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Bonnie Erbe: This week on to the contrary." First, a brewing battle about filling the year-long vacancy on
the supreme court. Then, Betsy devos: A suitable cabinet pick? Behind the headlines, for black history 
month we look at the challenges low income African American women face as they try to lift their 
families out of poverty.
[♪♪]

Hello, I'm Bonnie Erbe. Welcome to To The Contrary, a discussion of news and social trends from 
diverse perspectives. Up first increasing political tension. What impact will President Trump's nominee 
for the supreme court, Judge Neil Gorsuch have as cases affecting women and minority communities 
come before the court? It won't change the balance of the court because his conservative voice replaces 
another conservative Associate Justice Antonin Scalia. Gorsuch has never ruled on abortion. However, he
did rule against Obamacare's contraception coverage requirement twice saying it violated religious rights.
And last year Gorsuch sided with Utah's governor on defunding Planned Parenthood. Senate democrats 
are angry that President Obama's pick for that seat, Judge Merrick Garland never got a hearing, say 
they'll fight the nomination. In that case President Trump has told the GOP to go nuclear if that's what it 
takes to confirm his nominee. So, Ann Stone, if Neil Gorsuch is confirmed as the next supreme court 
justice what impact on women's rights?

Ann Stone: As you correctly said, none. Because the balance doesn't change. The long-term impact is 
he is what? 20 or 30 years younger than most, so he will be around for awhile.

Latifa Lyles: I think the democrats need to fight this tooth and nail. There is no question that there is a 
whittling away at abortion rights and others. They should be strong and they should resist him and I think
that hopefully they will win.



Patrice Lee: I think women and even people of color from disadvantaged communities can see someone
who had A rough start and risen to a place where he is willing to interpret the law and make sure the 
rights of Americans are protected.

Megan Beyer: This is bad for Roe vs. Wade. He does not believe in the right to privacy that is the 
underpinning of that decision.

Erbe: Why do you think -- you're saying that he replaces Scalia and it should be that way. What about the
year that went in between Scalia's death and his appointment when President Obama had a true middle of
the roader, as his nominee to the supreme court?

Stone: Well, the Republicans treated the democrats the same way the democrats treated Republicans in 
the last year of their term before. We had never seen a judge approved when you had an election coming
up. It was the same operating procedure.

Beyer: I don't think that is true. Can you give me A case for 10 months nearly a year before people 
decided that the president was A lame duck and could not have his supreme court slot? I mean a lot O F 
people voted for Barack Obama because they were aware there might be an opening on the supreme 
court and thought through the Democratic process this would allow them to have his choice on the 
supreme court.

Stone: And the voters in November confirmed that Trump and the Republicans were right. They wanted 
to choose the next supreme court justice.

Beyer: So, 10 months later?

Lee: There is a lot of hypocrisy. We are looking at some senate democrats who approved him in 2006
and they were fine with him then. I see it's different position. But it's the same qualifications that you
are vetting someone on it should not make a difference.

Erbe:  You are not really.

Beyer: Talk about hypocrisy we are hearing the words from Republicans saying well, we have to get 
along and give the president his appointment. Where was that sentiment over the last 10 months?

Lyles: I think that there's no question that the game has changed the ability to move anything something 
as important as the supreme court nomination putting our civil system our judiciary system in jeopardy 
saying we are not going -- we are going to play a game. Anything that we ever seen and there's no 
precedent for it. And we are in a different world.

Stone: Wait a minute. We are talking about holding things up. Look at this, his nominations are being 
held up. Republicans had severe problems with Obama's nominations and they let him have it because 
he won the election he should have it they are not doing that.

Beyer: Holding them up it is a rocket docket giving them one round of questions for DeVos that is five
minutes from each of the democrats opened with this is highly unusual that we have candidates before
us who have not been vetted for ethics. And she has so many ethics problems.

Erbe: I do want to get to what impact on the supreme court he for sure would vote to overturn Roe or 
not?

Stone: I don't think we know for sure. We assume. But David Suitor and Sandra Day O'Connor you never
know.



Lee: It's too early to say what he is going to do with Roe vs. Wade. Are those the only things we care
about? Even when it comes to criminal justice reform he is willing to defend the rights of Americans
over necessarily added government overreach.

Lyles: I think there are a lot of indications that we have a lot to worry about. And it goes beyond Roe v. 
Wade and we know how he stood in the hobby lobby case. I believe that there are a lot of other privacy 
issues and civil rights issues that are on the table beyond just abortion but the party knows this is the 
core fundamental values of their constituency and they have to push it forward.

Erbe: And you say democrats should go all the way. When and if they do, Mitch McConnell can change 
the rules on the - - on how they block nominees. And then they have no power because they are in the 
minority.

Beyer: And there are political problems to this. We know there are 10 senators who have to face election 
next year and the year after in states that voted for Trump.

Erbe:  10 out of 2 5 democrats.

Beyer: 10 democrats they are looking at their political life as they go into whether we filibuster or vote
for closure which would eliminate the opportunity to filibuster and they could have the cover of I  voted
against him.



Lyles:  And the voters know this there is no question that the democrats have to fight this.

Beyer: I think you are right. The bigger picture is after 10 months of their holding up the seat, I think 
there is a bigger price to pay politically for not fighting this in a very strong way.

Lyles: Agreed.

Erbe: But if they lose, don't they look weaker if another nomination comes up?

Beyer: What is the difference? It's clear that nuclear option is going to kill the ability to stop this through
filibuster. And if it's not going to stop it the first time it will stop it the second time. I don't think you 
lose anything.

Lee: I think regular American people are looking at this like it is another back and forth and the players 
switched sides. When can we grow up and be adults instead of kindergartners.

Erbe: Isn't there an element if we are being children with a Democratic nominee u P there and waiting,
are not democrats supposed to and people agree with the democrats, supposed to do the same thing the
Republicans did to the democrats?

Stone: This election, I think this because the voters are saying we sent you a message we want change.

Beyer: Let's think of the context we have a president elected with a deficit of almost three million votes 
in terms of the popular vote. We have U.S. investigative agencies have said that the Russians were 
involved in influencing this election. We have a Muslim ban that had people protesting in airports across
the country. You know this has been a very difficult two weeks. So as you say it's been so long we are 
dragging our feet on giving this president his nominees. It's also a context where if we don't fight this, I 
think the American people will wonder why we are not fighting it.

Erbe:  And what happens if and when Roe is overturned? What happens?

Stone: There will be rioting I N the streets just like there was in ‘89. Megan, I love you dearly, but so 
much faux outrage. There was an article this week, I love the headline, it said: “chill, not everything 
trump is proposing is outrageous.” There's protests and all kinds of fluff and that is overblown, so 
overblown. The people are tired of --

Erbe: This is not supreme court what about alienating the prime minister of Australia one of our close
--

Stone: And that is based on some of his staff people supposedly saying from him you are hearing it's 
fine.

Erbe: We have a president now who says, I know that’s the opposite this week and whose press person 
says don't judge him by what he says, but judge him by his heart as if we had a defibrillator on him.

And then you know, for some people it is looking like A parallel universe that – and some diplomats 
and members of NATO take him seriously that he is going to destroy NATO.

Stone: Only if you watch CNN they are getting consistently wrong and distorting. So look at the 
positive things that have been said by several heads of state that he has talked to. Focus on the one or



two side reports that staffers are saying x and y. Look at what the heads of state are saying. They are 
saying something different.

Beyer: And the 1,000 state department employees who registered their concern.

Stone: Yes, and I know a lot of those folks they are hardcore democrats and probably ought to go if they
cannot support his position.

Erbe: Let us know what you think. Follow me on Twitter @bonnieerbe. @bonnieerbe.From the supreme
court to the president's cabinet. All week clashes broke out over Trump's cabinet picks, democrats 
staging boycotts and Republicans suspending rules to push nominations out of committee to the Senate 
floor for votes. One of the more contentious cabinet nominations: Billionaire Betsy
DeVos for Secretary of Education. Two republican senators have broke from the republican majority. 
Susan Collins of Maine and Lisa Murkowski of Alaska say they'll vote no on DeVos. Both senators say 
they based their decision on the fact that DeVos lacks experience with the public school system. On the 
senate floor, Murkowski noted that she's heard from thousands of Alaskan urging her to oppose the 
nomination. And Alaska is a red state. But the republican leader was still confident
about DeVos' confirmation because the two senators' defections create a 50-50 tie in the Senate. Vice 
President Pence would become the tie-breaking vote making it the first time a vice president has been 
the deciding vote on a nomination. Is it any surprise to anybody that the two Republicans who are 
opposing DeVos are women and there was another one Deb Fisher from Nebraska who at first thought 
about not voting for her but now is up to the senator from Pennsylvania if he will crossover. You know 
so what is going on?

Megan Beyer: I think you often see Lisa Murkowski and Susan Collins are more moderate as far as Pat 
Toomey, is concerned, I tried calling his office this morning and the phone lines have clearly been 
jammed there. I don't know that there is any hope that he will actually change his position which he 
made clear. I'm not surprised it is women. I think the problem with this nomination not only is it her lack
of experience with education in any real way, other than as an investor in these private schools, k- 12 for
one. And on the other side she invested in companies that provided the debt financing for the students 
often left without a job and a big debt. Especially given the fact that we have no ethics vetting and sign 
off on this nominee I cannot believe there are not more Republicans who are concerned about what they 
are voting for.

Ann Stone: She had paperwork and everything was dragged out because they were hoping the teachers' 
unions would have time to organize against her. I'm sorry they decided to take the position they did. I 
have worked with them on different women's issues and big supporters of stuff that I have been involved
in. And I think the pressure was too much. I'm hoping to talk to both of them. In terms of getting 
Toomey, ain't going to happen. If he was up for reelection might have a shot. He got reelected in a tough 
race which he owes a lot to the party and Trump he is not going anywhere and that was their last hope.

Latifa Lyles This is an example of people coming to common sense. There are probably more people 
who would vote against her if not for other political considerations. It's really hard to not look at the 
facts and even proponents of charter schools on the other side who do not think she is appropriate and 
people who are in the business of charter schools and privatization -- in California who say she would 
be a disaster. There are, I'm sure, several candidates out there who have experience in the system, who 
have an investment in public education and can at least articulate what that investment is.



Erbe: And speaking of investments, she invested $55,000 in pat toomey in a prior election last year.

Beyer: Did you hear about the “Go Fund Me?” Some democrat has said, “she bought the vote. Let's 
buy it ourselves.” So -- it's up to $26,000.

Erbe: Democratic money? 

Beyer: The goal was 50. Stone:

Silliness.

Beyer: It's silly.

Erbe: But it's silly but isn't this the swamp that was supposed to be drained? And it's –

Stone: Yes, and she would pull the plug. The point with Betsey DeVos -- can I finish my point? Thank 
you. Betsey DeVos is a woman very wealthy and successful business woman could have sat back and 
done none of this and she has all her life she is dedicated to improve education especially for low 
income kids. That is why she has been behind the charter and the school choice initiatives. She cares 
deeply about education that benefits children more than public teachers public sector teachers.

Erbe: What about private holdings that will benefit from decisions she will make as education secretary?

Stone: It will be up to the ethics people to decide what she has to do to put it in a blind trust and that is a
separate issue. The woman's heart is in the right place. She cares deeply about the children. It's about
the children.

Patrice Lee: There are lots of communities saying we have had folks pushing for public school education
as it for a longtime. And look at the results on our kids particularly kids of color. 15 out of 20 black 
students graduate from high school compared to 19 out of 20 white students. Our education system has 
been failing a lot of communities. If someone is going to come in and disrupt what is the status quo, 
people are open to it. And I think that is why her passion is genuine and welcome.

Erbe: We are out of time. Sorry. Behind the headlines: We begin our black history month coverage with a
look at the challenges poor African American women face as they work to lift their families out of 
poverty. One woman studying the issue says the challenge is daunting. In her new book, abandoned 
families she examines how the combination of housing foreclosures, poor educational institutions, and 
limited job opportunities combine to prevent African American women from succeeding.

Kristin Seefeldt: Low incomes are living off of the system, whatever the system is, aren't working, aren't
trying to better themselves. And what I'm trying to show is that not only is that not true, people are 
actively engaged in all are the sorts of different activities to try to better their situation.

Erbe: In her book “Abandoned Families” public policy expert Kristin Seefeldt shows how African- 
American women lack access to opportunities that traditionally promote upward mobility.

Seefeldt followed 45 women in Detroit and found that institutions developed to help them often did 
more harm than good.



Seefeldt: We have historically thought of things like higher education as sort of the real one tried and 
tested ladder of upward mobility. We've also thought of home-ownership as the kind of key building 
block of wealth and assets for households in this country. Neither of those systems though worked for 
the women who I interviewed. They were in fact trapped into a separate, unequal, segregated housing 
markets. A completely different post-secondary education system. Either for-profit institutions or a lot of
on-line degree acquisition or attending community colleges that were woefully underfunded and 
understaffed. What is happening is just sort of the newest form of separate and unequal in this country.

Erbe: Family responsibilities also led to financial instability even when some of the women started 
making gains.

Seefeldt: These women were embedded in families and other networks where a lot of people weren't 
doing as well as them. So they were often called upon then to provide housing, to provide loans, or 
loans that were not necessarily repaid back by other family members. When their income rose, it's not 
as if they necessarily were able to experience all the benefits of that. They then became providers of 
help to other people in their family.

Erbe: Seefeldt says the systems and institutions setup to help people move out of poverty are failing and
abandoning the very people they were supposed to help. She says more regulations are needed to 
protect consumers from predatory lending practices for home and school loans. But she recognizes 
many of her recommendations are in direct opposition to president Trump's priority of job creation.

Seefeldt: I talk about just increased you know, how this will go in the current political environment. 
There are a set of folks who propose baby bonds which would be savings accounts for every child who 
is born into a low wealth household and this would in effect it would benefit a lot of families of color 
who don't have access to the kind of assets that a lot of white families and white families with lower 
income have and this would be a way to establish A baseline of wealth building and asset accumulation 
for the future.

Erbe: Seefeldt argues if someone's income falls below the poverty line there is a need for a more robust 
safety net that is not so difficult to access.

Seefeldt: We can take personal responsibility as much as we want. But until the systems of opportunity 
actually function, no amount of pulling yourselves up by your bootstraps is going to work.

Erbe: Latifa Lyles, is she right? And you just came out of a job as director of the Women's Bureau at 
the Labor Department.

Lyles: Well, I think I agree with her on the status and the fact that things need to change for sure. If we 
start with the education system we know that more African-American women go into community 
colleges and more do not graduate from college. And there is a leaking pipeline.

Erbe: Not more than African-American men?

Lyles: Compared to their female cohorts. And so essentially you have women who have the will and they
have the energy to do these things but they are not succeeding. What are the pressure points that we need
to address through perhaps regulation and also what investment are we making in the systems? And 
obviously when we go to the training and public school program one of the things we don't talk about a 
lot is where are the women being steered to? What programs? Are they being steered to higher



paying careers or programs? Or are they steered into the lower paying training opportunities? And we 
know that is a major problem. A lot of women and women of color when they show up for a training 
program or show up for a job center they are told you need to take this job or go into cosmotology which
is a huge decision that women make and end up having lots of debt and they cannot support their 
families. On the other side of it, there are so many of the women who are supporting families. We know 
that African-American women have the highest labor force participation rate than any other group. And 
that has been the case for years and years and years. What is happening? They are trying to make ends 
meet and going to school and supporting the kids and something goes wrong. What do we do if you are 
in a job to make sure that you can afford childcare and stay home and be sick your child is sick and know
that you are not going to lose your job or credits or not going to be kicked out of the program because 
you have family responsibilities. And that is going to be where the policy test is.

Lee: I agree with a lot of what you said about the instrumentals that black women face especially in the 
economy. And I think the challenges that education piece and what are the right skills and education to 
get to the jobs that they want to go into or the jobs that will be around for a while. I think and you've 
probably studied this more but automation is eliminating a lot of the low skilled jobs that black women 
find themselves in trying to support their families. How are we preparing women for what is coming? 
And then at the state level, I love to talk about occupational licensing. Because you talked about 
hairdressers and cosmetology but there are high barriers for people to get into occupations like that a 
florist, a hair designer and EMT. And while you’re trying to balance raising your kids and helping your 
family, you don't have the time or money.

Erbe: Quickly.

Beyer: I would like my EMT to be certified. There's some things that you need certification for. But it 
reminded me of the book JD Vance wrote, and I think you are absolutely right. It's automation has 
converged with a changing economy and trade and other things to eliminate all these jobs. And it's not 
their imagination that they are stuck and we have to figure out A way to help them out of it. And I think 
the Obama administration did some things like the gainful employment test for colleges to see if is the 
deal you are offering a deal?

Erbe: 30 seconds left.

Stone: Well, I agree with much of what has been said, this makes me so sad and the failure of the great 
society that took minority families and destroyed them and broke them apart and put women in this 
position. Marriage was an economic bind in years past and that has been broken.

Erbe: We cannot -- I know but we don't have time to get there. That is it for this edition. Follow me on 
Twitter and visit our website, pbs.org/tothecontrary and whether you agree or disagree, see you next 
week.
[♪♪]

For A transcript or to see an on-line version of this episode of To The Contrary visit our website at 
pbs.org/tothecontrary.
[♪♪]


