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BONNIE ERBE:  This week on To the Contrary, first, capping benefits for unwed 

mothers.  Then, feminist infighting on social media.  Behind the headlines, for Black 

History Month, the legacy and future of black women’s colleges.         

 

 (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, babies and benefits.   

 

Enough’s enough.  That’s the message tea party darling Senator Rand Paul is 

sending unwed mothers having multiple children.  He wants to cap government benefits 

for mothers after they’ve had what he calls, quote, “a certain amount” of kids.  Caps 

already exist in 16 states.  Another seven states dropped caps after they did not produced 

the desired result of persuading unwed women to have fewer children, and instead, 

according to critics, led women deeper into poverty and poor health.   

 

So Sabrina Schaeffer, why didn’t those caps work? 

 

SABRINA SCHAEFFER:  I think caps are an arbitrary number.  And what we 

really want to do is figure out how to raise women out of poverty, so that we don’t have 

to have this conversation.   

 

DELEGATE ELEANOR HOLMES NORTON (D-DC):  Right, it’s too close to 

caps on babies for my money, but it didn’t work because it was a program in search of a 

solution.  Poor women have long had birth rates that match middle class women.   

 

FRANCESCA CHAMBERS:  It depends on what your definition of success is.  If 

you’re defining success as them having less kids, no it didn’t work.  But if you’re 

defining success as the government spending less money, then that did work.   

 

ANUSHAY HOSSAIN:  I don’t think we’re focusing on the right issue here.  I 

feel like this is a larger question, an issue about access to reproductive health care, birth 

control, and family planning, which of course, as we know sadly, doesn’t always go hand 

in hand with poor women.   

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  So you say if we were to just beef up access to 

reproductive health care and education, you know, access to the birth control, access to 

knowledge about how it works, that this problem would go away?   

 

MS. HOSSAIN:  I think it would make a much better – a much better solution 

than trying to punish these women.  And we’re not talking – where are the men in this 

picture?  We’re acting like these women are just sitting there reproducing on their own, 

and this is what they want.   



 

DEL. NORTON:  No, this is an offhanded comment from Rand Paul that that 

ought to be enough to discard.  Look, there is no problem – 

 

MS. HOSSAIN:  Exactly.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Let’s begin there.  There is no problem.  It’s not even a 

problem with health care, contraception, and abortion because poor women get access to 

it now.  Even before the Affordable Health Care Act.  There is no problem.  There is a 

problem with poor children being born and an increasing number being born, which 

affects everything else in their life.   

 

MS. HOSSAIN:  I don’t think that you can deny the reproductive health and 

rights are under attack in this country, especially –        

 

DEL. NORTON:  But that doesn’t have to do with – 

 

MS. SCHAEFFER:  But I think that we’re very often afraid to have an honest 

conversation about what we’re looking at.  Unfortunately, there are a lot of women who 

are raising children, not just one child, but multiple children on their own.  It is almost 

impossible to raise yourself out of poverty, if that is the situation.  And I don’t want to be 

moralizing.  I don’t want to pass judgments on these women.  I wasn’t to just recognize 

that this is the hard choice, right?  And we want to figure out how to make your life 

easier.  And I think that there are a number of things we can do.  We want to expand the 

school choice policies for these women, so that they can make sure that these children 

have safe and learning environments.   

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  Wait, wait, wait a second.  Do you think expanding school choice 

really has anything to do – 

 

MS. SCHAEFFER:  Absolutely.   

 

MS. ERBE:  – with an unwed teenage mother’s decision whether to keep a 

pregnancy or not?   

 

MS. SCHAEFFER:  Yes, because if her mother had the choice to put her into a 

better environment from the start, we’re going to see that fewer women are going to end 

up in poverty, right?  What are the three things that make people fall into poverty?  Not 

finishing high school, not getting married, and doing drugs.  It’s simple.   

 

MS. CHAMBERS:  I do actually agree with you with regards to that, but I wanted 

to get back to the real problem here, which is that the government doesn’t have the 

money, though, to pay out if someone has five, six kids to say I’m going to continue to 



give you more and more money for the kids, and then that is a real part of this problem 

here because the government –you know – money doesn’t grow on trees.   

 

MS. ERBE:  But if it’s true, and let’s accept for the moment that the government 

figures it right that women on TANF formerly welfare aren’t having any more kids than 

other women, which is to say the average fertility rate in this country is about two.  Then, 

why – are you going to cap it at one?  What would you cap it at?   

 

MS. CHAMBERS:  So to me it’s not about capping it at the number of children.  

It’s just the number – capping it at a certain amount, period, that a family of any size can 

get from the government on welfare – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  You know, the caps are going away.  You know, there were 23 

states.  Now, there are 16 states.  So even the conservative states that had them – and by 

the way, I guess in the beginning half the states had them – are seeing that they are not 

effective – 

 

MS. HOSSAIN:  And seven are already dropping them – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  Yeah.   

 

MS. HOSSAIN:  I feel like Rand Paul almost took this as an opportunity to try to 

promote the institution of marriage, which he thinks is going to solve all of this.  And I 

think even he found himself stumbling into, maybe it’s about contraception – 

 

MS. ERBE:  It’s pretty obvious he didn’t realize that states had already tried it.   

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. SCHAEFFER:  But I don’t think we should undermine the role that marriage 

would help in terms of planning.  I mean, marriage is a stabilizing force, right?  It 

encourages natural safety net, right, it provides for a community.  It means that you have 

two incomes very often.  So there’s something good.  And I know people are wary of 

saying that marriage is a good thing because it makes them think that they are somehow a 

social conservative.  But I think – look, all of us around this table would agree that 

marriage is – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  I’m a liberal and marriage is a good thing.   

 

MS. SCHAEFFER:  Right.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  But I think the way liberals and conservatives could get 

together – and this is an issue that needs to be discussed openly.  It’s not whether poor 

women have more children, whether we have – poor women – poor women, black 

women have an abortion rate four times the rate of white women.  I think we need to 



focus on young women deciding to have a child out of wedlock.  Why?  You have to ask 

yourself why?   

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  Because it’s fashionable and because other girls are doing it.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Then we got to – 

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. HOSSAIN:  – has a maternity line, what exactly – let’s have a show on this, 

Bonnie.  (Laughter.)   

 

MS. SCHAEFFER:  I think we have to be careful – I don’t want to be judgmental 

towards these women because that’s the last thing they need.  But I also think we don’t 

need to put these women on a pedestal as it’s something we all want to aspire to, right?  

We need to have an honest conversation that this is actually a hard choice – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, and, you know, last week, we discuss the fact that, you know, 

that show, 16 and pregnant – 

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  – off thousands of young women from getting into that situation.  On 

the other hand, there is a religious right movie out now that glamorizes unwed 

motherhood about a 16-year-old who gets pregnant and goes to a church funded 

settlement to have the child.  So there’re all these sort of waxing and waning cultural 

institutions.  But I do want to get back to, you know, because you talked about the, you 

know, sort of brushed aside, the cost of these, the cost issue.  There is a cost issue when 

you’re providing food stamps, wealth, TANF, housing subsidies, when – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  The cost to see your life as a woman is gone if you decide at 17 

to have a child and you’re not married – 

 

MS. ERBE:  But then – but isn’t there something to be said for then government 

should not fund subsidies to women who make these choices.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  We would not want to keep a child from being raised with the 

proper nutrition and the proper access to health care and to education.  That’s a short 

answer to it.     

 

MS. ERBE:  And doesn’t that further – doesn’t that, though, on some level signal 

what you do – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  No, it doesn’t.   



 

MS. ERBE:  – will be rewarded financially.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  No, it doesn’t because they don’t have any more children – you 

know what the problem – the problem, you have said so, that we have in this country is 

zero birth rate.  If it were not poor or immigrants, we wouldn’t have any birth rate at all.  

This is not a problem – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Right, 2.1 percent – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  Yeah.   

 

MS. ERBE:  – U.S. fertility is replacement level.  It’s not growth level.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  It’s not a problem in this country.  The problem is who is 

having children, often among the poor, often among the people of color, are people 

having them too early and by themselves.   

 

MS. SCHAEFFER:  And also just to add to that is that the problem with the 

spending is, look, we – I mean, the Food Stamp program is exploited and largely there’s a 

massive amount of fraud.  Right, if we got rid of all the fraud, we could afford these 

young children.  So I don’t think that – I don’t think anyone around the table would 

advocate, you know, putting a cap on spending for that.   

 

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

@BonnieErbe or @TotheContrary.   

 

From families to feminist wars.   

 

(Begin video segment.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  Is the Internet good or bad for feminism?  The question arose this 

week on a variety of women’s issues websites such as RedLightPolitics.com, on Twitter, 

and in a “Nation” Magazine article by Michelle Goldberg.  Her article details a long list 

of E-values and counter values among feminists calling out other feminists for a variety 

of faults, some calling each other self-righteous, others criticizing each others’ 

knowledge of or commitment to the movement, and even the coining of a new term, 

misogofeminists, which means women whose primary form of feminist activism is 

trashing other women.   

 

To be fair intra-movement warfare is hardly new.  Early Christians had starkly 

different views of the meaning of Jesus’ pronouncements as one example.  But the 

Internet reignited the feminist movement that seemed to have lost its course after intense 

activism in the ’60s and ’70s.   

 



MICHELLE GOLDBERG:  There’s been a huge revival and affluence of feminist 

discussion and feminist activism.  It was the online outcry that led the Susan G. Komen 

Foundation to back off from its decision to defund Planned Parenthood.  It was the 

Internet that I think helped make a global star out of Wendy Davis and focused 

international attention on her heroic 14-hour filibuster.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Now, activists are describing it as downright hostile towards feminist 

organizers.   

 

MS. GOLDBERG:  You know, one of the rules is that you kind of – you can 

never question the anger of a person who’s more oppressed than you.  You know, you do 

break the rules, kind of all bets are off and there is basically no limit to the amount of 

vitriol that you can be barely subjected to.  That really does lead people to disengage.   

 

(End video segment.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  So Francesca, is this a story or is it just normal happens with every 

movement, except every moment – you know – at least until 15 years ago, didn’t have the 

kind of exposure that the Internet gives to this infighting.   

 

MS. CHAMBERS:  That’s exactly what it is.  Internet has just amplified the 

intraparty, the intra-movement fighting.  I wish I could say that the conservative 

movement didn’t have this problem, but you don’t even want to know the stupid things 

that the conservative movement argues about.  So yeah, that’s exactly what this is about.  

This is just a silly story.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Yeah, you know, I don’t know under what rock you had to go 

to find this because – (laughter) – 

 

MS. ERBE:  We go under rocks all the time.  (Laughter.)   

 

DEL. NORTON:  I tell you.  As a black woman, who was in as a feminist when 

there were very few black women, I have to tell you that I have never felt patronized in 

the movement.  But when I read from the readings we had about some of the 

condescending things that these women are saying, they are doing in order, for the benefit 

of black women, I – that’s why I say under what rock.  I don’t – and if what we’re trying 

to do in feminism after all, like every group, it’s really trying to draw a larger group of 

people into your point of view.  If this is how you’re presenting yourself to the great 

unwashed American woman, forget about feminism.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Yeah, but wait a minute.  But we all know the Internet is just the 

revivification of the Wild West.  So in the sense that maybe in the ’60s and ’70s, pre-

interview – pre-Internet, when all there were were magazines like “Ms.” Magazines, you 

know, not rapid fire responses to each other, and censorship obviously.  I mean, not 

everybody could get her beliefs into “Time” Magazine or “Ms.” Magazine at the time.  



So now the Internet lets everybody talk, every – you know – every brilliant person and 

every nutcase, quite frankly.   

 

MS. HOSSAIN:  Everybody has a platform online.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  And now the nutcases have – apparently, at least that section of 

the blog have stolen.  But let me say, there were rigorous discussion about whether 

feminism was too white when it started and it was a good frontal, back and forth 

discussion.  And in the end, black women identified themselves as feminists.  Black men 

in the Black Caucus were the first to vote for every single women’s issue, whenever it 

came up.  So it disappeared, but in part because of the reason you said.  You didn’t have 

the rapid-fire nuts and everybody are in this together.    

 

MS. ERBE:  But I do want to ask, has it done anything to, you know, to bring 

back that old saw of, you know, of a woman – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  That’s a off main stream that I had never heard of it before I did 

these readings.   

 

MS. SCHAEFFER:  But you know what’s interesting is that at the same time as 

this story sort of came about, there has been quite a bit of infighting among women’s 

groups and sort of feminists on the right.  There is a real divide between sort of what 

many – at the Independent Women’s Forum, we would call ourselves equity feminists 

versus many on the – libertarians, right?  And they would identify much more closely 

with sort of the – what we think of as traditional gender feminists.  And I think it’s 

interesting that all of this is sort of happening at the same time and it suggests that 

there’re some real questions to be answered as what is feminism.   

 

MS. ERBE:  OK, good, now, what’s the difference between equity and traditional 

feminists?   

 

MS. SCHAEFFER:  Right, well, I think the equity feminists believe that we are 

equal to men, but we are very cognizant of gender differences and gender preferences and 

attitudes and strengths.  And I think traditional feminism sees it that women and men 

really have fewer and fewer differences, right?  And that we should be – to be equal is to 

have parity and to have, you know, same number of women CEOs as men.   

 

MS. ERBE:  OK, I guess I’m more curious on the conservative side, how did 

those fights play out and what does it do to – 

 

MS. SCHAEFFER:  The same way.  And it – actually has created quite a bit of 

hostility.  There’s sort of a lot of targeting.  There’s this term “slut-shaming” is thrown 

around all over the place on the right now and rape culture is a big one among libertarian 

feminists, if you want to call them that.  And this notion that somehow if you are 

someone at IWF that we be believe in blaming you’re a rape victim.  And this is crazy.  

So – 



 

MS. CHAMBERS:  Contraception is also – 

 

MS. HOSSAIN:  My issue with this article was that it makes the feminist 

movement – both domestic, national, and international – seem like a bunch of mean girls 

fighting in the hallway at the high school.  This is – there’s going to be problems 

everywhere with men in their organizations.  Yes, there’s infighting, hello, everywhere.  

But I feel like the larger issue of what online feminism has done not only to kind of 

revitalize the movement here at home, but globally and around the world.  Let’s not 

forget the Arab Spring.  I mean, I owe so much to online feminism.   

 

MS. ERBE:  The war – the so-called War on Women.   

 

MS. HOSSAIN:  The War on Women, exactly.  And also, I mean, the State 

Department actually created an entire arm of digital diplomacy based on how women and 

young people were able to reach out to basically the whole world during the Iranian 

uprising.   

 

MS. ERBE:  So quick question.  Should Michelle Goldberg, who I’m sure is – I 

don’t know if she calls herself a feminist, but certainly she writes for a progressive online 

publication, should she not have written the article?   

 

MS. HOSSAIN:  I think, you know, she probably had a deadline and I admire her 

work for the most part, but I think sometimes writers feel like they’re under the pressure 

of a deadline.  And I feel like, no offense, but maybe if you want to take a little bit, she 

was under a deadline.  Because what was this article about?   

 

MS. CHAMBERS:  The War on Women, though, I think is a bad example, 

though, of what this online infighting has done because the War on Women, even if you 

believe that the GOP has a problem with women, hates women, whatever else – Eleanor’s 

nodding her head – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Wait a minute, even the RNC is training men how to talk to women, 

so they recognize the GOP does have a problem.   

 

MS. CHAMBERS:  I think that – I think that men of – you know – of all parties 

need to learn how to speak to women better about women’s issues.  That’s not just –   

 

MS. HOSSAIN:  But most are being so condescending to women – 

 

MS. ERBE:  No, no, no, we’re about out of time.  Last – 

 

MS. CHAMBERS:  That’s not just the GOP, but what I am saying is that this so-

called War on Women that the GOP has has been blown out of proportion because of the 

Internet.  That’s all.   

 



MS. ERBE:  All right.  Behind the headlines, African-American women recently 

surpassed all other groups as college freshmen.  For Black History Month, To the 

Contrary looks at the rise of historically black colleges and the future of young black 

women pursuing higher education.   

 

(Begin video segment.)   

 

BEVERLY DANIEL TATUM:  If you look at the quest for education in the 

African-American community, it has historically been very, very important.  That has 

always been seen as a ticket to opportunity.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Beverly Daniel Tatum is the president of Spelman College, one of 

the oldest and most respected historically black colleges for women.   

 

MS. TATUM:  Spelman was founded in 1881 by two women from 

Massachusetts, essentially missionaries.  They had some initial funding from the Baptist 

Church.  And they had traveled through the South shortly after the end of the Civil War 

and were horrified by the lack of access to education.   

 

MS. ERBE:  The two women started the school with 11 students and $100 from 

the Baptist Church.   

 

MS. TATUM:  These were two female educators who had been inspired by the 

model of women’s education in the Northeast, and in fact grew up not far from Mount 

Holyoke College, which is the oldest women’s college in the United States.  And they 

came with a vision of educating African-American women, black women, newly freed 

slaves, who would be educated and then able to educate others, who would be able to 

educate their children, their family members, their congregations.  And there would be 

the rapid spread of literacy.   

 

MS. ERBE:  More than a century later, the first African-American female was 

named president, followed, a decade later, by Spelman’s first alumna president.   

 

MS. TATUM:  Our eighth president of Spelman, Dr. Audrey Forbes Manley grew 

up in a sharecropping family, went on to earn a medical degree, became acting surgeon 

general of the United States, and then president of Spelman College.  It’s a wonderful 

story about the transformation and what education can do for you.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Spelman is ranked among the nation’s top liberal arts colleges and 

serves 2,100 students.   

 

MS. TATUM:  Thirty percent of our graduates went on to graduate school and 

were really trailblazers in fields of medicine and law.  Think about the role that Marian 

Wright Edelman has played in public policy.  She’s a proud Spelman graduate.   

 



MS. ERBE:  Many of Spelman’s graduates are the children of accomplished 

professionals, even celebrities.  However, many need financial assistance.  Fifty percent 

of the student body is eligible for Pell Grants.   

 

MS. TATUM:  One of the key concerns still is access in terms of affordability.  

Many of the students who want to come to college today are coming out of first 

generation households.  We identify and recruit fabulous young women who have been at 

the top of their class.  They are leaders in their communities.  But many of them do not 

have the family resources to afford a college education.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Tatum recently attended the White House Summit on College 

Opportunity.  President Barack Obama and First Lady Michelle Obama have identified 

getting low-income students on to the college track as a priority.  Tatum says she knows 

firsthand the importance of this mission.   

 

MS. TATUM:  When I look at the students who come to Spelman and the 

sacrifices that their families are making to ensure that they are able to be there, it’s really 

quite inspiring.   

 

(End video segment.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  So Congresswoman Norton, when Spelman was launched during 

reconstruction, there clearly was a need because white institutions were not allowing 

persons of color, free slaves to get their educations.  What’s – what is the future for 

Spelman?  What need is it filling now that’s not being fulfilled elsewhere?   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Well, Spelman ranks among the best colleges in the United 

States.  And I wish I could say that all of them were going to be here forever the way 

Howard, which is the kind of flagship university, Spelman, Hampton, but the fact is that 

the number of so-called HBCUs, historically black colleges and universities, has 

diminished.  The state ones, of course, have become far more integrated because now 

they’re open to everybody and whoever lives near there in that state.  And that’s a good 

thing.  And so they’re less HBCUs.  So there is a real problem, though.  For example, 

something called Plus Grants, which is a grant that your parent could get in addition to 

your own grant.  Black parents during the Great Recession, who had their houses and 

everything else underwater, often can no longer get those Plus Grants and there has been 

– and that’s why was – I wonder that and love seeing that black women are now going to 

college in greater numbers than anybody else because I so feared that the Great Recession 

would bring them down.  It must mean that during a recession people understand even 

more how important it is, you can’t get a job, why don’t I go to college.   

 

MS. SCHAEFFER:  I thought that was great – oh, sorry – 

 

MS. CHAMBERS:  Oh, no, I was going to say in response to that that I think that 

the government and Barack Obama and Michelle Obama are focusing on the wrong 

problem here, though.  It’s not we should be pushing more low-income African-



American and Hispanic kids to college.  It should be about reducing the cost of college, 

so that they can afford to go to college, not giving them more benefits and loans, so that 

they can go, and then they’re in debt when they get out.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  And they’re doing that, too.  You’re right about that issue.  

Well, reducing the cost – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Why not do both at once?   

 

MS. HOSSAIN:  I was just going to say.   

 

MS. CHAMBERS:  Because they’re not focusing enough on reducing the cost.  

Last year in President Barack Obama’s State of the Union, he proposed this massive plan 

in order to reduce the cost of college for Americans.  Whatever happened to that, nothing 

ever came of that.  He barely mentioned it this year.  They’re just not – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Maybe the Republican Congress, you know, rebuffed it – 

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. CHAMBERS:  It never even came up in the Republican Congress.   

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. HOSSAIN:  I did think, to make things a little bit more positive, I thought 

that it was such great news, and not only African-American women are leading the way, 

but also it was Asian females that apparently – Asian females and African-American 

women are now exceeding the number of college graduates past the Asian males, which 

apparently was a standard.  So yes, colleges need to be cheaper and everybody needs to 

have less debt, but I did think that it was positive that despite, you know, the worst 

economic recession in decades, so much trouble and drama, we’re still managing to get 

ahead somehow.  That’s important.   

 

MS. SCHAEFFER:  What I took away from – what I think is just an incredibly 

inspiring story is two things.  One, we want to provide this kind of opportunity for young 

African-American children now.  And so, you know, everyone here knows I’m an 

advocate for better – more expanded educational freedom at the state level.  I think that’s 

sort of step one.  And the other is for profit education, which has really been under attack.  

And for those students who can’t afford a college like Spelman, this gives you another 

opportunity.  And very often, as we heard in the State of the Union, women and women 

of color are really benefiting from those institutions.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  They’ve not been under attack.  They should be regulated.  And 

that’s what people – because some of the results have been horrendous.  People getting 

out of those colleges having been promised a job, having been promised – and have 

nothing to show for it.   



 

MS. ERBE:  But quickly, and we only have a couple of secs here, you went to 

Yale Law School.  Do you think it’s better to aim young African-American women 

towards Spelman College or Yale undergrad for example?   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Look, choice is what I think we were all about.  When – there 

was a time when most of the college graduates, not so long ago, came out of the HBCUs.  

Now, frankly, the HBCUs do not educate the great majority of African-Americans.  Now, 

that’s progress.   

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  That’s it for this edition.  Please follow me on Twitter and 

visit our website, pbs.org/tothecontrary.  And whether you agree or think to the contrary, 

see you next week. 

 

(END) 

 


