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MS. ERBE:  With the debates now over, and the election weeks away, how did 

the debates change women's perceptions of the two presidential candidates? 

 

DELEGATE NORTON:  Side-by-side scrutiny with victory in all three debates, 

and women have come home to Kerry. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  For women the issues didn't change very much.  I will say 

that President Bush definitely has an edge on the likeability factor. 

 

MS. GANDY:  John Kerry looked and acted more presidential than George Bush, 

and he talked about the issues that women care about. 

 

MS. SANCHEZ:  We learned John Kerry is all wind and no rain.  After three 

debates, we don't know how he'll keep us safe. 

 

(Musical break.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  Hello, I'm Bonnie Erbe.  Welcome to To The Contrary, a discussion 

of news and social trends from a variety of women's perspectives.  This week, the 

presidential candidates campaign and advertise hard in these final weeks for the critical, 

some say decisive, women's vote.  And we'll tell you who won over women and why.  

Then, TV's sometimes schizophrenic portrayals of women and girls this season.  Behind 

the headlines, the role of women in 527s, those partisan groups sponsoring so many 

political ads you're watching these days.  Up first, the election. 

 

The final presidential debate focused on domestic issues which most polls show 

matter more to women than the war in Iraq or homeland security.  Both candidates 

reached out to women voters, although Senator Kerry more explicitly. 

 

SEN. KERRY (From video):  The fact is that in too many parts of our country, we 

still have discrimination, and affirmative action is not just something that applies to 

people of color.  Some people have a mistaken view of it in America.  It also is with 

respect to women, with respect to other efforts to try to reach out and be inclusive in our 

country. 

 

PRESIDENT BUSH (From video):  Do you realize today in America we spend 

$73 billion to help 10 million low and middle income families better afford college?  

That's the access I believe is necessary is to make sure every child learns to read, write, 

add and subtract early.  To be able to build on that education by going to college, so they 

can start their careers with a college diploma. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Since the first presidential debate, pollsters claim to have recorded 

some sizeable swings in the women's vote.  Coming out of the Republican National 

Convention in New York, polls showed women voters moving away from Senator Kerry 

and into the president's camp.  A Gallup Poll of likely voters showed Kerry's lead among 



women dropped from 5 points after the Democratic Convention in late July to 1 point 

right after the Republican Convention in early September.  Other polls showed the 

president gaining even more among women.  But the debates seem to have reversed that.  

A Democratic poll taken after the second debate showed Senator Kerry gaining among 

women voters, and ahead of President Bush by 4 points among women, a reversal of the 

president's post-convention bounce.  That same poll taken after the last debate showed 

Senator Kerry ahead of President Bush by 10 points among women voters. 

 

So, Kim Gandy, did Senator Kerry through these debates change a lot of women's 

minds, and is he going to carry the women's vote in the November election? 

 

MS. GANDY:  There's no question that John Kerry will carry the women's vote 

by large numbers in this election.  But the question is, will it be by large enough 

numbers?  This election cannot be won without a substantial gender gap because men are 

much more likely to favor George Bush than John Kerry.  He has an amazingly strong 

record on women's rights issues over the last 20 years, and women are finally finding out 

about that. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Leslie you're polling on this issue, and you wrote an op-ed in the 

New York Times about it when coming out of the Republican Convention President Bush 

made great gains.  Why these big losses now of the women's vote? 

 

MS. SANCHEZ:  I think it's fascinating, and women are going to be the swing 

factor.  And I think now you're seeing and, Bonnie, you've been talking bout it for years, 

that women are the deciding factor in politics.  It is right.  The Democratic base looks to 

women, white single women, maybe some married women as their base of support along 

with ethnic minorities and some others.  It's interesting to see, a lot of women were 

looking to Kerry saying, is this a guy who can keep us safe?  That's the number one issue.  

Women would say, I'll vote, I'm interested in talking about education, and healthcare, but 

they're going to decide on whether or not they're going to be safe driving down the street, 

if their husband is safe taking the Holland Tunnel to work.  That's their vote driver.  And 

Bush has succeeded in making them feel secure in that area, and a lot of women had 

doubts about Kerry.  I think the last three debates, you saw that Kerry looked like he 

could be a commander-in-chief, but the fundamental issue that we're starting to see, and 

we're hearing about in focus groups, is women say, you know, I don't know if he's going 

to make us vulnerable.  I don't know what that learning curve is. 

 

DELEGATE NORTON:  I think that's precisely the point.  If, after three debates, 

Kerry is ahead as he was in all three debates, wherever the pundits were, wherever this 

panel may be, the people and the pundits, in the end, came in for Kerry.  What does that 

say?  It says that Kerry has made great strides on just the issue you said.  We already had 

the women on these domestic issues, issues he spoke about, and he spoke very 

specifically to their issues in this debate.  When he comes out ahead on all three debates, 

he's beginning, and I think finally, has assured people that particularly given what Bush 

has gotten us into, that he can't possibly do a worse job, and that you're not taking a 

chance when, in fact, you elect a man with his record.  And it's phenomenal. 



 

MS. CZARNECKI:  John Kerry did not win all three debates.  He did a good job.  

But if there's one thing that I came away from the debates, you answer the question, don't 

answer ten other questions, especially if it was a domestic policy question, end up on 

foreign policy, I think he confused a lot of people who listened to him.  He's a very good 

debater, and being in the Senate for as long as he did --  

 

MS. ERBE:  Let's get back to the women's vote specifically because there's plenty 

of stuff all over the rest of it. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  Specifically, I'm not an official pollster, but I've talked to a 

lot of women who watched those debates.  They didn't like the fact that he didn't answer a 

single direct question.  It was six different answers.  Let me go back to the last question, 

let me go back to this.  You know, people want a direct answer, and that's why I said 

earlier, I think the likeability factor really is Bush.  Bush answered it simply.  He didn't 

always take up his time.  And he spoke very strongly about healthcare and education, two 

very important issues, alongside security issues for women.  Kerry is a fine debater but I 

don't think he hit it home for a lot --  

 

MS. ERBE:  Okay, I want to get back to -- let's get off the debates.  The debates 

are behind us, let's look ahead.  I saw one commentary that the whole, which got huge 

media coverage, the security mom, like the NASCAR dad, like the soccer mom of four 

and eight years ago, really was overblown by pundits that women are, as it turns out, are 

more concerned about domestic issues, healthcare, jobs, particularly employment, fair 

wages, all that stuff, as opposed to Iraq.  So, is the security mom in your polling, was she 

a figment of pollsters' imaginations earlier on? 

 

MS. SANCHEZ:  Absolutely not.  I think it's an interesting analysis, though, with 

women, and it's more sophisticated.  I think that's really what we have to talk about.  

Women want to talk about a strong economy, that their children's college funds are 

growing, that they feel good about the economy, that they feel comfortable enough to 

change jobs.  That's -- regardless of which side of the aisle you're on, that's pretty much 

what you're hearing.  But the bottom line is, Kerry they have doubts.  They have doubts 

whether he's going to keep us safe.  They have doubts because he's waffled, and he's 

wavered in his positions and his record over the last 20 years.  They didn't buy into that.  

That was the strongest message Bush had.  And Bush also had to come out and say, look, 

I'm not a gun-toting cowboy.  That's a hard thing to say as a Republican, but a lot of 

women were really -- they saw the macho image and were put off by that.  But I think 

he's said, he's sensible, I'm a strong leader, and I'm going to be there to keep America safe 

here. 

 

DELEGATE NORTON:  A security mom is a moderate, and security mom is 

looking for balance.  And a security mom, I think has found it. 

 

MS. ERBE:  So, you're saying she does exist. 

 



DELEGATE NORTON:  I think she did.  There's no question that for a good part 

of these three years, Bush had these women.  Now that you've seen the debates, where the 

moderate woman has to balance her family's interests in healthcare especially, and in 

wages, and the wages of the American people, median wage has gone down in three 

years, healthcare is the big sleeper issue in this campaign.  She weighs that.  She looks 

and says, is this man really a risk?  It looks like he's awfully strong as well.  And all 

things considered, I'm going back to where I usually am. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  Which is Bush. 

 

DELEGATE NORTON:  And where I usually am -- Bush was an aberration -- 

where I usually have been is with the Democrats.  I think it's going to help us in the 

House and the Senate as well. 

 

MS. GANDY:  There's interesting polling on the security moms issue.  Security 

has always been an issue for women, but traditionally it's been security in our homes, in 

our bedrooms, on the street, it's rape, it's sexual assault.  Terrorism figures into that, but 

the group of women for whom terrorism is a primary issue tends to vote Republican 

anyway, and voted for Bush over Gore in the last election.  The group of women who are 

swing voters tend to put international terrorism fourth on their list, after economic issues, 

after jobs, after healthcare. 

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  From women's votes to women's remotes.  Are women 

husband swapping, materialistic housewives, or smart, opinionated historical figures who 

serve as role models for young girls?  Well, it depends on which channel you're watching 

this television season.  A surprise for ABC is the new series, Desperate Housewives.  It 

sports a variety of female stereotypes set in a perfect suburban cul-de-sac, including a 

Martha Stewart type minus the stock fraud, a predatory divorcee, and a passive, defeated 

former career woman overrun by children, all strikingly attractive despite their 

predicaments.  Next month, however, there's help on the way, Julia Roberts' production 

company joins a team of others for a WB Network TV series based on the American Girl 

doll.  In the first episode, we learn about Samantha who lives with her grandmother in 

1904, and makes friends with her neighbor's servant girl Nelly.  When Nelly and her 

sisters are sent to an orphanage after their father dies, Samantha hatches a plan for their 

escape. 

 

So, what's happening with this schizophrenic view of women and girls on national 

television these days? 

 

MS. SANCHEZ:  I don't think it's Sex In The City, it's like suburban Sex In The 

City, or something like that.  I don't know, it's something -- 

 

MS. ERBE:  Sex in the suburbs. 

 



MS. SANCHEZ:  Sex in the suburbs, thank you, is probably more what we're 

seeing.  I don't know if there should be more no HBO.  I did flip through that and watch 

some of that, and I'm like, wow, that's on local television. 

 

But I think the bigger issue, these are caricatures, they're not stereotypes of 

women.  And it's a farce, and it's comical, and I think the ratings are going to be the 

ultimate thing.  I think a lot of women are watching this type of programming.  But I 

don't think that says who women are today.  I think it's a romance novel, or something 

just fun, and out of reality is the fun part of it. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But what effect, though, Kim Gandy, you've watched it with your 

daughter, what effect on girls' images of themselves, or do we worry too much when we 

even ask that question, are girls smart enough to separate it out? 

 

MS. GANDY:  Well, my girls are definitely smart enough to separate it out.  It is, 

it's a farce, that's a very good description, Leslie.  The name is terrible, but it's nothing 

like the Bachelor, or some of the other shows that are less farcical.  This is like a giant 

Dallas, it's a big soap opera reduced to the small screen, and it is really more silly than 

serious.  I'm excited about the American Girl. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Is American Girl going to help, do you think, Karen Czarnecki? 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  It's going to help the little girls.  And the family is going to 

feel better about watching movies on Sunday afternoon.  I've got a daughter who sleeps 

with her American Girl doll.  I didn't know what they were five years ago.  I said, what 

are you talking about, American Girl doll, and a catalogue, and stuff like that.  But it's 

very popular.  The books are very good.  There is always a story, something for the girls 

to learn in every one, whether it's about courage, or whether it's about being yourself, or 

helping others.  There's always a good moral to the story.  So, if this movie turns out to 

be successful, I could see a very nice series coming from it. 

 

DELEGATE NORTON:  I can -- in fact, the good news, sex in the suburbs is old 

news.  That's always fascinated Americans.  But, frankly, little girls have had only that to 

imitate.  They've looked at the same trash that their moms did, and I am surprised and 

delighted that somehow or the other they're drawn to Samantha, and this old-fashioned 

sense of what little girls should do.  And, frankly, I don't quite understand it, given the 

fact that they're surrounded by Britney Smears -- Spears -- Smears, yes.  And wear make-

up.  This may be yet another subset of that generation, and it's awfully good to know that 

we've found a way to engage them in childhood once again. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  If done right, this could be the Little House On The Prairie 

for the 21st Century, at least for the next decade.  It could be that if it's done well. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But what about, as the media diversifies, I mean when I was growing 

up there were four broadcast networks, no cable; now there's cable and the Internet, and 



all that.  What's the ultimate impact on the image of women in the media, and how does 

this affect young girls? 

 

MS. GANDY:  Well, obviously our hope is that as we have more options for 

women's images to be on the media it will improve.  But so far it's not, we have Love 

Your Body Day coming up on October 20th, and we find still today young girls have a 

terrible body image that comes in many ways from the images they see in the media that 

tells them that looking in a way that causes you to be unhealthy is what they should strive 

for.  I hope these will be different. 

 

DELEGATE NORTON:  And in a real sense I think the options have narrowed so 

that the images of sexy women, of women who are in love with fashion, the kind of 

serious woman has diminished in the media.  Maybe these little girls will graduate to 

such an interest. 

 

MS. ERBE:  What about the impact of the fact that a lot of the advertisers who 

control what gets on television anyway in the end, are all going after 18 to 34-year-old 

young men and boys, what impact on women's image? 

 

MS. SANCHEZ:  I don't know if I can speak directly to that.  I say "tween" 

market is still, which is that real young, before they are teenagers, is still the super 

consumption created market.  But I think there's an interesting part here, and that is that 

we have to support program, both encouraging our advertisers and encouraging the 

writers of these types of shows.  I have a friend who wrote Tienna (?) and two very 

successful shows on Nickelodeon, and she has tried to mentor and bring in a lot of ethnic 

writers, for example, to write these types of shows for general marketing. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  My kids like that show. 

 

MS. SANCHEZ:  It's a great show.  It's in like 88 languages, and I don't know, 

but it's a major hit show.  And the struggling artists like that, there are a lot of really good 

women writers that need to be out there and endorsing, and push more.  And Julia 

Roberts should be commended for this type of programming. 

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  Behind the headlines, who is responsible for all those 

nasty attack ads on TV?  Mostly 527 groups, named after a section of the Tax Code that 

allows donations to tax exempt organizations that also influence elections, usually barred.  

Women head some of the largest 527 groups, mainly the progressive ones, America 

Votes, Moveon.Org, and America Coming Together or ACT.  Ellen Malcolm heads 

ACT.  We talked to her about the women's role and influence in these newly prominent 

political groups. 

 

MS. MALCOLM:  527s have been around for years, and PACs, political action 

committees, are also 527s.  So there are several thousand of PACs.  So, 527s are not new. 

 



MS. ERBE:  But their influence is.  Campaign reform laws two years ago limited 

the amount of money individuals, unions, and companies could contribute to political 

parties, but not to these independent political groups.  Despite the high profile of the 

conservative 527 Swift Boat Veterans For Truth, the majority of these groups support 

liberal causes.  As of June of this year, liberals had a 10 to 1 advantage, literally $80 

million to $8 million in 527 fundraising.  According to Malcolm, a growing number of 

donors to liberal 527s are women. 

 

MS. MALCOLM:  We're seeing women write bigger checks, I think, than they 

ever have.  And we're having small donors who are writing contributions over and over 

again to organizations like ACT and Emily's List saying, I want to stand up for the 

country.  So they're stepping up at levels I haven't seen in 30 years in politics. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Women are also doing the fundraising for 527s.  Billionaire George 

Soros helped Malcolm start America Coming Together with a $10 million contribution.  

Another prominent 527 group, Moveon.org was founded by a wife and husband team 

who made a fortune in commercial technology.  Then, they were among the first to use 

the Internet for political fundraising.  Malcolm says, however, every day voters are the 

backbone of 527s. 

 

MS. MALCOLM:  We're going door-to-door, having conversations with voters, 

asking them what issues are important to them, and then continuing that conversation 

about the issues that voters say they care about. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Because 527s are not regulated the Federal Elections Commission, 

they are barred from endorsing a candidate, nor can they coordinate their efforts with 

political campaigns.  Instead, 527s support voter mobilization, and issue advocacy.  

People of Color United, a woman-led conservative 527 committed to school vouchers 

airs ads on public radio stations saying Senator Kerry takes minority voters for granted.  

Beyond airing ads on TV and radio, these groups increase women's involvement in 

politics by directing letter writing campaigns, holding vigils, rallies, and concerts.  

Malcolm calls this the essence of democracy. 

 

MS. MALCOLM:  They're really getting involved in this election, and I think 

that's very important as we look down the road and we want to build a more progressive 

America, I think those women are going to take a leadership role as the funding base for a 

lot of those activities. 

 

MS. ERBE:  The future for 527 groups may be limited.  Allegations of 

inappropriate coordination with the presidential campaigns have dogged both liberal and 

conservative groups.  President Bush has called for an end to unlimited fundraising for 

527s.  The original sponsors of campaign finance reform agree, they've introduced a new 

bill that would require 527s to comply with fundraising restrictions if they intend to 

influence elections. 

 



So, Congresswoman Norton, if women are the ones, and we know they are from 

polling and focus groups, who complain most vociferously about attack ads, and women 

are also running the largest progressive attack ad groups, why the disconnect there?  The 

attack ads seem to have reached a level this political season that we've never seen before? 

 

DELEGATE NORTON:  And, Bonnie, I would like to know who are the major 

contributors, because these are mostly small donors.  When I first learned that women ran 

most of these progressive 527s I was surprised, but not so much because of the attack ads, 

because we were in charge of a major part of the campaign process.  And I think it does 

have a lot to do with small donors.  But I think it has a lot to do with the fact that there 

were these women always who knew what they were doing, couldn't find their way into 

major campaigns, or into major consultants, have started their own thing the way they 

start their own small business, understand that the only purpose of 527s are, one, issues, 

and two, to say what the candidates themselves won't say.  They get it.  That's the only 

way to stay in this business.  They're good.  And they're doing it. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  I think the major parties typically use a lot of the people 

they've worked with in the prior presidential campaigns, and prior jobs.  I think you're 

absolutely right, this is a way that some outspoken women wanted to get involved in the 

political process, and they found this loophole in the Tax Code is a way to do it.  I think it 

will be clamped down on at some point.  But it's very interesting to see how --  

 

MS. ERBE:  Clamped down on in what way? 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  On 527s. 

 

MS. ERBE:  I know that, but we should explain to the audience that usually if you 

can make donations to an organization and get a tax deduction for it, that organization is 

not allowed to take positions or lobby on political issues.  This is an exception.  So, how 

will they clamp down on that. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  Depending upon, I guess, the outcome of the election, and 

how people -- people really do think 527s are having a large influence in certain areas, 

especially when they're running a lot of their TV ads, I think there will be --  

 

MS. ERBE:  In battleground states. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  Absolutely.  I think there will be a lot of scrutiny, you'll 

probably see a lot of congressional hearings, you'll see the FEC, the Federal Election 

Commission, trying to rein them in a little bit, because this is really an uncontrolled area, 

and it is influencing elections.  But it is very interesting to see how women have found 

their own niche in seeking out contributions or these and starting their own. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Kim. 

 



MS. GANDY:  It's interesting how they've operated, too, because most of the 

money that's gone into the 527s would have gone to the parties anyway.  And, by the 

way, the Republicans have caught up significantly since June.  It's pulling more even now 

as far as income.  But these 527s really are setting up independent and have set up 

independent operations separate from the traditional Republican and Democratic 

organizations that have worked at the state and local level, and have organizations 

already set up that work in those communities.  They've come in completely separate and 

set up separate operations, which is a real difference from the past way of operating. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Let me ask you this, though, does it surprise you that women, and 

you do focus groups a lot more than I do, Leslie, it's your business, but does it surprise 

you that women are the ones who complain about attack ads much more so than men, and 

yet women are running the organizations that are creating them? 

 

MS. SANCHEZ:  I think those are two different entities.  You're talking about 

mainstream women voters who don't think about politics, and then you're talking about 

political operatives whose job it is to win elections.  They're very different regardless of 

the sex, they're really focused on winning elections.  And I think women that are in the 

political process are looking for different ways to exercise their influence, muscle and 

opinion. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Does it also say that women may complain about attack ads, but they 

succumb to them when they watch them, they believe them and they vote accordingly? 

 

MS. SANCHEZ:  I think it depends on how well they're done.  I think if you have 

women directing that advertising, perhaps you can have a different type of effect.  

Overall, women say they don't like negative advertising, they don't like that affect.  But 

will it have an impact on how they view a candidate, ultimately yes. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  There's one interesting thing Kim mentioned, that's really 

how this has affected some of the traditional parties.  I'd like to just talk about that a little 

bit.  I was surprised to see how much disarray there is in Democrat circles because a lot 

of the 527s are -- I don't want to say siphoning off funds, but the funds are not going to 

traditional organizations for the get out the vote and the African-American community, 

and I had not realized that it was such a problem.  And Kim and I talked prior to the 

show, and this has been going on for a while, but there are people who have been doing 

things for decades now trying to their communities out to vote, and these new entities are 

really circumventing the entire process, and creating some problems. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But Ellen Malcolm talked about, is that what's going on? 

 

DELEGATE NORTON:  No, what's happening is, that is true, you have these 

more entrepreneurial groups like ACT going out, seeing where the folks are, and trying to 

get them. 

 



MS. ERBE:  Who are not allowed by law, by the way, to coordinate with the 

presidential campaigns.  One of President Bush's, his legal counsel, was fined because he 

was coordinating it with Swift Boat Veterans. 

 

DELEGATE NORTON:  But Get Out The Vote folks are not so much 

coordinating as they're just gong where the pay dirt is in terms of getting out the vote, and 

it is true that the volunteer organizations in the black community who have been there all 

along do have some resentment.  But understand this, ACT and those groups aren't going 

in with some white folks sending them into the black community, they're independent 

operations, they go in, find local black folks, pay them, and do it. 

 

MS. ERBE:  And hold the rest of that thought until after credits. 

 

That's it for this edition of To the Contrary.  Next week, strategies for women who 

want to make it in corporate America.  Whether your views are in agreement or to the 

contrary, please join us next time, and we want to hear from you, write to us at 

ToTheContrary@PBS.org, or visit our PBS Online Web site at PBS.org. 

 

(End of program.) 

 


