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MS. BRAZILE:  This week on To the Contrary with Bonnie Erbe, up first, 

women and men weigh in to value their college education.  Then people asked if the 

dream has been realized as a memorial honoring Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. is about to be 

unveiled on the National Mall.  Behind the headlines, finding your financial 

independence.    

 

(Musical break.) 

 

MS. BRAZILE:  Hello, I’m Donna Brazile, sitting in for Bonnie Erbe.  Welcome 

to To the Contrary, a discussion of news and social trends from diverse perspectives.  We 

begin with the value of a college education.   

 

As millions of young adults head back to college this month, new research shows 

women value higher education more than their male counterparts.  But while more 

women value their degrees than men, the public believes women need a college degree 

more to be successful.  Americans also believe having more college educated women is 

good for society and fewer college educated men is bad for society.  More than half of the 

most recent college graduates are women.  And though women fill classrooms on campus 

more than men, women find college to be unaffordable almost twice as often.   

 

Congresswoman, is this greater appreciation of higher education a good sign for 

women?   

 

REP. EDWARDS:  Yes and no.  On one hand, women realize that higher 

education is a key to economic security and independence, but on the other hand, it 

actually could be a growing sign about those income inequality gaps that we see between 

men and women salary.  So we value higher education for women, but men still earn 

more in the dollar.    

 

MS. WOOD:  Yes and I think women have always appreciated – most women 

anyway – the value of a higher education.  But I think increasingly they, like a lot of 

other folks, men included, are beginning to question a return on investment of what it 

costs in college today.   

 

 MS. CONNIFF:  Absolutely.  I think that’s the real – the real issue here is the 

jobs picture and particularly for young people who are looking at double digit 

unemployment now.  It’s really – they’re really wondering why did I spend that 

$100,000?  Where is the job?   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  Well, it’s always a good sign when we put an emphasis on 

higher education.  Excuse me.  But I think that what we need to be more concerned about 

is will that, in fact, pay off in the end when we have an economic environment right now 

that is so – it’s increasingly more difficult to find jobs.  So whether we have that piece of 

paper or not, people are starting to question that value.  



 

MS. BRAZILE:  But Genevieve, if women find college so unaffordable, why are 

they attending in record numbers?   

 

MS. WOOD:  Well, I think number one because they know if I want to get that 

really good job, I’m going to have to have that bottom line degree.  I mean you basically 

– you know, a college degree today I think is very much like what a high school degree 

was to my parents’ generation.  You had to have that to basically get in the door.  And 

that’s true for almost any entry level job at a corporation or company today.  Even if 

you’re applying for assistant, they expect you to have a bachelor’s degree.  So I think 

they realize you’ve got to get there.  And look, I mean, up until – we’re going to see what 

happens with – where our country’s facing spending and the debt issue right now, but 

we’ve made it available.  I mean people can get these loans.  Whether they’re going to be 

able to pay them off is going to, I think, increasingly be the big question.   

 

MS. BRAZILE:  But Donna, you mentioned also job security and what the 

unemployment numbers are this morning.  Women are still finding it difficult to get back 

into the workforce.  So how will this enable women to feel more comfortable accruing 

debt and still trying to find good paying jobs?   

 

REP. EDWARDS:  Well and the reality is that women across the course of their 

lifetime still have competing demands on their time.  They’re still, you know, in major 

ways responsible for raising their families and they find themselves alone as they age.  

And so that college degree for a woman is really about her lifetime security.   

 

MS. CONNIFF:  I think it’s interesting that there’s a gap between men and 

women and I think one of the reasons is that traditionally we had manufacturing jobs in 

this country that paid good wages and benefits and men had an option that was not the 

college option.  For women, I think service sector jobs, cleaning houses, that does not 

look like a good option and there’s not – traditionally male fields have shrunk, as we’ve 

lost millions of manufacturing jobs.  People really are making that transition culturally a 

little bit more slowly.  And I think, you know, we really have to look at what’s the future 

for people in this country and we can’t all be stuck in this.  We can’t all do those kinds of 

jobs.  There has been a little bit of improvement in the manufacturing sector here, but 

really looking at how do we have an economy that people can find a job and support 

themselves is a question that is hitting those young people so hard, 20 to 24 years, 15 

percent unemployment.  And then the government doesn’t keep track of the middle sector 

that’s just getting out of college, but from 24 to 35, they’re looking at 10 percent.  It’s 

really a different world out there for people now.  

 

MS. SETMAYER:  That’s the point I was going to make that our economy has 

shifted, has changed dramatically.  Whereas you did have the choice of – especially for 

men, they didn’t have to go to college to get a good paying job or to get into the union 

because it was more hands on industrial manufacturing jobs, farming, agriculture, where 

that sector has shrunken so much in recent years and we’ve gone more global, where 

having that college degree, getting that college education is so much more important for 



long-term financial stability, whether you’re male or female.  For women, obviously, 

we’re not the ones that are going to go out there and do manual labor in great numbers.  

We feel as though our key to economic freedom and security is to go to college, get that 

degree, and now, it’s even more – a bachelor’s degree, like you said, is like a high school 

diploma.  And now there’s even more pressure to go to grad school, law school, you 

know, get your Ph.D., you’re in school for 10 years and you accrue all this debt, and then 

now what?   

 

So – 

 

MS. WOOD:  Well, I always ask of what end?  I mean you look at college, 

depending on where you go, state or private.  You give $50,000, $70,000, $100,000, 

okay?  Most people don’t come out and get $100,000 as a starting salary.  Many people 

get it to $70,000-$75,000, and that’s where it is for a long time.  Does it ever really pay 

off to have had that kind of debt?  And frankly, how much smarter are most people when 

they get out of a four-year institution?  I mean I really question, do most degrees set 

people up for the job they enter into.  And I would say probably not.  So then are we just 

coming up really better educated and more interesting people?  And I think that’s up for 

grabs, too.  I mean I really would have to question that.   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  Ivy League schools will take issue with that.   

 

MS. WOOD:  Sure they will.   

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

REP. EDWARDS:  We still have to figure out the match between our education 

and the workforce.  And that is not a perfect match.  And as evidence of that, you know, 

still women going into fields where there isn’t necessarily the employment opportunity in 

the private sector so that they can actually pay off those loans of their earnings.  So we’ve 

got to have more of a parallel line between what’s going on in our education and how that 

matches out with the workforce.   

 

MS. CONNIFF:  And this generation is facing a crisis point in our economy that I 

don’t think any of us really had to face, which is that we have almost a race to the bottom 

mentality now.  We have 6.9 percent unionization in the private sector.  And we hear 

attacks on teachers and firefighters, just regular middle class folks because of the envy 

among private sector workers who are insecure, don’t have those benefits – I mean, you 

know, there’s 20 percent unionization among public sector employees and they – it looks 

that people like teachers have this incredibly great deal.  I mean that is really saying 

something about where we are and what opportunity looks like for people in this country 

right now.   

 

MS. BRAZILE:  What are the consequences of these findings on men in general?   

 



MS. WOOD:  Well, you know, I think it’s interesting when you look at the 

landscaping, you see in most college campuses now, increasingly there’s more women 

entering as freshman class than there are men.  And that has a lot of implications beyond 

just more people are graduating degrees.  I mean women tend to want to marry somebody 

who is also near where they are, education wise and job wise.  And in the minority 

community, you see a real disparity between black women, for example, who are getting 

college education, versus black men.  That has a lot of implications beyond just the job 

market.   

 

MS. BRAZILE:  Sixty three percent of – 

 

MS. SETMAYER:  It’s 37, that’s right and – 

 

MS. BRAZILE:  Sixty three of black women earn degrees compared to 37 percent 

of black men and that is having a major impact, I believe, in the black community.  But 

let’s turn now from higher education to an upcoming celebration.  

 

This coming week, Americans will be able to get a sneak peak at a new memorial 

on the National Mall honoring Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.  The King memorial is the first 

on the mall to pay tribute to an African-American and a non-president.  The memorial’s 

centerpiece, the stone of hope, feature a 30-foot likeness of Dr. King.  The official 

unveiling ceremony is next week, on the 48
th

 anniversary of Dr. King’s historic “I Have a 

Dream” speech.  Officials are expecting more than 200,000 visitors from around the 

country at the memorial’s unveiling.  Activists say the memorial has even more 

significance now as the nation’s first black president, Barack Obama, will give a speech 

at the dedication ceremony.   

 

Is Dr. King’s message, Tara, relevant to contemporary civil rights and equality 

issues today?   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  I think so on a larger scale absolutely.  I mean just the fact 

that we do have our first African-American president should speak volumes to that 

message.  I also think, though, that there are a lot of things going on within the black 

community that Dr. King would not be very happy with that put a certain wedge in 

between white and black America – excuse me – because they – certain detrimental 

behavior that’s going on has become acceptable within the black community for whatever 

reasons is confusing – the very confusing message to white America, and then we run 

into problems of what’s acceptable, what isn’t.  And I think that that’s going to be 

something that’s going to take a while to get over, but there has to be some self reflection 

in the black community, too.   

 

MS. BRAZILE:  Tara mentioned some self reflection, but what do you think race 

relation stands today, Congresswoman?   

 

REP. EDWARDS:  I think it’s a mixed bag.  I think most white Americans and 

black Americans actually agree that we’ve come a long way since that time in terms of 



opportunity for black families, for black people.  On the other hand, there is a pretty 

significant divergence between he really significant progress that white Americans feel 

and not as significant as black Americans feel.  And you can see that in employment.  

You see it in the jobs side.  And you see it in our communities.  Many of our 

communities are still as segregated as they always were.   

 

MS. WOOD:  Well, I was going to – I’m sorry – as a different question – 

 

MS. BRAZILE:  No, I was going to pose the question: do you think we’re at a 

post-racial moment and was the election of Barack Obama a moment that gave 

Americans some pause that we had moved forward in race relations?   

 

MS. WOOD:  I think so.  I mean, look, I did not vote for Barack Obama.  I’m a 

conservative, but I don’t like his public policies by and large.  But you couldn’t help but 

look at that moment, when he was being inaugurated, and say wow, what a great day for 

America in so many respects.  But I do think we have a ways to go, not just the one-on-

one way you treat one another.  I – we were just talking about education.  I think 

education is the great civil rights issue of our time right now because when you look at 

where most black children and minority children are getting educated in many schools 

that are not doing very well, I think the question would be what would Martin Luther 

King think about that?  Wouldn’t he be calling for giving those children and their 

families more choices in education, not keeping them where they are today?  And I think 

that is a huge issue that we’re beginning to face more and more as a country, but we 

really need to take it on, to address some of the issues that you talked about.   

 

MS. BRAZILE:  But Ruth, when Dr. King led the historic march, 48 years ago 

this month, his premise was jobs and justice and equality.  And how does that fit in to the 

conversation we’re having today about the value of an education?   

 

MS. CONNIFF:  Well, I don’t think that MLK would have been a school choice 

advocate.  I think that what he saw was democracy, he saw an investment in people.  He 

led the Poor People’s Campaign, let’s not forget.  Investing in our public schools and 

giving a genuine opportunity to all of our citizens is everything that he stood for, not 

breaking people off into little private schools and pay-as-you-go.  And I think we have a 

– 

 

MS. WOOD:  So now they’re broken off into the public schools and they’re being 

given the worse education – 

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. CONNIFF:  – and which is why we need to invest, truly invest in our public 

schools and in giving opportunity – giving opportunity to everyone, which is what Martin 

Luther King stood for.  But what’s interesting about this conversation is Martin Luther 

King has been canonized.  Now, people who endorse policies that he would have ardently 

opposed, still invoke his name because he has become one of the saints of our country.  



And you know – and it’s fitting that he have a memorial on the Mall and that the 

president, the first black president of the United States be there for that.  I mean that’s 

really a fantastic thing.  But some of the energy of the truly radical movement, pro-

democracy movement that he led, his opposition to the Vietnam War, his Poor People’s 

Campaign when he was assassinated on behalf of, you know, garbage workers.  I mean 

he was really for the underdog.  And I think that we lose a little bit of that energy when 

we buy the Stay and Dream package, right, at the hotel that’s offering that for the 

weekend for the inauguration of this memorial.  Or there’s the I Have a Dream drink 

now.  I mean these are – in a way, it kind of – the important of that message and the 

movement, the sense of energy and movement that he stood for is a little attenuated and 

it’s kind of – I mean in a way it’s a loss.   

 

The Lincoln Memorial is like the MLK to me.  I see the Lincoln Memorial, I see 

the vision of him standing there, or Barack Obama standing there, and it’s very, very 

stirring.  So I think people need to remember what he was really about and that wasn’t 

school choice.   

 

MS. WOOD:  I don’t think you know what he would have done on school choice.  

I think he would have wanted opportunity for everybody and I don’t think that’s what we 

give our children today – 

 

MS. SETMAYER:  That’s right.   

 

MS. CONNIFF:  And breaking them off in little – 

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  He would not have accepted the level of mediocrity that goes 

on in our urban public school systems today.   

 

MS. CONNIFF:  He would have wanted to invest.  And he would not have given 

people a cheap voucher to go to a crummy – 

 

MS. SETMAYER:  – has nothing to do with that.  We’ve invested thousands, 

millions of dollars into public schools, like the District of Columbia is a perfect example.  

We spend more per capita here than any other school system, public school system of a 

comparable size.  And the graduation numbers are abysmal.  So it’s not about more 

money.  It’s about the quality of teachers.  It’s about accountability and the bureaucracy 

and labor unions.   

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

REP. EDWARDS:  – we can have a really long debate about that, about education 

policy, but I think that what we have to recognize from Dr. King’s message and the 

relevance of it is that it’s still a commitment to social justice.  And I don’t think that as a 

country we’ve actually laid down that commitment to social justice.  And that means in 



our workplaces.  It means in our schools.  It means in our neighborhoods.  And that needs 

to be embraced by black people as well as it needs to be embrace by the rest of the – 

 

MS. BRAZILE:  Particularly, Dr. King was drum major for justice, but some 

people believe that women were left behind in the civil rights movement.  Where do 

women stand today as it relates to civil rights and issues of equality?   

 

REP. EDWARDS:  I actually think women have been some of the biggest 

beneficiaries actually of Dr. King’s dream.  I mean when you look and when you study 

the history of the civil rights movement, you look at the achievement of women that 

we’ve had in our workplace for example that many of those achievements actually would 

not have been possible had it not been for the markers that were laid down pre-1968 

would definitely – (inaudible).   

 

MS. WOOD:  That’s right.  I would just say I went to Frederick Douglass’ home, 

here in D.C., not too long ago, looking at his home and historical aspects of it.  And they 

talked about Susan B. Anthony spent the night there, you know, and other women.  He 

was very – those were two movements, if you will, that kind of went alongside each other 

even long before the ’60s and that time period.   

 

MS. BRAZILE:  Well, my view is that I think that Dr. King would be proud of 

our progress, but he would still march for jobs, peace – 

 

REP. EDWARDS:  Absolutely.   

 

MS. BRAZILE:  Well, behind the headlines, women and money.  A new book is 

teaching women to put their financial security first and have a healthy attitude towards 

money.  To the Contrary spoke with Deborah Owens about the importance of having a 

purse of your own.   

 

(Begin video segment.)   

 

MS. DEBORAH OWENS [Author, “A Purse of Your Own”]:  You know, in the 

book I share my own mother story, someone who was married for 30 years, separated 

from my father, and then saw her standard of living go from middle income to just above 

poverty.  I was 18 years old at the time and I can remember it like it was yesterday.  I said 

I will always have a purse of my own.   

 

MS. BRAZILE:  Owens explains financial illiteracy is the problem or many 

women.  They know they should save, but they do not know where to start.  And it can 

impact them greatly later in life.   

 

MS. OWENS:  The fact is that far too many women are ending up with nothing in 

their purses.  And the statistics are very compelling.  Forty percent of women will rely on 

Social Security for their sole source of income in many cases.  And the average check is 

less than $800.  I’m on a mission to change that for women.  Although those statistics are 



compelling, I don’t think they’re acceptable.  Those numbers are so detrimental to 

women and primarily it’s because women haven’t gained the knowledge and haven’t 

given themselves permission to take care of themselves.  

 

MS. BRAZILE:  For women who have watched their fathers run the checkbook 

and finances, the idea of a husband to take over that role is ideal, but Owens explains 

waiting for a man is unrealistic.   

 

MS. OWENS:  I think the first thing women need to understand is that that’s a 

fallacy that our popular culture supports thinking that shining armor or the prince with the 

slipper is going to appear.  It just doesn’t happen.  I mean the statistics really bear them 

out.  I think what women need to begin to understand is that they all bring something to 

the party, and when looking for a mate, what you’re looking for is a partnership, okay, 

and that the unrealistic view of thinking someone comes – is going to take care of you is 

unrealistic.   

 

You know, what I say to women is freedom is not free.  And so looking at 

someone else’s resources and wealth as a way of capturing your own is probably not a 

good mindset to be in.   

 

MS. BRAZILE:  Even in this challenging economic climate, women should still 

be concerned about their financial futures.   

 

MS. OWENS:  Everybody’s budgets are tight these days no matter what level of 

income you’re at.  But the key is to put something in your purse first is what I call it.  

And there’re always going to be different responsibilities that women are going to have.  

I mean we’re the caretakers.  We take care of families.  We take care of our children 

along with our parents.  And so with those kinds of demands being made on our 

resources, sometimes we let time get away.  And so what I tell women, no matter what 

the budget is, even if you can just start by putting away $5 a month or $10 a month, it 

doesn’t matter the amount.  What matters is that you develop the habit.   

 

(End video segment.) 

 

MS. BRAZILE:  Ruth, how important is it for women to take charge of their own 

financial future?   

 

MS. CONNIFF:  I think it’s very important.  Clearly, you know, this is something 

that every individual has to do for herself.  But what strikes me about this segment is 

talking about if you have your own purse and you can pay out of your own purse and 

you’re smart and you’re brave and you have the right attitude that somehow you’ll get by, 

it’s not enough.  We need to advocate for social policies that take care of some of this 

stuff, not just out of our own pocketbook.  So if people are paying for their own health 

care, if Social Security, which 40 percent of women are depending on solely in their old 

age, is threatened, if Medicare is threatened, people are going to be looking at some really 

hard time.  So we need to – clearly we need to be financially literate.  We need to take 



care of ourselves.  There’s a whole generation of women who are not, I think, going to be 

depending on a husband to take care of them.  But we also need to look at, as a 

community, you know, do you pay for everything out of your own pocketbook – 

education for your children, your health care, your dependents’ health care?  I mean we 

can do this as a community.  We can have a more humane world.  And I think that’s the 

first thing for women. 

 

MS. BRAZILE:  But we’re doing it with less money because we know that 

women earn less money than men, but do you think that we should wait for a man to 

rescue us and put more money in our pocketbook or go out there and try to earn the same 

amount of money as men?   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  Well, as a single professional woman, I am not waiting on 

any man to come and take care of me.  That’s for sure.  (Laughter.)  And my indebted 

college education is going to help me do that.  No, I’m just kidding.  I just have to say 

there would only be a liberal that would look at something – a message of financial 

independence and turn it around and say, yes, that’s great, but we need to make sure the 

government comes in and still takes care of us in the end.   

 

MS. CONNIFF:  When you just say Social Security and Medicare – I’ll tell you 

what.  There’s a lot of people out there who agree with that.   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  And we need to shy away from – depending on the nanny 

state to take care of us.  And I think that’s the message here that we need to be 

independent as much as possible so we don’t have to depend on the government for – you 

know, as less as possible as we get older.  But that’s another discussion.   

 

MS. CONNIFF:  It’s just not realistic if 40 percent of women – 

 

MS. SETMAYER:  It is realistic.  

 

MS. CONNIFF:  – their whole income in their old age, 40 percent of American 

women, their whole income is Social Security.  Do you think if they think about it more 

clearly and they feel more independent, these elderly women are going to get by?  

 

MS. WOOD:  No and we should take care of them, but this is the problem we go 

towards on reform.  Social Security was never supposed to be your sole source of 

income.  

 

MS. SETMAYER:  That’s correct.  

 

MS. WOOD:  It was supposed to help people who were on the down and out and 

to be a supplemental, hence the word Social Security – supplemental.  No, it was not 

supposed ever to be anybody’s sole income.  And the fact is you’re right.  We’ve created 

now Americans generations where not only do we think Social Security should be your 

sole retirement that all your health care should be paid for, your education should be paid 



for.  And now that the government is in a fix and can’t pay for it anymore, guess what?  If 

we weren’t saving on our own, we’re in trouble.  And we absolutely should take care – 

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

REP. EDWARDS:  Social Security, many women obviously depend on Social 

Security.  I think that there are a few out there who believe that Social Security should be 

it.  The problem is that we have a whole other set of policies that in fact really don’t 

enable women and so many other people to depend on anything but Social Security.  And 

so I think we’ve got to look at the fact that, now, I like the idea of financial independence 

and establishing that because for so many women, your prince is not going to come.  I 

thought my prince was going to come; turns out I’m on my own.  And so it has to be the 

combination of those things, both what you can do privately, but a set of social policies 

that actually says we actually do have a common responsibility for this.  

 

MS. WOOD:  I absolutely agree with you and I think the question becomes here 

what are those policies and ways a country have to really sit down – 

 

REP. EDWARDS:  Well, Social Security and Medicare better be part of that.   

 

MS. CONNIFF:  Yes.  

 

MS. WOOD:  But not as they currently exist.   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  That’s – 

 

REP. EDWARDS:  That’s where things get a little dodgy.  (Laughter.)   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  – but I also don’t think that the author of this book is talking 

to the women who are 40 or – well, no, 50 plus who were looking – knocking on the door 

of Social Security potential being their sole source of income.  She’s talking about 

developing those habits younger so that you’re not in a position, so we don’t have 40 

percent of women still depending on Social Security as they get older.  And I think that’s 

a great message to send for women to start getting into that habit because oftentimes – 

 

MS. CONNIFF:  We’re talking about unemployment, right?  We talked about 

education, unemployment, and the fix that young people are in.  To say that their habits 

will cure that problem, that jobs picture, is simply magical thing.  

 

MS. SETMAYER:  I don’t think – 

 

MS. WOOD:  No it can’t because they’re being taxed out – 

 

(Cross talk.)   

 



MS. WOOD:  – but no, it’s a combination, as you said, of what is our public 

policies – parts of our public policies, but also what are our policies personally and the 

way that we go about saving and planning for the future.   

 

REP. EDWARDS:  It is, but – 

 

MS. WOOD:  We can all do – 

 

REP. EDWARDS:  – when you’re earning less for the dollar, as women are, when 

you are paying more out of your pocket, but your wages have been stagnant for 20 years, 

that individual savings becomes far more difficult.  And so I can have a debate with you 

about the balance that needs to be struck, but it also means that there are some people out 

there who haven’t been paying their fair share who really need to step up to the plate.   

 

MS. CONNIFF:  And as a nation, we could have that priority.  You know, we 

could tax – 

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. WOOD:  Fewer people are paying taxes today than in history.  And that’s a 

big problem.   

 

MS. BRAZILE:  But they may not be paying individual income taxes, but they’re 

paying sale taxes, property taxes, and other forms of taxes.   

 

MS. CONNIFF:  Well, we need tax reform, right?   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  That’s right.  (Laughter.)  

 

MS. BRAZILE:  Oh, absolutely – 

 

MS. CONNIFF:  Tax those 2 percent out there who aren’t paying anything.  

(Laughter.)     

 

MS. BRAZILE:  Well, that’s it for this edition of To the Contrary.  Next week, in 

a special interview, Bonnie Erbe will talk with the former President of Switzerland Doris 

Leuthard about women’s political progress.  Check us out on our website for “TTC 

Extra” and whether your views are in agreement or to the contrary, please join us next 

time.   

 

(END)  
 


