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MS. ERBE:  This week on To the Contrary, Syria’s first lady takes heat for her 

husband’s war.  Then, young women say show me the money.  Behind the headlines, 

employers and immigration.     

   

(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, the role of a first lady.   

 

(Begin video segment.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  The wives of two United Nations Ambassadors made history this 

week by calling on Syrian First Lady Asma al-Assad, to, quote, “stop your husband,” and 

quote, “stop being a bystander.”  Her husband’s government has battled for the past 13 

months to suppress an uprising and has killed 9,000 Syrians in the process, according to 

UN figures.   

 

UNIDENTIFIED FEMALE:  This is a letter to Asma al-Assad.   

 

MS. ERBE:  The wives of the British and German ambassadors to the United 

Nations issued their call in an online video and made history because they posed globally 

for the first time the question whether the wife of a country leader has the power to affect 

political change.  The video urges women to stand together for peace.   

 

(End video segment.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  So Victoria, could Asma al-Assad, who used to lecture on justice, 

persuade her husband to stop slaughtering his own people?   

 

MS. SOTO:  Well, here, we’re assuming that her rhetoric matches what she’s 

really thinking.  Was it perhaps that she was saying this while times were good and it fit 

herself interests?  And additionally speaking here, the peer pressure that we’re seeing put 

on her at this point, I think it’s too little, too late.  If she had any influence, why not 13 

months ago?   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  We need to think who – does she really have – how much 

freedom and power does she really have married to one of the most brutal dictators in the 

world.  And I think her silence speaks volumes.  

 

MS. BELTON:  It’s an awkward thing to try to decide what’s going on in 

someone’s marriage or what they should do, to try to shame Assad’s wife into acting.  

There’s no way we can actually know whether her views are all that dissimilar from his 

own.   

 



MS. NEILY:  Yes, I’d like to think she could influence it, but it is in her best 

interest for him to stay in power.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, are we witnessing a new era, just the fact that these two 

ambassadors’ wives sent this message to her?  In other words, do we think that political 

wives, country leader wives – and of course, there are now plenty of country leader 

women – but that the wives have power, particularly I would need to ask in the Middle 

Eastern marriage?  I mean Arab Islamic marriages are different from, you know, other 

parts of the world.  Is she likely to have influence over what her husband does?   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  No.  (Laughter.)  I mean, no.  You’d hit the nail on the head, 

especially in that part of the world.  You know, it’s her job – it’s all about appearances.  

It’s her job to look pretty and to put up – it’s a big PR campaign.  And you know – 

 

MS. ERBE:  We do that in American politics, too.   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  Yes, but we’re not married to dictators.  We’re not a brutal 

dictatorship that slaughters our own people in the United States.  And she’s not a stupid 

woman.  I mean she’s educated in London.  She was an investment banker on Wall 

Street.  So it’s not as though she’s not sophisticated enough to know what’s going on.  

We have to understand that there – she’s watched all the time.  She doesn’t – she can’t 

exactly stand up in public against her husband.  She could disappear.  So we need to – it’s 

a tough balancing act.  How do we – we don’t know what she’s thinking, so we can’t 

necessarily judge her, but what is she supposed to do.   

 

MS. SOTO:  The question of what is the role of a first lady, whether it’s in Syria, 

whether it’s here in the United States is just so interesting.  Obviously, they don’t have 

formal powers, but the question here is what is their informal powers?  What can she talk 

to him about at night, before they go to bed?  So I think that’s where the real question is.  

Obviously the descriptive representation of women in these societies is null, but so that’s 

why we look to this informal representation.   

 

MS. NEILY:  I’m struck by that “Vogue” article from a year ago that talks about 

how she said, our house is very democratically run, and she puts her children first.  That 

to me is contrasting with what this video is, is absolutely sickening.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, not – and on top of that, of course, it came out that she was 

charging thousands of dollars towards the candlesticks and other – or jewelry – 

 

MS. BELTON:  Music.   

 

MS. ERBE:  – to her credit card from Paris – 

 

MS. NEILY:  It’s like Marie Antoinette. 

 



MS. ERBE:  – and the EU banned her from purchasing any more European items 

in view of what was going on in her country.   

 

MS. SOTO:  I think that’s more effective than the viral video, to be honest.  

(Laughter.)  I do – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, wait a minute, you really think that just because she couldn’t 

buy Hermes scarves anymore, she’s going to go to her husband and say, now, you’ve got 

to stop the brutality?   

 

MS. SOTO:  If I compare that to the video, I think it would.  I think the video was 

sophomoric.  If they really wanted to have an effect, go and talk to her personally.  

 

MS. BELTON:  Well, that’s what I mean with the video.  Who is the audience 

really?  I mean, you don’t – 

 

MS. ERBE:  It’s the world.  It’s put on YouTube.  

 

MS. BELTON:  It’s us.  It’s to get us talking about it, is to get other people 

talking about it.  I mean you don’t know what’s going on in – 

 

MS. SETMAYER:  Have you seen the video?  I saw the video.  And it is very 

compelling.  I mean the contrasting images of her and her designer suits and looking very 

elegant and then the dead kid, the bloody dead bodies of children on the streets of her – 

of her husband’s country is very powerful and compelling.  And they say to her, you 

know, stop being a bystander.  Your image doesn’t – we want to see your action.  And 

okay, that’s great.  But it’s she – how do we know that she’s not a prisoner in her own 

country as well?  This is not London or Germany or the United States here.  We don’t 

know.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Yes, but – okay, but being a little culturally sensitive here, is that 

sort of a Western assumption that’s not fair to – 

 

MS. SETMAYER:  Which part?   

 

MS. ERBE:  – Middle Eastern women?  That she’s a prisoner of her – 

 

MS. SETMAYER:  Her husband’s a tyrant.   

 

MS. SOTO:  She’s very well complicit in all of this.  

 

(Cross talk.) 

 

MS. SETMAYER:  And she could be.  That’s right.   

 



MS. ERBE:  Yes, but I mean, wouldn’t it be more like she’s complicit than she’s 

a prisoner?   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  What I’m saying is it could be either way and that we don’t 

know.  And we don’t – there’s no freedom of press there.  There’s no freedom of 

expression.  And something about the women’s movement there just about – in Syria it’s 

important, that women have played an instrumental role in this uprising as well.  So it 

would behoove her to come out and speak out on behalf of empowering the women.  

That’s what she was supposedly there for.   

 

MS. SOTO:  But what if she doubles down?   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  And she’s still not.   

 

MS. SOTO:  What if she doubles down?  She gets angry at this video and says, 

how do they do this?  I’m going to fight even harder to have my husband stay in power.  

I’m going to double down and push him even further.   

 

MS. BELTON:  I really feel like this video is really more about us not being the 

bystander.  It’s wanting us to put pressure on Assad, his family, his regime, to stop the 

killing.  It’s a shame – that makes us shame them because otherwise, without the world 

watching, without the world getting involved, it’ll continue.   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  Well, what concerns me about her, where she’s thinking, is 

those purchases online, they took place on the same day one of the most brutal 

crackdowns in one of the towns – I think it was her hometown – in Syria.  Are you that 

disconnected or are you just that complicit?  Like that was something I thought was very 

telling about where she is in this whole thing.  And that “Vogue” article was awfully ill-

timed.  I mean it came out right as the uprising was taking place.  And then you have – 

that we’re supposed to believe that just because she wears designer clothes and she so 

glamorous that that constitutes empowerment for women in Syria.  I mean, I don’t know 

how – the “Vogue” article, I think, was a mistake for them.   

 

MS. SOTO:  My question is did these diplomatic wives tried to approach her in 

person or did they just go to the viral video?  I don’t know, but was this the last recourse, 

because I do think soft power can work?  I mean, there’s a reason why diplomacy can 

work in some instances.  Has she been lobbied by other – 

MS. ERBE:  But can you see, can you see if the situation were reversed now, that 

President Obama or Bush or any of them would have this violent internal crackdown 

going on, but can you see diplomatic women going to Michelle Obama and say, could 

you please – you know – control your husband a little bit?  I mean how would that – how 

would that pay?   

 

MS. NEILY:  Let’s remember how upset people got when Hillary was involved in 

the White House.  And everyone freaked out about that.  She’s unelected.  She’s not the 



person we want there.  She shouldn’t be standing in those meetings.  And so I would not 

be surprised if she is in a similar position there.   

 

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

@BonnieErbe.   

 

From political wives to women wanting it all.   

 

More women want high paying jobs than men, according to a new poll.  About 

two thirds of young women rate a high paid career among their top priorities, compared 

with 59 percent of men.  It’s a reversal from 15 years ago, when more men than women 

placed career as a top priority.  Experts believe education is a major factor.  Today, more 

women have college and graduate school degrees than men.  The poll reveals women 

want high profile jobs, as well as marriage and family.  The percentage of men who want 

career and family actually decreased.   

 

So are we heading into an era, Tara, where women are more ambitious than men, 

that the women will go out and find the high paying jobs and the dads will be Mr. Moms?   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  Well, I don’t know if that’s necessarily – if it’s going to flip 

like that far.  But I think that we’ve seen the wave that the economy has forced 

relationships and decision making by men and women.  It shifted that somewhat.  And 

given that men lost the majority of the jobs in this recession because there were 

manufacturing jobs, more – you know – labor oriented, I think that opened up the door 

for women to say, you know what?  We’re going to have to take care of ourselves.  There 

may not necessarily be men available to take care of us in the traditional way that we saw 

before and there’s nothing wrong with that.  And women are having – they’re getting 

married later in life.  Their careers are coming first.  They’re having children later in life.  

And I think that that’s just a – 

 

MS. ERBE:  And they’re having children without men.  

 

MS. SETMAYER:  Well, that’s – I don’t agree with that.  I think there should be 

two-parent households and we should be having traditional families because the 

backbone of society.  But I think that opportunities for women are so vast now, even from 

starting their own businesses – and women-owned businesses were the fastest growing 

businesses, particularly minority female-owned business over the last 10 years.  And I 

think that’s a great thing.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Victoria?   

 

MS. SOTO:  You know, in looking here and teaching my classes at universities, I 

look out and I’m always seeing more and more women in the seats.  And a – 

 

MS. ERBE:  What are you teaching?  Policy?   

 



MS. SOTO:  Policy, and then one of the classes I’ll be teaching is immigration, 

next fall.  And we’re seeing more female faces, not just for your bachelor’s, but your 

master’s degrees.  And so this is a function of education and I think it’s also a function of 

birth control.  We saw that recently teen pregnancy is at its all time low, so you put a 

bunch of these factors together, also changing social norms, and these three things 

together are leading to the results that we see in this poll.   

 

MS. NEILY:  I think we’re seeing the fruits of the women’s movement in the ’60s 

and ’70s.  These are women who have been encouraged to go to school, encouraged to 

stay in the workforce, and this is one of the ways that we need to close the gender gap, is 

for women to acknowledge why are women earning less than men.  Because they are 

working fewer hours.  Because they are working different jobs.  And so I think the fact 

that women have taken a conscious step towards choosing careers and occupations that 

can get them on a solid and equal and even better financial footing is amazing.   

 

MS. BELTON:  We’re moving more and more away from like these very 

traditional blue collar fields, where men were always able to get good work and be able 

to raise and provide for a family off the manufacturing jobs, construction jobs, they’re 

less frequent.  I thought it was women – because of the fact that those jobs usually 

women either did not want to do them or didn’t think they were capable of doing them, 

you always look towards college in order to advance your standing.  And once you 

realize that certain degrees pay out better than others, you’re going to adjust to that 

reality.  I think we’re just going through influx period where men are finally – are also 

having to realize they have to adjust that these manufacturing jobs might not be there.  I 

need to make sure my son goes to college.  He needs to work towards higher paying 

fields if he wants to be able to take care of himself and potentially a family.   

 

MS. ERBE:  What about the ambition factor, though, is that a good thing that 

women –or bad thing, in certain ways, that women are more ambitious than – 

 

MS. BELTON:  I think it’s incredible that women are more ambitious.  I mean 

I’ve seen it with my own friends, family members, peers.  I’m like I’m surrounded – I 

mean this table is full of ambitious women.  It’s like everywhere I go.  The thing that 

does – it does disturb me a little that men are less ambitious because I’m just like why.  

What’s wrong?  You need a pep talk?  Do I need to like come down there and like shake 

you guys up, like I don’t really understand that fully.  I’d like to actually see some more 

numbers on that, some exploration on reasons behind that, like why men – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, do you think they feel overshadowed by women in some way 

or – 

 

MS. SETMAYER:  I think they feel intimidated by it because they feel as though 

now women are not as dependent on them.  Men naturally want to be the providers and 

the bread winners.  And then when here comes this woman who doesn’t necessarily need 

them anymore, and I think that that upsets the wiring of men sometimes and that they are 

intimidated.  That’s another reason why there’re so many professional women who are 



single later in life as well, because the pool of men to choose from who appreciate that 

ambitious woman I think is shrinking, and that’s unfortunate.   

 

MS. SOTO:  I’m worried, though, about the lack of ambition in the political 

sphere with women.  We are seeing more women come into office, but in 2010, we saw a 

decrease in the number of women in our capital.  And that worries me.  So what I want to 

see is this ambition in the workplace transferred over to running for office and seeing that 

representation because ultimately, that’s going to be what helps further women in their 

educational pursuits and their employment pursuits.   

 

MS. NEILY:  The Rutgers Center for Women and Policy, they do those great 

studies, where they show how more women are running for office.  Maybe more women 

didn’t win this last term, but more women are running.  And Sam Bennett’s program, She 

Should Run, where women need to just be asked.  We need to encourage people.  Up 

until now, there really haven’t been a lot of female role models in upper levels, in 

management and politics, and now we have these great role models.  And so we can go 

for that.   

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  Behind the headlines, immigration reform and American jobs.   

 

The federal government has an online system that allows employers to check the 

immigration status of potential employees.  It’s called E-Verify.  It’s a very important 

aspect of immigration reform that doesn’t get much attention.   

 

(Begin video segment.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  There are eight million illegal immigrants in the U.S. workforce.  E-

Verify was designed to keep people here illegally from taking American jobs, but it’s not 

mandatory for every business, so many employers don’t use it to screen jobseekers.  It is 

mandatory for federal contractors and subcontractors in certain states.  There’s a move to 

make it mandatory for all employers to open up more jobs for legal citizens.   

 

MR. DAN STEIN:  Mandatory E-Verify at the national level is the single most 

straightforward, easy, cost effective thing that our government can do to stem the tide of 

illegal immigration.  It’s a simple, convenient, unburdensome process for employers.  

Hundreds of thousands of them are using it now.  Thousands more are signing up every 

day.  And with a stroke of the pen, the president could sign a law mandating that all 

employers participate in E-Verify.   

 

MS. ERBE:  But President Obama will only sign a law that contains a provision 

making E-Verify mandatory if it’s part of an overall immigration reform bill, one that 

includes a so-called path to legalization to the more than 11 million people living in the 

U.S. illegally.  And his administration will only prosecute or deport illegal immigrants 

who’ve committed felonies.   



 

This means illegal immigrants discovered via E-Verify will face no legal penalties 

and they’ll be able to apply for work permits.   

 

MR. ROY BECK:  E-Verify should be mandatory because unless it’s mandatory, 

it means the people who either are willingly hiring illegal aliens or want to reserve their 

right to hire illegal aliens in the future, they’re not going to use it.  So it’s not really going 

to do its job.  You have to make a law mandatory if you want to get the lawbreakers to 

stop breaking the law.   

 

MS. ERBE:  The Obama administration’s stance on E-Verify has, in essence, 

created a new class of workers, who under prior law would have been deported.  

Republicans in Congress want E-Verify mandatory because they say, otherwise, it 

doesn’t work.   

 

SENATOR CHUCK GRASSLEY (R-IA):  It’s going to stop people from coming 

to the country illegally if they know that there’s another check with the government.  It’s 

going to stop the theft of Social Security numbers by people who come here illegally.  

And you know, there’s a salient industry where you can go and buy a Social Security 

number.   

 

MS. ERBE:  An industry so large, in fact, that in February of this year, a man 

named Israel Cruz Millan was sentenced to 25 years in prison for running a sophisticated 

and violent document forgery ring.  This ring sold more than 30,000 fake IDs and 

funneled more than $1 million to organized crime bosses in Mexico.  Millan oversaw 19 

cells operating in 11 states that produced high quality false ID cards.  The ring sold 

counterfeit resident alien and Social Security cards typically for between $150 and $200 

to illegal immigrants.  Despite Senator Grassley’s concerns, Senate Judiciary Committee 

Chairman Patrick Leahy, a Democrat, has barred a vote on mandatory E-Verify.  The 

House version may reach the floor because Republicans control that chamber.   

 

MS. LEAH DURANT:  We’re looking at a system that has been tested.  It works.  

Businesses come out in support of it.  The Chamber of Commerce has come out in 

support of certain E-Verify programs, the National Federation of Independent Business.  

We’ve got well over 300,000 businesses that are currently using E-Verify.  And it works.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Mandatory E-Verify certainly has its critics.  Opponents claim legal 

immigrants and native born Americans could lose jobs due to flaws in the system.   

 

MS. LAURA VAZQUEZ:  Seven hundred and seventy thousand Americans 

could lose their jobs under a mandatory program and we think that’s unacceptable.  So 

there are increased – additional improvements that could be made in the use of the 

databases and making sure that they’re more accurate.   

 



MS. ERBE:  But supporters of mandatory E-Verify say that’s just not true.  They 

point to precaution in the system to protect the jobs of Americans and documented 

immigrants.   

 

MR. STEVE CAMAROTA:  If you submit a name and Social Security number, 

in 98 percent of the time, you get authorization immediately.  There is that 2 percent, 

where they have to look at other databases and that takes a little bit longer.  In a few 

cases, where, say, a woman has gotten marriage and she hasn’t changed her name, so that 

the Social Security number name doesn’t match, that can come back as not authorized.  

But the employee doesn’t fire the person then.  They go back to the person and say, hey, 

we’re getting a non-authorization.  Could it be that we transpose the Social Security 

number?  Could it be that you’ve given us your married name, but your maiden name is 

still in the records, that kind of thing?   

 

MR. BECK:  Now, it’s true.  A lot of – a lot of Americans and legal immigrants 

are at first identified with a tentative non-confirmation, saying, there’s something to miss 

here.  They’re given several days to correct that.   

 

MS. ERBE:  While supporters of mandatory E-Verify are hoping they can push 

through a bill this year, politics watchers are dubious.  It’s an election year, after all, and 

nothing as hard as immigration reform has much of a chance of being considered, much 

less passed.  In February, President Obama called Republicans roadblock on this issue.  

When asked by a Univision reporter why he hadn’t delivered on his promise as a 

candidate to pass immigration with a so-called path to citizenship, he bucked, even 

seemed angry, and said, “this is a democracy, not a monarchy,” and he couldn’t do it 

alone.  He added that his presidency wasn’t over and he had, quote, “another five years,” 

end quote.   

 

Whether he does will depend in part on turnout among voters for whom 

immigration reform and getting back control of U.S. borders is issue number one.   

 

(End video segment.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  So Rosemary Jenks, thank you for joining the panel.  And how 

important is it to make E-Verify mandatory?  Can it work at all if people don’t have to 

use it?   

 

MS. JENKS:  Well, it is working.  I mean there are over 300,000, I think 360,000 

employers who are voluntarily using E-Verify and it is working.  The problem, of course, 

is that we’ve essentially set up a system, where if you want – as an employer, if you want 

to comply with the law and use the system, you have to compete with the guy down the 

road who’s not using the system, doesn’t want to comply with the law, and is therefore 

hiring illegal aliens at lower wages.   

 

So it’s actually unfair for the good guy.  And that’s why we need to make it 

mandatory.   



 

MS. SOTO:  I have no problem with E-Verify.  The problem I have is with taking 

this very narrow view of the immigration issue.  We need comprehensive reform.  And I 

know “comprehensive” has become a dirty word.  But you can’t just rely on E-Verify 

alone or border enforcement alone, or amnesty alone.  There is no silver bullet for dealing 

with immigration.  What are we going to do with those folks who’ve been here for 20 

years?  They have a great relationship working with their employer.  They’re established 

in the community.  So we need a comprehensive system to deal with this.   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  Well, I don’t think anyone’s disputing that.  But because it’s 

such a large problem, I think it’s a good thing to start breaking it down one piece at a 

time.  And E-Verify and employment, the economic magnet to come here illegally is the 

primary reason why people come here.  It’s to work and make a better life for themselves.  

So when you –when we start with taking that away and making it – making American 

jobs the priority and taking away these illegal jobs that are bidding down wages, 

particularly for minorities and for blue collar workers, this what E-Verify is a great 

system.  I mean, it started with only 5,000 businesses voluntarily doing it and within a 

matter of I think about five or six years, it’s up to 370,000 because it works.  I – 

 

MS. ERBE:  But let me ask you.  Is this such a partisan issue that it’ll just – you 

know, the Republicans, if they are in control, something like this would pass, and if the 

Democrats are in control, it’ll never pass?   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  It shouldn’t be because the business interests in this country, 

who look at this and say, jobs and the economy are a huge issue, especially in a 

presidential election year, E-Verify is common sense.  Everyone is familiar with the I-9 

that you fill out when you get a job.  Well, there’re 70 million of those forms that are 

filled out every year, and the opportunity for fraud and document fraud is enormous.  

And businesses are saying, help us out here.  We’re not document experts.  If you provide 

a license and something that looks legit to me, it looks legit.  But it’s not working.  You 

saw in the piece.  There was a major identity theft fraud ring going on and it happens all 

the time.  And E-Verify can eliminate that.   

 

MS. BELTON:  Well, that’s why I feel like if we’re going to pick a certain 

standard, like if we’re going to go with E-Verify, you know, we need to go with the 

standard and decide we’re all going to use it.  We need to have comprehensive – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Is that possible, though, or – 

 

MS. BELTON:  Well, that’s the problem.  It’s like everything is so politicized.  

It’s very hard to come up with any kind of cohesive real solution to our issue with 

immigration.  Two people who’ve been in this country have been established, but don’t 

have their papers legally.  Two people who want to come to this country legally and are 

on long waiting lists.  Just to the fact that we have a country below us that’s very, very 

poor.  We have a lot of money.  We have businesses that want you make sure their profits 

stay large and therefore, hire the cheapest employees possible.  So it’s like – we can talk 



about E-Verify all day long, but if we never deal with all these other larger, overarching 

issues, I don’t know how we solve the problem.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Rosemary, do you think – is it possible to put together a coalition 

that will get mandatory E-Verify passed at some point in the not too distant future?   

 

MS. JENKS:  There’s no question.  This is – this issue cuts the party lines.  I 

mean we’ve had Heath Shuler, a Democrat from North Carolina, offer each year for the 

last three congresses E-Verify bill.  So there is Democratic support for this.   

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  I’m sorry.  We’re out of time.  That’s it for this edition of 

To the Contrary.  Next week, the impact of immigration on America’s public schools.  

Please 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)  

 


