake of not being clear enough 
about that.  Nobody’s talking about denying access.  I mean, the Supreme Court, in 1965 
said you can’t do that.  So that’s no – that is a misnomer that this campaign hasn’t done 
the best job of clarifying it.   

 
MS. CARNAHAN:  Excuse me, Bonnie, it’s actually specifically Wal-Mart that 

told its pharmacists, if you have some moral objection to filling birth control pills or 
morning-after pill prescriptions, you don’t have to do it.   

 
(Cross talk.)   
 
MS. SETMAYER:  – that’s their prerogative – 
 
MS. CARNAHAN:  But you just brought up Wal-Mart as an example of where 

women can go get their birth control pills – 
 
MS. SETMAYER:  For less cost.   
 
MS. CARNAHAN:  And the reality is, no, they cannot in many Wal-Marts.   
 
MS. ERBE:  All right.  So now, let’s get back to the economy as a way – what 

does President Obama plan to do in the second term about the economy?   
 
MS. BROCK:  He really is going to double down on trying to make sure that 

there’re tax breaks for small businesses who are trying to – who really is at the center of 
spurring the economy for the middle class.  Education, Pell grants for students who are 
going to matriculating in educational universities across this country.  We’re trying – 



we’ve got to get people in the pipeline and we’ve got to give incentives to the small 
businesses to hire people.   

 
MS. SETMAYER:  He had four years to do it, why hasn’t he?  He had two years 

to do it with a Democratic Congress, why weren’t those policies a priority instead of 
government run health care?   

 
MS. ERBE:  All right.  Let us know what you think.  Please follow me on Twitter 

@BonnieErbe.   
 
From women’s votes to women’s safety.   
 
A female college student’s account over sexual assault on campus has gone viral.  

In the “Amherst Student” Newspaper, former student Angie Epifano wrote that school 
officials downplayed her allegations of rape.  Epifano says when she eventually decided 
to report the incident, she met with resistance from the school’s sexual assault counselor, 
even hearing are you sure it was rape?   

 
Meanwhile, at Miami University, Ohio, students circulated a flier touting the top 

10 ways to get away with rape through a co-ed dorm.  The Department of Justice 
estimates one in five college women will be sexually assaulted.   

 
So are we doing enough?  And this case in Amherst, does it show that there’s still 

quite a bit of progress that needs to be made on the part of university officials appointed 
to help women who have been raped on campus?   

 
MS. SETMAYER:  Based on the facts of this case, I would say yes.  I mean, 

that’s just not acceptable.  This is – sexual assault is a very serious thing, a very personal 
thing, and unfortunately way too prevalent still on college campuses, and women should 
not be made to feel like they’re the – wearing a scarlet letter if they go and they speak up 
about what happened to them.  This should be – the military got it finally.  And that’s one 
of the most chauvinistic environments one would claim, so why can’t college campuses, 
which are supposed to be a liberal bash and freedom and openness, why can’t they get it 
there?  They need to – they definitely need to do something.  This bothered me a little bit.   

 
MS. CARNAHAN:  Well, I don’t think the military has gotten it yet.  Okay, I 

think there’s great room for improvement there and you talk to women soldiers who have 
been raped and molested.  There’s a big problem still.   

 
Second of all, college campuses, the students need to be aware this is a very 

unsafe environment, just by being in a dormitory and the doors there and walking around 
at night.  And I think it’s horrific the way that the colleges are sweeping it under the rug 
and making the young girls feel like they are the victims.  In particular, in this one case at 
Amherst, where they sent her to a psychiatric institution and then didn’t want her to come 
back to school because she had been in a psychiatric institution.   

 



MS. BROCK:  As university trustee, I think it’s important for trustees, 
administrators to educate the students.  Many of them are living in co-ed dorms and 
they’re friends to the victimizers.  And we have to, as administrators across the board, 
create – that we stop this culture of shame and silence and create one of transparency and 
accountability if we want to stem the tide on this.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Where are you on the board of trustees, by the way? 
 
MS. BROCK:  George Washington University.   
 
MS. ERBE:  And what are they doing?  What are they doing in terms of trying to 

make the campus, the school more aware of and trying to help rape victims?   
 
MS. BROCK:  Well, they’re following the guidelines that have been provided by 

the Department of Education with Freeh Report about how we need to speak to these 
issues and immediately address them, one, on campus, but also with the appropriate 
individuals, enforcement officers.  When it happens, we need to name it at that time and 
do something about it.   

 
MS. SETMAYER:  As a GW alumni, I’d like to say I’m glad to hear that.  

(Laughter.)   
 
MS. BROCK:  We’re being proactive not reactive.   
 
MS. CARNAHAN:  And I would like to say as a former prosecutor and a former 

prosecutor of sexual abuse cases against rape and –women and children, excuse me – 
these are difficult cases, very, very difficult cases.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Yes, I did want to interject, not that I don’t have immense sympathy 

for this woman, but apparently she did – she was – they put her in a mental institution 
when she threatened suicide.   

 
MS. CARNAHAN:  Well, yes, she made a comment about drinking some 

chemical.   
 
MS. SCHLAPP:  Well, and I think that’s a big factor, too, is that there’s alcohol 

involved.  I think one of the big – one of the things that they had mentioned was that 
parental involvement is very important at this point, too.  I’m the mother of five girls, so I 
am, after reading all this material, gets you nervous.  It makes you think you’ve got to be 
involved in helping to educate these girls.  Look, don’t walk outside by yourself.  You 
got to be careful.  Don’t just go and be drinking.  And so you got to, as a parent, also be 
involved and have that conversation with your children about this.   

 
MS. CARNAHAN:  What do we say to our sons, when you go to the example of 

Miami University in Ohio and you’ve got somebody writing up on a wall this five – was 
it seven – whatever ways – 



 
MS. SCHLAPP:  Ten ways.   
 
MS. CARNAHAN:  – ten ways to rape a woman and one of them was slit her 

throat.   
 
MS. SCHLAPP:  Yes, it’s horrible.  And you – and being the parent, they know – 

they know –when they have that strong mom, they know what’s right and what’s wrong.  
And you hope that they follow that as they go to college.  Now, of course, in college, the 
brain apparently according to this NPR report said that it’s not totally developed at that 
point to manage those issues.  And so it makes it an even important – more important role 
for the parents to play in this issue.   

 
MS. ERBE:  All right.  Behind the headlines, a look at America’s golden age and 

the role women and minorities played or didn’t play in it.   
 
In her book “What’s the Matter with White People,” Salon editor-at-large Joan 

Walsh says to understand politics today, you need to put in an historic context.   
 
(Begin video segment.)   
 
JOAN WALSH:  Let’s say that there was a golden age for some people, and it 

was mainly for white men and their families.  We came out of the Great Depression and 
World War II with a government that was really committed to expanding the middle 
class, to building a vast middle class.   

 
MS. ERBE:  But Walsh explains this middle class did not include everyone.   
 
MS. WALSH:  Both African-Americans and women of all races were kind of left 

out of this.  African-Americans were excluded from almost every government program.  
When we built the roads to the suburbs, the neighborhoods that they were left behind in.  
Banks red lined them.  They couldn’t buy homes.  There was this notion of a family wage 
and a one paycheck family, which meant that a woman had to marry a paycheck.  And if 
she didn’t marry a paycheck, she was in a lot of trouble or if her paycheck died or left her 
or didn’t make a big paycheck.  And o the golden age wasn’t golden for women and non-
white men.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Walsh says in those days the white working class was far more 

aligned with the Democratic Party.  Today, nine out of 10 Republicans are white in a 
country that is 62 percent white.   

 
MS. WALSH:  So I’ve been circling around the topic I think for a long time, 

looking at how the white working class moved from being the base of the Democratic 
Party and part of the New Deal FDR coalition, to become the base of the Republican 
Party.   

 



I saw people go from being staunched John F. Kennedy liberals to voting for 
Richard Nixon.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Walsh says white middle class men blame problems in the country 

on feminism and the civil rights movement.  They jumped to the Republican Party and 
soon after, many of their wives followed.   

 
MS. WALSH:  We on the left, liberals like to say that the white working class left 

because of racism.  And certainly, Richard Nixon and Pat Buchanan were brilliant in 
convincing the white working class that government suddenly only cared about black 
people and women to some extent and didn’t care about them.   

 
MS. ERBE:  But Walsh says it’s more complex than that.   
 
MS. WALSH:  My mother was a civil rights liberal, but as the ’60s turned to the 

’70s, she saw the social disorder and she became afraid.  And so white working class 
women did move with their husband.   

 
The gap to this day that the Democrats have enjoyed with women is much bigger 

with single women.  The gender gap originated with Reagan and white women started 
being a little bit more –white working class women – a little bit more susceptible to the 
appeals of Democrats.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Today, women’s issues are considered by many to be economic 

issues impacting all Americans.   
 
MS. WALSH:  I mean, we’re talking again about pay equity with the Lilly 

Ledbetter Act.  But I think we’re also talking about contraception and even choice as 
economic issues.  Affordable Care Act sort of evening the playing field by paying for the 
things that women have been burdened by economically.  These are economic issues that 
make it much easier for women to work, to raise families, to be independent, but I think 
that we’ve really gotten better at showing especially that this backlash, too, is really 
hurting poor women of color and poor white women.  

 
I feel like feminism has come back together around these economic issues and is 

sort of – has a broader class and racial appeal.   
 
MS. ERBE:  Walsh says in order to build an effective progressive coalition, it 

must be multiracial, multi-ethnic, and of course, include both men and women.   
 
MS. WALSH:  I found a lot of the rhetoric, especially in the 2008 campaign to 

kind of isolate and alienate white people and act like the future is going to be non-white.  
The future is going to be very mixed.  White people will be a minority in the future, but 
there’s got to be a place for them.  Democrats have an opportunity to talk to people in a 
way that they haven’t been able to maybe in the last generation and to make the case that 
we’ve got plans for a multiracial prosperous economy that includes them.   



 
(End video segment.)   
 
MS. ERBE:  So the ’50s, ’60s weren’t the sort of golden era that I guess – 
 
MS. BROCK:  Not for everyone.   
 
MS. ERBE:  – some people look back on them as.  But does that mean – do we 

have that progressive coalition of whites and people of color in the Democratic Party 
today?  Do we have more racial separation in the Republican Party?  What can be done to 
change those things?   

 
MS. BROCK:  I think it was an opportune time for Joan to put her book out and I 

do believe what she has in the book, what’s wrong with white people?  Nothing.  There’s 
a recognition that the global village we live in is browning right before our very eyes and 
we have to do something about it.  In the words of the late Rodney King, can’t we all just 
get along and really stop the race bating.  It’s not really an issue of race.  It’s an issue of 
class and economics.  And on the national stage, in the presidential debates, when you 
hear about the takers and the makers, and it really divides us.  And this buzz word about 
middle class, some would seem to think that the black Americans, African-Americans, 
Hispanics, Latinos are not part of that working class America that’s really needed to be 
vibrant to bring this economy around.   

 
MS. SETMAYER:  Well, we’ve never said that because, you know, we don’t 

involve – we don’t get involved in the balkanization of different social ethnic groups.  
That’s what Democrats do.  So – 

 
MS. BROCK:  Oh, my gosh. 
 
MS. SETMAYER:  Absolutely.  We’ve been looking for everyone and we don’t 

sit there and do that.  And you know, it was an interesting thing about the – actually the 
gap between – well, the 47 percent, he didn’t say blacks, Hispanics, women, he didn’t say 
that.  He said people who are living off the government dole who he thinks are not out 
there getting a job.  Was that the best thing to say?  No, but we’re not talking about that.  
(Laughter.)   

 
MS. BROCK:  We need to talk about that.   
 
MS. SETMAYER:  But anyway, this is an interesting thing because I think that 

the whole idea of race baiting has gotten worse under President Obama and the separation 
between the white working class that voted for Obama last time, they’re not voting for 
him this time.  Why is that?   

 
MS. ERBE:  Why is that or is it true, first of all?   
 



MS. CARNAHAN:  I don’t know that it’s true and we’ll have to wait to the 
election and see what happens, number one.  But number two, I mean, I think it’s very 
interesting that historically race baiting and the plan of dividing the South and taking the 
South for the Republican Party was Richard Nixon, who was a Republican.  But you just 
said, oh, Republicans never do that.  That’s absolutely ridiculous.   

 
I think the thing to look at here and I think here thing that comes out in her book – 

and I agree with you – is a lot of this isn’t as much about race as it is about class and 
about education.  And that typically now it seems that the less college educated you are, 
the more you tend to be in the Republican Party if you’re a white male in that category.  
And I find that very interesting and I think it is because of feeling threatened.  I think it is 
because of the browning of our country that any time you’re used to being in charge and 
in the majority and you see that – it’s power – you see that slipping away, that scares you 
and you want to know why it can’t be the way that it used to be. 

 
MS. SCHLAPP:  I don’t think it’s that they’re being – well, they’re being 

threatened from the religious standpoint because the religious liberties are being 
threatened by a very left – center-left president with his own agenda and then – but at the 
same time, I think what you need to find is – they find a home in the Republican Party 
which is pushing individualism, relief the free market enterprise, where their businesses 
can prosper, and I think it’s really a home for the African-Americans and Hispanics as 
well, who want to do well and really not have to be reliant on government.  If we keep 
growing – and we’ve seen under President Obama more people dependent on 
government, more people on Food Stamps.  You look at that trend, that is just not a 
positive trend for our country.   

 
MS. BROCK:  Well, we were at the brink of an economic recession – 
 
MS. CARNAHAN:  Yes.   
 
MS. BROCK:  And it didn’t happen overnight.   
 
(Cross talk.)   
 
MS. SCHLAPP:  Going back to the blame it on Bush type of – 
 
MS. CARNAHAN:  No, it’s just economic fact.   
 
MS. BROCK:  It’s a reality.   
 
MS. SCHLAPP:  Now the problem is is that there’s such gridlock in Washington 

and when you don’t have a president who’s leading – 
 
MS. BROCK:  Who started the gridlock?   
 



MS. SCHLAPP:  – no, no, no, a president who’s leading and bringing the parties 
together, it won’t work in Washington and we all know this because we’re here.   

 
MS. ERBE:  All right.  And we’re about to be not here because we’re out of time.  

That’s it for this edition of To the Contrary.  Follow me on Twitter @BonnieErbe and 
@TotheContrary and check our website, PBS.org/ttc, where the discussion continues.  
Whether you agree or think to the contrary, please join us next time.     

 
(END)  
 


