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BONNIE ERBE: It could be said that the Democrats lost that vote, you weren't paying attention to

those people?

NEERA TANDEN: Our economy has not worked really well for those groups of people and we need to be 
honest about it. I think we need to have bigger ideas to address these problems.

[♪♪]

BONNIE ERBE: Hello I'm Bonnie Erbe, host of PBS's to the contrary which is which is normally a 
discussion a panel discussion among women of all different ethnic and political backgrounds. But today, 
we’re starting out with a new feature. Occasionally we will be doing half-hour interviews with female 
thought leaders in the United States and our first interview is with Neera Tanden, President of the center
for American progress. Let's talk a little bit about who you are and how you got to a position that most 
people outside of Washington wouldn’t know what it's all about, but to clue them in, one of the most 
powerful democrats in town.

NEERA TANDEN:  Thank you! I mean, I actually feel really honored to work at the Center for American   
Progress because the center is really a place that works on public policy and we have an advocacy arm 
cap action and both of those are really both of those are really specific institutions are really about 
making people's lives better. The policies we work, the advocacy we do is actually, you know it sounds 
hokey these days but it's actually about expanding opportunity whether it's education or tax policy or 
healthcare. You know our focus is really insuring that everybody has a shot at success in the United 
States and right now we are doing a lot to defend but you know we also develop ideas for the future. 
And I came to this I came to work at cap having worked in the Obama administration for a time but also 
before that, my first jobs in Washington were in the Clinton white house where I worked on the 
Domestic Policy Council. I started off working on children and family issues back then for Hillary Rodham 
Clinton and you know, had a fantastic vantage point on how you work on policies that can actually really 
improve people's lives. I worked on childcare and after school and in policies that were designed  to give 
families, people under a lot of stress, families or many of them were working two jobs but just families 
across the country an opportunity to be good workers but also good parents that was something that I 
was I was really lucky to work on early in my career.

BONNIE ERBE:  Is that what drove you? An interest in family issues? Any other part of the Democratic 
platform that you're passionate about?

NEERA TANDEN:  Well for me, most importantly, I started out, you know I grew up in Bedford, 
Massachusetts and I have the children of Indian immigrants but I, you know, I had a slightly different 
path than a lot of immigrants in that my parents. My father came over first and my parents had an 
arranged marriage and my mother came over and she never worked. But then my father, my parents got 
divorced and my father left when I was 5.

BONNIE ERBE: Arranged marriage? Boy, what was it like growing up with parents you know who

were -- didn't know each other and were put together?



NEERA TANDEN:   Well, my earliest memories were really not of them getting along too well. And so. In 
fact, they got divorced. It was not a good union in the sense that my father -- they got divorced and my 
father actually left and we lived in a nice house in Bedford, Massachusetts but  then he had --he left for a
couple years and we didn't know where he was. And my mother really faced a very stark choice which is 
to either stay in the United States with two children two very young children and go on welfare and 
struggle or go back to India. And as you know, there's stigma today with about divorce in India and there 
was an incredible stigma in 1975 when they got divorced. So she really thought if she had gone back to 
India she was relegating her children and her to pretty prescribed circumstances. So she stayed here and 
went on welfare and you know-- just incredibly fortuitously though we were able to stay in Bedford 
because Massachusetts—you know great for progressive state had passed this law saying if you if 
developers developed housing in suburbs and actually allocated some for low-income families they 
would speed up their program. So it was a way of getting middle class families and low-income families 
into suburbs. I moved into Bedford village with my mom. And you know, I was

BONNIE ERBE: Did this experience really form --

NEERA TANDEN:   Yeah. I mean.

BONNIE ERBE:  Is that how you became a democrat because you lived through the being on welfare and 
pulling yourself up by your boot straps? 

NEERA TANDEN:    You know- For me, I mean I obviously had an incredibly strong mother to make that 
choice and you know my vivid memories of being in the school lunch line and I was the only person 
using--the back then they had coupons for free 10 cent lunch instead of $1.50 and I remember being a 
security supreme and we’re the only family using food stamps, which you know- - at the time we really 
didn’t really think much about but as I grew up I realized that I – you know that I have-  there are a 
bunch of people out there who made a series of decisions about public policy that allowed me to be 
where I am today. I mean I went to good public schools. Eventually, my mom got a job at a travel agent 
and within five years she got a job at Raytheon and within, by the time I was 11 or 12 she actually 
bought her own house in Bedford, Massachusetts and so, you know, got into the middle class. And you 
know I went to UCLA and eventually made it to Yale law school and I thought you know kept, my mother 
also kept reminding us it was because people really did decide to invest in me. You know, public policy 
really is people choosing to help or hurt people they’ll never know, make their lives better or make their 
lives worse, which is truly relevant as we discuss healthcare today.

BONNIE ERBE:   Yes. So now to a big issue in Washington these days and also huge issue for the Center of
Healthcare, does it pain you to see the Republicans want to scrap the issue that you worked on and 
helped pull together?

NEERA TANDEN:     Yeah, so I – the Center of American progress has been working on healthcare and 
actually is one of the organizations that helped develop the affordable care act. We came out with an 
idea 12, 13 years ago. Became the basis of Senator Obama’s plan and the framework of the affordable 
care act itself, and so I feel a special kinship to it because I also worked for president Obama on 
healthcare and had a lot of blood, sweat and tears into this spill which you know the one thing that 



we're seeing is that the assault on the affordable care act, the discussion that the country's been having 
about it has actually brought up and brought really focused attention on the number of people who’ve 
been helped by it. The fact that Republicans have been trying to undermine it and 24 million people lose 
healthcare coverage has really reminded people that the bill has actually done great work and ironically 
and asked the affordable care act is more popular today than it's ever been.

BONNIE ERBE:    How do you—how do you reconcile the fact that during the campaign a large chunk of 
the campaign was Donald Trump saying we need to get rid of it. It's horrible. It’s deplorable. It's -- and 
Bill Clinton said it's kinda crazy. And now that they’re in there and now that he got elected and he has a 
republican congress and they’re actually trying to do that, people don't want him to do it.

NEERA TANDEN:      Well my theory of it is over the last eight years what we've had is without ever having
to compare it to anything without ever having to show what the alternative and what the replacement 
would be, Republicans have been throwing one rhetorical bomb after another. Yet people who rely on 
the ACA or benefited from the ACA didn’t really think it was real. So what I think what has been helpful 
in the debate and you know like the debate breaks my heart many days, but the voices of real people, 
the people who are worried about losing coverage. You know cancer patients, children who have 
preexisting conditions who are able to see doctors because of the affordable care act. Millions of people 
who benefited their voices have been at the forefront. One of the simple things we did at CAP is develop 
a discreet story bank and we've developed over 3,000 stories of people from around the country of 
people who are coming to us to share their story of how the  Affordable Care Act has helped them.  And 
sometimes it takes a real threat to something for people to recognize what they could lose.

BONNIE ERBE:    But clearly there was a fraction in the country that didn’t want it or felt like people 
didn't want it. Are you saying that it should be left or should have been left to function without any 
changes?

NEERA TANDEN:    One of the most interesting discussions and facts of the last couple of weeks and 
months has been that experts at the congressional budget office have shown that actually there are 
challenges in particular markets but the ACA is stable and would stay in place if it was basically 
supported. If it’s not, you know, we didn’t make any big effort to undermine it. Now does that mean 
there is no problem with it? Absolutely not. We should absolutely work to fix it just like with Medicare 
and Social Security, big pieces of legislation in the years afterwards Republicans and Democrats came 
together to make particular fixes of those bills. We should do the same for the ACA. And you know that’s 
what I hope will happen eventually. Republicans and democrats will come together to make fixes of the 
bill instead of trying to slaughter it. That’s not the general approach of a lot of the conservatives so far 
but I'm hopeful that over years and because of the voices.

BONNIE ERBE:    But people have legitimate complaints some of them. They saw their premiums go way 
up because it costs more to cover more people. Although President Obama at the time he was pushing 
said it wouldn't cost more. That there were mechanisms in the bill that would keep the premiums down 
and add 30 million people. So and deductibles went way up for a lot of people. 



NEERA TANDEN:     We have to differentiate between people who are in the Affordable Care Act and 
premiums where at large for people and employer sponsored coverage. Which were affected by the ACA
but the ACA did not setup the system of healthcare that you get from your private employer, you know 
at a factory, or a company. So there has been a challenge of rising premiums. The ACA actually slowed 
that down but people don't know what the ACA did or what the ACA didn't. So a lot of people are like my
premiums are rising and it's the ACA's fault.

BONNIE ERBE:     The issue that got president trump going was immigration and clearly we are seeing 
white fear, white backlash against the Browning of America. Do you see any change in the Democrats 
attitude toward immigration issues as a result of the 2016 elections?

NEERA TANDEN:      Yeah, I hope not. I think that it would be a terrible tragedy if in response to the 2016 
election the Democratic Party turns its back on commitments to civil rights. And the basic premise that 
everyone should have a chance. You know what I find fascinating is that actually support for the wall is 
not that strong. Republicans and democrats just passed a budget where there is no funding for the wall 
and no funding for trump's extreme immigration policies. And mostly, I do think immigration is another 
area where ironically enough support for dreamers is going up, support for conference immigration 
reform is almost crazy to me given that we just had the election and support for a path to citizenship is 
moving up across the country and it might be just that there are groups of people who are locked in to 
being anti-immigrant but I hope we actually in the face of really tragic stories of deportations who 
committed no crimes and who have children here, that is helping reset the conversation.

BONNIE ERBE:     Now abortion rights, that’s one of your -- one of your seminal issues that got you into 
democratic politics or progressive politics. But Bernie Sanders if he’s  a candidate in 2020 is not seen as 
strong on abortion rights. Sometimes he says he is and sometimes he is playing to a different audience 
and he doesn't stand firm. But will the Democratic Party stand firm on abortion as the party of choice for
women?

NEERA TANDEN:     I hope so. I think that the reality is that the true activism out there is being marshaled
by women many of whom are concerned about the assault on Planned Parenthood and other issues. I 
think one of the concerns people had about what Bernie Sanders said is not a concern about having a big
tent but a selective big tent. If you want to say the Democratic Party should have a big tent on something
like abortion, then you should say also it should have a big tent on other issues like campaign finance 
reform and Wall Street. And I think what kind of hurt-

BONNIE ERBE:      Gun control?

NEERA TANDEN:      Any of those issues. I think to me what hurts some women that I know was that 
some people seem to advocate that we have a very small tent -- we have A small tent meaning only 
some issues are legitimate around wall street and I agree 90% with Bernie Sanders on every economic 
issue but it's a little troubling to say that you can only have a big tent on issues that he doesn't care 
about. That is what I think some people -- I've seen other leaders like Pelosi say choice is a cornerstone 
issue and the party itself and the leaders of the party are going to defend Planned Parenthood and 
insure that we have Supreme Court nominees that actually respect the right to privacy. But you know, 



individual members may have slightly different views in their personal views. I think that is a reasonable 
position to take. But then you should say that for all issues. It shouldn't just be on the issues like 
economic issues everyone has to agree but on choice then we that is not as important. So I think I'm 
hoping that we can have a good discussion in the future that the future – I hope the Democratic Party 
will always be the party that represents the idea that women's fundamental dignity is at stake when they
can or cannot control the decisions they make about their body. That’s how I see the issue and that is 
how I came to it as a college student. Who is going to decide and make this decision? The government? 
The state? Which is still 80% male, sometimes 90%, male or women themselves? And that is a 
cornerstone issue for the Democratic Party.

BONNIE ERBE:       Let's switch now to 2018 and 2020 and the democrats in the senate have -- are 
defending 2 5 seats against nine republican seats. And of those 25, nine eight or nine are women and 
many of those are in states that trump won like Debbie Stabenow of Michigan and I spoke with 
democrats who said the map is looking very bad and the predictions are very bad for the Democrats. Do 
you think they can even hold onto the minority, the numbers being in the minority that they have now?

NEERA TANDEN:      Well, I think it is definitely a tough map. What I would say is that I think a lot of those
members are in states where they are seeing a lot of activism and even in some of these states like 
Missouri, Michigan, Ohio, Wisconsin, in those four states I just mentioned, three of them have women 
senators who are competing, Wisconsin- Baldwin, Michigan- Debbie Stabenow, and Missouri- Claire 
McCaskill and I think what they are seeing is in every off year cycle we usually see a big drop off of 
Democratic participation which really hurts Democratic officers. Even in some of the house races we 
have seen a big increase in Democratic participation. In fact, Democrats are voting at levels that they 
vote in a presidential year and you are seeing some turn off of republican voters. So it's very early in the 
process but I do think what you are seeing is this assault on the ACA and the crazy budget discussion and
tax plans is really motivating democrats to participate. And that is why millions of four million people 
marched and many women during the women's march.

BONNIE ERBE:        Women really are the backbone of the resistance.

NEERA TANDEN:      They absolutely are, they are doing more calls. They are the people fueling the 
resistance and most importantly and this is a critical issue for the long-term, we're seeing women really 
step up to run for office.

BONNIE ERBE:         11,000?

NEERA TANDEN:      Yes. Emily’s List usually has 600 by now and Emily's list just recently announced that 
11,000 women are stepping forward to run for office and most importantly at every level. House seats, 
county legislators all those kinds of things. That is really what I am most excited about in the discussion. 
Now, is it going to be an easy map? No, trump won a lot of states but what’s really interesting is his 
approval ratings now are- and you know, have been for a long time lower than his vote total. So you are 
seeing some soft trump voters’, people who didn’t like either candidate to be candidates, still not bought
into trump. He is not going to have that ability. We have seen polling in the tough states where they 



want a Democratic check on trump. It is not an easy map but I actually think there's Democratic senators
will do better under trump than they would have done sadly under Hillary.

BONNIE ERBE:         Obviously the national vote doesn’t apply the state-wide or congressional district 
races. But in the last --presidential election in 2016, Democrats lost white women. Now Republicans have
won white married women every presidential election just about back to Ronald Reagan but this time, 
you guys lost all white women. What does that say to you? What was going on there? By 53%, he won 
53%. 

NEERA TANDEN:       Well there was a big bifurcation of the vote between white college women and 
white women who don't go to college. Trump did worse than Mitt Romney or most recent Republicans 
amongst white women who have gone to college but he did much better amongst white women who 
didn’t go to college. I mean I think I was-

BONNIE ERBE:          It could be spun, if you will, that democrats forgot all white, poor white people, poor 
uneducated. I remember trump during the campaign saying “I love the uneducated.” Anyway, but it 
could be said that the Democrats lost that vote. You weren't paying attention to those people? Why did 
you lose working class women?

NEERA TANDEN:        I think that for a lot of those voters, that there were unique issues around Hillary 
herself and attributes they gave to Hillary that hurt the Democratic Party at large and I think for us from 
a public policy perspective and how we can move forward is we do have to have better answers for 
people. If you haven’t gone to college in the United States, the unemployment rate is 8%. If you've gone 
to college it's 2%. Wages have been particularly stagnant for people who haven’t gone to college. Wages 
have actually grown pretty well for people who have.

BONNIE ERBE:          Is the plan then to try to get everybody to go to college or to do something for 
people who will never go to college?

NEERA TANDEN:         I think that it’s basically impossible to get everyone to go to college and even if we 
do there’s still going to be a slack off with how much we can afford—or how much they can get paid. So 
the real issue for us as we go forward is to what are we doing as -- what are progressives with the 
Democratic Party what does it have to offer people who would love for their kids to go to college but 
probably at an age that they are probably not going to go to college and we've talked about childcare, 
and minimum wage that affects those. At the end of the day, if you are a working class person who has 
faced stagnant wages for the last eight years and the last 40 years, I do think we need bolder answers 
whether it is a permanent infrastructure fund or something. Well I say infrastructure not just roads and 
bridges but childcare centers and schools as well and you know I think we have to think through bigger 
ideas to address that problem. I don’t have all the answers yet. We are working on the answers at the 
Center for American Progress but we definitely recognize that – 

BONNIE ERBE:          That you need more than rebranding. You need subtenant policies.



NEERA TANDEN:          The truth is that our economy hasn’t worked really well for those groups of people 
and we need to be honest about that. And even with Democratic presidents and Republican presidents. 
Democratic presidents wanted to do more about that. President Obama wanted to pass a jobs bill. But I 
think we have to have some bigger ideas to address these problems and that is what we're focused on 
and what we are working on over the next few years.

BONNIE ERBE:           Wonderful. Neera Tanden, Executive Director for the Center of American Progress. 
Thank you so much for your time and thank you for explaining all these things to us. That’s it for this 
edition of To the Contrary. Please follow me on Twitter and please go to our website 
pbs.Org/tothecontrary and whether you agree or think To the Contrary, please join us next time.

[♪♪]

To see an on-line version of this episode of To the Contrary visit our website at web 
pbs.Org/tothecontrary.


