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MS. ERBE:  This week on To the Contrary, first, do we still need affirmative 

action?  Then, Latina voter turnout.  Behind the headlines, women leading drug cartels.     
 
 (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 Supreme Court and 
affirmative action.   

 
Next week, justices hear arguments in an affirmative action case that could 

change admission policies at public colleges and universities.  It marks the first time the 
Supreme Court will address the topic in nearly a decade.  Fisher v. UT Austin involves a 
white student, Abigail Fisher, who was denied admission in 2008.  It challenges the 
constitutionality of using race as a factor in admissions decisions.   

 
Fisher argues the university’s race conscious policy violated her civil and 

constitutional rights.  In 2003, the Supreme Court endorsed the use of race as a factor in 
freshmen admissions.   

 
So Representative Edwards, is affirmative action still necessary?   
 
REP. EDWARDS:  Absolutely.  I think the commitment of the American Dream 

Act actually rests with affirmative action.  It requires affirmative action, and so I hope the 
Supreme Court does the right thing.   

 
MS. SCHLAPP:  Well, I think that we’re looking at different options like racial 

neutral alternatives in talking about these issues on affirmative action.   
 
MS. CEVALLOS:  Yes, I agree.  I mean, unfortunately until we start making 

some serious changes in the education system and I think it’s necessary.  Affirmative 
action is necessary for the inclusion and for diverse environment in the university system.   

 
MS.JACOBUS:  I think affirmative action has become a crutch so that we in fact 

aren’t revisiting education and how we’re failing so many of our kids.  And until we do 
that, maybe we do need it, but I think we’ve used it as a crutch and we have failed our 
kids by not improving education.   

 
MS. ERBE:  You know, there was a very interesting article in “The Atlantic,” 

which is a progressive publication, talking about how affirmative action was mismatching 
– was giving higher scores to Latino kids and African Americans and that they were 
showing up in school way behind their peers as a result, because, as you mentioned, 
maybe the education system failed them, and then doing very poorly, higher dropout 
rates, all that sort of thing.  So what do you think about the position of that article?   



 
REP. EDWARDS:  Well, I read the article and I thought it was garbage.  I think 

there were a lot of assumptions made in that article that just don’t match reality.  I mean, 
I attended university and I think affirmative action actually enabled me to fully integrate 
into the full promise of that, of the education that I got.  I think that is true across the 
country.  I mean the article made an assumption that somehow this so-called mismatch 
actually made it very difficult for African-American students to come into a school and 
integrate with the majority population.  I’ve just never seen that.  And so I don’t think 
that we can base our policy on assumptions that we make that really don’t have any 
identifiable data behind them.   

 
MS. SCHLAPP:  Well, we’ve looked at – I mean, there was this one report that 

came out talking about the racial neutral alternatives, which is they were saying that 
when you looked at all these – except for selected universities and the elite universities, 
the racial neutral policies were working.  They were creating student diversity just as 
much or even more than if you were to base it on race – 

 
MS. ERBE:  How did that work?   
 
MS. SCHLAPP:  That was under the Century Foundation report that just came out 

and they talked about it from the socio-economic factors, looking at it from the class or 
from income levels and not basing it on race.  So the interesting point is when you’re 
looking at the elite universities, where really what we’re looking at is the question of 
cost, the fact that – those prices – they are so outrageous, the tuitions that you can’t have 
– you know, it’s hard for a lower income, whether you’re white, African-American, 
Hispanic to even try to go to an elite school because of the fact that you – the cost of 
paying for education is so high.   

 
MS.JACOBUS:  Look, you can’t pretend that you can just fix the problem when 

somebody’s starting to go on to college.  The fact is we worked on this in the mid-’90s, 
when Republicans first took over the Congress.  I worked on the House Education 
Workforce Committee.  We spent months and months and hours around a table trying to 
figure out this problem.  Is affirmative action still working?  Why do we need it?  Should 
we need it?  And we brought in experts, thoughtful passionate people who care deeply 
about this, intelligent people.  And all came down to the same thing.  You have to make 
sure that kids in this country have an education when they’re young.  If you don’t get 
them when they’re young and let them really have the best education that this country has 
to offer, you’re going to lose them, and then you can’t falsely put them forward.  Plus, 
it’s not fair to minority students who are perfectly capable of getting into college and 
maybe think they have to rely on affirmative action and don’t or others think they relied 
on affirmative action, when in fact they didn’t need it.   

 
There’s no way around it.  You have to get the kids when they’re little and if you 

fail them then we’re just making excuses.   
 



MS. CEVALLOS:  I think it’s interesting because everybody’s looking at 
affirmative action as a way for inclusion.  Well, what if you look at it the other way that 
you’re creating a diverse environment for the other college students.  I feel like going and 
being able to go to college and tell – give people the experience of having a Latina class 
meet was something that was beneficial for them because in the real world, in the real 
life, you’re going to have to interact with those kinds of culture, those kinds of people, 
different situations.  So it’s looking at the argument on the other side and talking about 
the diverse – 

 
MS.JACOBUS:  But we’re not trying to keep – I don’t think it’s a matter of 

should they be there.  Of course, they should be there.  But I think that you have to let 
them get there on their own with the best education possible.  And if that’s not 
happening, then we’re doing something wrong for a lot of our kids in this country if 
we’re not giving them the best – 

 
(Cross talk.)   
 
REP. EDWARDS:  – universities use race as one of many factors that they 

consider for college admission.  There’s not a single college or university across this 
country that looks at race alone as a reason for admission.  That’s how you create a 
diverse environment in a university system.  I think it’s important.  And we can separate 
– there are – sure there are failures in K-12 education.  We have to deal with those, but 
that’s no excuse for banning affirmative action in colleges and university.  That leads to 
then the kind of diversity that we need to see in our workforce as well.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Don’t you – on some level, don’t you think – I know, if Hillary 

Clinton had been elected president, I know that nowhere would anybody feel it was 
necessary to give women – to make women part of affirmative action anymore.  Don’t 
you think if the country has elected an African-American president that it – you can say 
on some level that yes, you know, discrimination still exists, but certainly not at the level 
where it was when affirmative action was started in the ’60s and ’70s.   

 
REP. EDWARDS:  There’s no way that you can argue that just because – and I 

celebrate President Barack Obama’s election to president, but that doesn’t mean that 
we’ve solved all the problems that we have in this country about inclusion and diversity.  
We have a lot of work to do and I think that we have to set about doing that work.  Do we 
need to improve K-12 education and close those education gaps that we see?  Absolutely 
we do.  But you don’t do that with policies that strip away Pell Grants, that strip away – 
that defund public education.  You don’t do that with policies that make it really difficult 
for students to get student loans or to close down opportunities for very qualified African-
American, Latino students to get into college and university and to more than survive it, 
but to be great successes.   

 
MS. SCHLAPP:  And in closing the gap, I mean, school choice being one of those 

that would help African-Americans and Latinos, if parents would have their choice to be 



able to choose for their children what schools to go to instead of being stuck in these 
failed schools.   

 
(Cross talk.)   
 
REP. EDWARDS:  Wait, I should not have been given public money in a voucher 

to send my son to a private school.  We need to support our public schools and improve 
the education that vast majority of children are getting in those public schools with good 
education.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Let me just ask – do all colleges and universities use affirmative 

action?  Didn’t the UC system drop affirmative action and the participation of African-
Americans and Latinos dropped for the first year, but then went back up?   

 
REP. EDWARDS:  Well, it dropped, significantly dropped, I think 53 percent for 

African-Americans, dropped significantly for Latinos.  All I’m saying is that I think that 
it’s important for us to have a diverse environment, not just for minority students, but for 
majority population that has to operate in a very different world, even – and global 
climate – even in the one we operated in 20 years ago.  There are many reasons that you 
can use affirmative action and also to improve the diversity of those systems.  We got to 
keep it up.   

 
MS. SCHLAPP:  Well, again, I think, you know, you look at this report that just 

came out, the Century Foundation report, and they made it very clear.  It’s like you look 
at President Obama’s daughters.  They’re African-Americans.  They don’t need to play – 
say well, here’s my race and here get me into a university.  They don’t need it from a 
socio-economic standpoint.  So when you’re looking at it from the race neutral – 

 
MS. ERBE:  But they don’t represent – 
 
MS. CEVALLOS:  Exactly, I’m sorry, they don’t represent – 
 
MS. SCHLAPP:  But the race – the race neutral alternatives they showed in this 

report that work.  They did it in those states that don’t use race as a factor and what they 
did find is that diversity actually increased.  It went far beyond the expectations if you 
include race.  So I think it’s looking at these alternatives that are very important in – 

 
REP. EDWARDS:  But all I’m saying is that there is no college or university that 

uses race alone to admit students.  You want students who come from diverse geographic 
backgrounds.  You want students who come from diverse racial and cultural and ethnic 
backgrounds.  There’re a lot of factors that go into college and university admission and 
should race be a part of that bowl of things that we consider?  Absolutely should – 

 
MS.JACOBUS:  But isn’t that addressing it too late?   
 



REP. EDWARDS:  – and affirmative action is one of those things.  It’s not an 
either/or.   

 
MS.JACOBUS:  We’re looking at that – that’s what grownups care about a PC 

world.  I sat look at these kids.  I don’t care about the race, but if you have some kids that 
are put in failing schools and the federal government is way up here, it is the people 
closest to them.  It is their parents, their neighbors, their teachers, their communities.  
And that’s – we may not like that, but you have to change the priorities.  Condoleezza 
Rice says that this should be the civil rights issue of our times, educating our children, 
because if you wait till the time they’re getting in college, and then you have the adult 
issues, the PC, the affirmative action that it’s so unfair to the kids – 

 
MS. ERBE:  That’s not the issue before the Supreme Court and we have to – 
 
MS.JACOBUS:  But you can’t – you can’t have one without the other – nor the 

other.   
 
MS. ERBE: We have to switch now.  We’re out of time.  Let us know what you 

think.  Please follow me on Twitter @BonnieErbe or @TotheContrary.  
 
From affirmative action to the Latino vote.  
 
(Begin video segment.)   
 
MS. ERBE:  It’s Hispanic Heritage Month, a reminder that candidates this year 

are doing all they can to court Hispanic voters.   
 
PRESIDENT BARACK OBAMA:  Si, se puede.   
 
FORMER MASSACHUSETTS GOVERNOR MITT ROMNEY (R):  Apruebo 

este mensaje.   
 
MS. ERBE:  New data from the Pew Hispanic Center suggest even though 24 

million Latinos are eligible to vote, only some 10 million will.  Why?  Latino voters are 
much younger than other racial and ethnic groups.  Latinos in California and Texas, two 
states with high Hispanic populations may not see the presidential election as very 
important.   

 
In 2008, half of eligible Latinos voted.  That compares to 65 percent of African-

Americans and 66 percent of white voters.  Latinos make up 11 percent of total eligible 
voters in 2012.   

 
(End video segment.)   
 
MS. ERBE:  Now, as a Cuban-American, why is it that only 10 out of 24 million 

eligible Hispanic voters are going to go to the polls this year.   



 
MS. SCHLAPP:  I think that’s obviously unfortunate.  We definitely want more 

Latinos to go out and vote and be educated on the issues that are occurring.   
 
You know, I think it starts at home.  I think that it’s – you know, I remember 

growing up and I was sitting around the table – my dad was a political prisoner in Cuba – 
and he would talk about the importance of freedom and democracy and the freedom to 
vote, which he didn’t have in Cuba, and I felt that that was sort of take my charge to go 
out there and get involved and learn the issues.  And it’s basically what I’ve been doing 
for so long.  But you know, we need more of that.  More of the parents being more 
engaged with the issues and talking about these important issues for the Latino 
community.  I mean what’s been interesting to see is we’ve seen such a rise of 
conservative Hispanics, such as Senator Marco Rubio and Governor Susana Martinez and 
so many of these that have come out really that even for them, they’ve been able to talk 
about the message of why it’s important to get involved and why it’s important for 
Hispanics to go out and vote.  Obviously, we’re seeing it in Florida, where you’re going 
to see, I think, a lot more active Hispanics going out to vote.  It’s interesting to see how 
California and Texas are just not going down in that direction, although we have a 
senatorial candidate in Texas, Ted Cruz, good chance of winning.  And he’s Hispanic.  
So again, I think we’re seeing more Hispanics getting involved in the political process.  
Now, we got to get those younger Hispanic voters to be more interested in going out and 
vote.   

 
MS. CEVALLOS:  I agree.  I mean, I feel like there’s also several barriers that 

have to do with the Latino community not coming out to vote.  Obviously some of the 
voter ID suppression laws, there’s barriers to just understanding the deadlines and when 
you need to vote and when you need to register to vote, when you need to go out and 
vote.  There’s language barriers as well.  And you know, and going out to vote, most of 
these women and men that go – that are Latinos, they’re hard workers, they’re working 
more, not just 9:00 to 5:00.  They’re working in the dawn early hours and then until very 
late.  So that’s another barrier that you can see why the Latino community is not coming 
out.   

 
But I’m optimistic and I think the number’s going to be 12 million for this year.   
 
MS. ERBE:  Well, that’d be good, 50 percent of eligible.   
 
REP. EDWARDS:  It’s always a challenge, though, because with the younger 

population, young people across demographic groups are always challenged to vote.  And 
so I think that that then becomes exacerbated when you look at the Latino vote.   

 
I’m actually very optimistic.  I know in my home state of Maryland, we have 

something that is a driver.  We have a Maryland Dream Act that’s going to be on our 
ballot.  That’s great incentive to vote.  So it’s also, in addition to removing those barriers, 
expanding opportunities to vote, whether it’s early voting or late polling hours and things, 



those are really important to get people out who are in fact hardworking and doing lots of 
other things in their lives.   

 
MS.JACOBUS:  Well, as she said, this could be a lot to do with the fact that the 

younger Hispanic voters are a large part of the Hispanic potential voting bloc.  And so 
maybe we’re looking at this the wrong way.  Maybe it’s not as much of an ethnic thing.  
It really is more of a youth thing.  Maybe the younger Hispanics consider themselves a 
little bit more part of the general American population, rather than part of the Hispanic 
population.  The next generation, you know, they become a little bit more homogenized.  
So it could be that they’re being focused on or targeted in a way that doesn’t reflect how 
they feel, the vast majority of Hispanic youth – 

 
MS. ERBE:  Let me ask you, though, what percentage of the Hispanic community 

in the United States does not speak English?  How big a barrier is language, as you 
mentioned?   

 
MS. CEVALLOS:  I think – I mean it’s pretty high.   
 
MS. SCHLAPP:  Well, I think for the youth, obviously they speak English.  And 

it’s really interesting because they’re the ones translating for their parents.  So in terms – 
that you have a lot of those that come from Latin America.  And remember, Latin 
America, when you look at the politics of Latin America, they equate politics to 
corruption.  I mean, it is what they do.  So to them, the idea of having to deal with politics 
coming into the United States is not necessarily something that’s like, you know, a 
second nature.  They would prefer to not have – just go along, work, go to school, and do 
what they have to do.  But – I mean, they’re such a voice and they’re such a part of our – 
of our United States that it’s – we need them to get more involved in that.   

 
So I think that – 
 
MS. ERBE:  Does it make sense for the candidates to be fighting so hard?  I 

mean, clearly – 
 
MS. CEVALLOS:  Yes, absolutely.   
 
MS. ERBE:  No, but I’m saying if only 10 out of 24 million Latinos go to the 

polls.   
 
REP. EDWARDS:  Well, as hard as they fight for young people to go to the polls, 

and I know that as Democrats we’re counting on high turnout among Latinos, high 
turnout among African-Americans, high turnout among young people and seniors, and so 
I don’t think that’s wrong to look at these demographic groups and say, also, what it is 
that appeals to them?  Why do we want them to vote and to make that compelling 
argument?  Because when you make the compelling argument, people will vote.  Latinos 
will vote as well as other groups.   

 



MS. SCHLAPP:  What they can’t realize, like the Hispanic unemployment rate is 
up to – I mean, it’s at 10 percent, just staying up there, just stagnating.  I mean, these are 
issues that affect them, the economy, you know, with things dealing with like family 
values that are important to them.  So you know, and the issue of immigration as well.  
Issues are important to them.  And so part of them is figuring out how can I get my voice 
heard.  And it’s just simple – I have to say Univision – 

 
MS.JACOBUS:  Maybe it’s the same message that you want for all-Americans, 

but you have to target the demographic or where they live, rather than have a separate 
targeted message that they’re this special group way over here that’s so different from 
everybody. 

 
(Cross talk.)   
 
MS.JACOBUS:  Sometimes politicians miss it.  We compartmentalize people too 

much – 
 
REP. EDWARDS:  Well, it is important for us to speak to people that they can 

understand and on issues that are important.   
 
MS. CEVALLOS:  And that’s exactly what happened. 
 
REP. EDWARDS:  And I don’t think there’s a harm in that.   
 
MS. CEVALLOS:  That’s exactly what happened during the Univision debate, 

the fact that both of the – I’m sorry, the forum that they had.  The fact that both of the 
candidates talked to them.  The hosts were talking in Spanish.  They were asking the 
questions that the community really wanted to know.  And they were able to answer and 
have an open conversation to the Latino community.  That’s really what you need to do 
to get out the Latino vote.   

 
MS. SCHLAPP:  And I got to – I’ve never heard like – and I listen to 

conservative radio all the time.  They talked more about that Univision forum than 
anything else.  So it went from what was the message towards the Hispanics to also talk 
about to the American people where do these candidates fit on all these issues.  They 
asked tough questions.  And you have to give it to Univision and Telemundo and those 
guys that are out there, you know talking about these issues and educating the Hispanic 
community in Spanish.   

 
MS. ERBE:  All right.  Behind the headlines, this is a story about one type of 

progress women never wanted to make.  The new leaders in the Mexican drug cartel are 
women.  And they are considered some of the most dangerous fighters in the bloody drug 
wars.  We interviewed one expert via Skype to find out more.   

 
(Begin video segment.)   
 



MS. SYLVIA LONGMIRE [Drug War Analyst]:  Women have a different skill 
set that they bring to the cartels.  They are technically more rational.  They are more 
alluring.  They can get things done maybe that more macho members of the cartels can’t 
get done with a guy persuasion.  They make great lookouts.  But don’t – make no 
mistake.  They can be just as vicious, just as violent as the men sometimes.   

 
MS. ERBE:  With 50,000 dead in drug related violence and thousands more 

behind bars, some experts argue women are running cartels because there just aren’t 
enough men left.  Widows, daughters, and other women in the family take over when the 
men are killed.   

 
MS. LONGMIRE:  There still is a lot.  I mean, a huge element of machismo and 

the men who run the show.  That still is the dominant trend in cartels throughout Mexico, 
throughout Latin America.  But women are definitely having their say and have their 
roles in drug trafficking right now.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Longmire has studied Mexican drug cartels closely for years.  She 

says a dearth of men is not the only reason many women are assuming leadership roles.   
 
MS. LONGMIRE:  We’re seeing pries in younger folks.  Female teenagers are 

coming in.  I think it’s more so because they have less opportunities than adults, just like 
we’re seeing with male teenagers.  They don’t have chances to go to school.  They don’t 
have chances for jobs. 

 
MS. ERBE:  Money and power are big lures.  Longmire believes women are 

taking on more responsibility because it’s one industry where they can gain parity.   
 
MS. LONGMIRE:  We’re still dealing with a male dominated society in Mexico, 

where women are still seen more in the traditional roles of being housewives, mothers, et 
cetera.  So perhaps they’re seeing more and more that the opportunities for equality, for 
power are greater for them.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Longmire says drug trafficking has been a family business in Mexico 

for decades.  Women may be entering more visible roles now, but their involvement in 
the drug business is not new.  One of Mexico’s most notorious drug traffickers was a 
woman who went by the name La Nacha.  She was the biggest heroin dealer in the 1960s.  
And there’s Sandra Avila Beltran, dubbed the Queen of the Pacific by the Mexican 
media.  She was arrested in 2007.  Early last month, Griselda Blanco, also known as 
Colombia’s queen of cocaine, was gunned down.   

 
MS. LONGMIRE:  Well, they’re coming into trend now because more women are 

being apprehended or investigated, but women have actually been a big part of the narco-
scene for quite some time.  Women are involved and the women sanction it.  The younger 
kids say, well, this is a family business, so if mom or grandma or aunt or whoever it may 
be is involved, then obviously this is something that is okay or this is the business that 
we’re obviously going to grow into.  So that – that part of it makes it more dangerous.   



 
(End video segment.)   
 
MS. ERBE:  So Monica, is this progress for women?   
 
MS. CEVALLOS:  This is definitely a double-edged sword.  In any other case 

where the woman is a leader and not a victim, I would say this is progress, but with this 
situation, it’s not progress for a woman to be involved in crime.  It would be progress for 
them to be involved in a leadership role that would be making a difference in their 
communities and that would be helping them progress as women.   

 
MS. SCHLAPP:  I mean, this is so unfortunate.  This is dealing with the lack of 

economic opportunities in Latin America.  We can’t stress enough that we need even 
more trade in Latin America.  The lack of leadership that’s coming from Latin America 
as well in these issues, it’s just unfortunate.  And what’s happening is these women, they 
need to make money.  They got to raise families.  And they’re getting stuck in these 
horrible crime situations.   

 
MS. ERBE:  But the cartels are expanding.   
 
MS. SCHLAPP:  Oh, yes, it’s getting worse.   
 
MS. ERBE:  Mexico is all sort of broken up into territories.  And so other cartels 

– it’s leaking badly into Honduras, into Costa Rica.  Costa Rica has a woman president.  
Why isn’t she able to do something about that?   

 
MS.JACOBUS:  Well, I don’t know if having a woman president makes a 

difference.  I do – 
 
MS. ERBE:  Well, she could devote more of the military to police work.   
 
MS.JACOBUS:  There does seem to be almost an acceptance in the society and 

they probably think – you know, the politicians and the authorities are looking the other 
way, wish they are.  So this has been a lot of thrive.  I think it’s very sad.  Now that 
women who I think we all – I have always thought that maybe women were slightly the 
softer side in a good way and maybe it wouldn’t go by ways and the harsher tactics of the 
men, but now we know that women can be just as bad as the men.  And there’s like this 
part of you that wants to be proud.  They broke the glass ceiling.  But you know, I kid, of 
course.  I think it’s very sad and even tragic.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Let me also say Costa Rica does not have a military, so I correct 

myself, but go ahead.   
 
REP. EDWARDS:  Right.  This is not a way that we want to break the glass 

ceiling or that we want to strive for equal pay for equal work.  I mean, it clearly is a sign 
that when – you know, when a woman who may have to take care of a family needs to do 



that, then she’ll find the means to do it.  And this is one example of that.  I think we have 
to look at what’s driving the drug cartels.  And what’s driving is the use, a lot of use is 
coming out of the United States.  It’s a problem that we have to tackle if we hope to solve 
these problems in the region.   

 
MS.JACOBUS:  Supply and demand.   
 
MS. SCHLAPP:  Well, the other part is that when you look at, for example, in 

Colombia, they were in such control for so long, you know, and what they do is that 
they’re out and – in the rainforest areas, where they just take over these areas.  They form 
almost their like pseudo-government down there.  So you’re negotiating with these 
horrible – you want to call them terrorists and it’s unfortunate that that’s what we become 
– that’s what happened.  It’s like they formed their own government that you have to 
somehow deal with.   

 
MS.JACOBUS:  But this report just told that 50,000 men have been killed, that 

they’re literally – the men are disappearing, so the women have to take this over.  This is 
an opportunity for the women to put a stop to it.  Why aren’t they saying, our husbands 
and sons are dying – 

 
(Cross talk.)   
 
MS. CEVALLOS:  Yes, the reports are showing that they’re being less hostile.  

They’re not killing people for no reason as, you know – 
 
MS.JACOBUS:  As opposed to those good reasons – 
 
(Cross talk.)   
 
MS.JACOBUS:  It’s a good chance – it’s a good opportunity for them to stop – 
 
(Cross talk.)   
 
MS. SCHLAPP:  – economic opportunity in a country.   
 
MS. ERBE:  That’s it for this edition of To the Contrary.  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)  


