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MS. ERBE:  This week on “To the Contrary,” the year of women in leadership?  

That’s what Democratic poster Celinda Lake calls the ‘06 elections.  We’ll explain how 

all of that impacts your life.  Behind the headlines: the secret behind the veil, why some 

Muslim women in America choose to wear traditional head coverings and why some 

American women find that unsettling. 

 

(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, ‘06 the year of women 

leaders? 

 

(Begin video segment.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  Along with the Democratic sweep in Congress came historic firsts 

for Democratic women in party leadership positions. 

 

MS. CELINDA LAKE:  ‘06 is the year for Democratic women and also the year 

of the woman in leadership.  You have the first woman speaker, which is very exciting.  

You have the first woman head of the National Governor’s Association, Governor 

Napolitano from Arizona.  You have women in other races taking leadership positions.  

You have the highest number – a record number of women in the Senate.  You have the 

first woman Supreme Court justice in Alabama elected, and the only Democrat I might 

add.  You have just recently in last year the first African-American woman head of the 

Georgia Supreme Court.  So it’s really women in the pipeline for a long time emerging 

into leadership positions.  And that’s very exciting. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Speaker-elect Pelosi characterized President Bush as incompetent 

even dangerous during the campaign, but she promised to work with him in a bipartisan 

manner and put America’s children first moving forward. 

 

MS. NANCY PELOSI:  Today the American people voted for change and they 

voted for Democrats to take our country in a new direction. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Two Democratic women won U.S. Senate seats.  Amy Klobuchar in 

Minnesota and Claire McCaskill in Missouri, who beat Republican incumbent Jim 

Talent.  Pollster Lake says women voters, particularly married women, voted more 

Democratic than they have in recent elections. 

 

MS. LAKE:  Women voted 13 points Democratic, so that’s at the upper end of the 

range of women voting Democratic.  Among unmarried women, 66 percent voted 

Democratic, so they always vote two-thirds Democratic, but they continue that margin.  

And then among married women, we’d lost married women by 11 points in 2004 and 

we’re back to splitting that vote in 2006. 

 



MS. ERBE:  The one bright spot for Republican women was House Republican 

conference chair Deborah Pryce held on to her seat despite predictions that she might lose 

it. 

 

MS. LESLIE SANCHEZ:  Women were a key factor in Republicans’ maintaining 

three governors mansions.  That was California with Arnold Schwarzenegger, Texas with 

Rick Perry, and then obviously the Florida race with now to be Governor Crist.  The 

reason was these are governors who really are candidates who made strong appeals to 

women.  And I think the lesson for Republicans is if they are inclusive, if they’re open-

minded, if they’re bipartisan in their rhetoric reaching across the aisle women voters are 

going to accept that and look for that type of compromise.  

 

 On the counter of that, if you saw the case where it was too polarizing, a lot of 

women showed their frustration, exercised their right to be independent voters and moved 

to the left. 

 

(End video segment.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  So Congresswoman Norton, year of the women leadership in 

Congress and elsewhere, or year of the Democratic woman? 

 

MS. NORTON:  Well, Bonnie, there was a unisex revolt out there so pick your 

gender.  This much we know, it wasn’t the year of the Republican.  (Laughter.) 

 

MS. WOOD:  Well, I don’t think it was the night of women or anything.  I think it 

was the night of send Republicans a message.  I don’t think it was anything more than 

that, anything less. 

 

MS. SCHROEDER:  I think it was all of the above.  I really also think that we’ve 

got to remember women still aren’t a critical mass of the Congress and that numbers are 

what really counts at the end of the day. 

 

MS. SETMAYER:  I think a lot of people will say we’ve made progress 

considering Nancy Pelosi’s ascension to speaker but I don’t care whether it’s a woman or 

not: if they’re wrong on the issues, I’m not voting for them. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But do you think – what do you think the impact of having – this is a 

major historic first for women and in fact when she met with President Bush at the White 

House on Thursday for lunch he said something about an historic first for women.  That’s 

the first time I’ve seen him utter the word “women” except when he was campaigning 

and using “w” is for women, so doesn’t this show that women now are more important on 

the political landscape? 

 

MS. SETMAYER:  Well, I think he had no choice but to acknowledge that.  I 

mean he has twin daughters and we all know how much he respects his wife and what an 

influence she has on him.  So, I mean, it’s a little unfair to say that the president doesn’t 



acknowledge the importance of women.  I mean, Condoleezza Rice in her position – 

that’s a first as well.  But I think we are all – he had to accept the fact that, yes, the voters 

have spoken and this is a historic first.  He probably would have preferred – as I would 

have – that it was a Republican woman, a Republican speaker of the House.  But I think 

that’s just the nature of being conciliatory given how badly Republicans did. 

 

MS. SCHROEDER:  But think about how few times you have seen a president 

and a woman sitting on the other side of that fire place.  That classic scene, and there she 

was.  So it really is a new day. 

 

MS. ERBE:  So what impact on women?  I mean, will we see more women 

promoted in corporations?  Will we see women – will there be fallout beyond the 

political world? 

 

MS. SCHROEDER:  Oh, yes.  I think especially for little girls.  I think we never 

think about those visuals for young women coming up.  That they see that and they think, 

aha, I could be there. 

 

MS. NORTON:  And this is really important because this is a super reach.  We 

don’t have – not a quarter of the House, nowhere near it is women.  Don’t even talk about 

the Senate.  Now they’ve got 16 and they’re clapping with one hand.   

 

What Nancy Pelosi has done is smash through the ceiling and she shows that sex 

isn’t all that it’s about because she had to be the whole package in order to do this, but 

she is going to have an explosive effect on women.  And I absolutely agree on girls – the 

whole notion of being a girl and seeing a woman become the leader not of the Democrats 

or the Republicans but of the House of Representatives for the first time in 217 years.  

Look, you’re very impressionable at that age.  It’s going to make a huge impression for 

young women who are functional feminists anyway.  They operate as feminists.  They in 

fact go after stuff that we would not have considered going after.  They’re going to go for 

broke now. 

 

MS. ERBE:  You think so? 

 

MS. WOOD:  I hope not.  I would think congratulations to all my Democratic 

friends here.  It’s going to be interesting to see.  Of course it’s huge – this historical case 

here.  It’s huge.  A lot of people will be introduced to Nancy Pelosi for the first time 

because nobody knows who the minority leader is.  A lot of people unfortunately don’t 

know who the speaker of the House is.   

 

So that’s going to be new, but at the end of the day a lot of it will be what kind of 

leader is she?  I mean, you get the nice applause at the top that you’re a woman – big 

historical move here.  But then it’s going to be about her record and what she’s able to do 

and I think it’s going to be a tough two years and not because of Nancy Pelosi.  It’s going 

to be a tough two years.  It’s the last term of the president; it’s a handing over of the 

Congress so we’ll see. 



 

MS. SETMAYER:  I also hope that she doesn’t overreach either.  That she 

doesn’t feel similar to what J. C. Watts did when he was the only black Republican in 

Congress.  He had to be everything to everyone, and I hope that Nancy Pelosi doesn’t do 

that because she’s already put forward a rather impressive agenda. 

 

MS. SCHROEDER:  And not only that, don’t forget she’s right behind Cheney 

for the presidency.   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  That’s scary for all of us. 

 

MS. SCHROEDER:  She’s a fabulous leader.  She’s led in very difficult times 

wouldn’t you say? 

 

MS. NORTON:  This is going to be the easiest two years since 1994.  When we 

lost the House, a whole era of different kind of partisanship started.  We’re trying to get 

back the House but the Republicans went on a very extreme path – much more partisan 

than we had been.  God knows we were –  

 

(Cross-talk.) 

 

MS. NORTON:  Let me tell you why it’s going to be easier.  First of all, the seats 

we brought in, since we had all the progressive seats, are mostly more conservative and 

moderate Democrats.  You think we want to lose them after two years?  That alone would 

moderate how we go at issues.   

 

The second thing is Nancy is no fool.  You don’t get to be speaker of the House 

without learning from what has happened before.  The country is in revolt against 

Republican extremism.  She has got to show the other side.  She has got to show the 

conciliatory side.  That’s what’s going to happen. 

 

MS. ERBE:  What was the motivating force for getting for an off-year election 

record numbers of women and men to the polls?  And what did women Republican voters 

want?  What did Democrat voters want?  What did independents want? 

 

MS. WOOD:  The Republicans were in power because Republicans when they 

originally ran around on more conservative principles.  Republicans forgot who they 

were for the past three to four years.  We had higher spending and they got in a 

competition like, we’re going to spend more than Democrats.  We’ll never win that race. 

 

Two, they were the party that was going to clean up Washington and then they 

bring us the Foley scandal and Jack Abramoff.  I mean, this is not – yes, the war was 

important but then why did pro-war Joe Lieberman win and anti war Mr. Chafee lose in 

Rhode Island?  Why didn’t Tammy Duckworth, an Iraq veteran, win in Illinois running 

across a conservative Republican – not a moderate, a conservative Republican.   

 



MS. ERBE:  I can answer you about Connecticut and the other Senate seat, but in 

terms of Tammy Duckworth that was Henry Hyde’s old district – a very majority 

Republican disctict. 

 

MS. WOOD:  It was – but it has been trending a little bit differently lately.  But 

go around the place.  Conrad Burns didn’t lose over Iraq, he lost over Jack Abramoff.   

 

MS. ERBE:  The exit polls did show that the number one concern of most voters 

surprisingly was corruption and a lot of that was moms who said I don’t want Congress 

run by a guy who’s going hit on my child who might be a page.  I don’t want my children 

growing up in a place with leadership that’s taking money. 

 

MS. NORTON:  Yes.  And that’s why leadership has to emphasize from the 

beginning: that one of the things we’re going to do is break the link between the lobbyists 

who brought the Congress and the Congress.  But it’s important to know that if you ask 

Americans what is the most important issue and corruption is on the table and you’re 

talking about politicians, it’s pretty hard for anything to get over that because the whole 

notion that politicians are corrupt.   

 

I don’t buy at all your anecdotal selection of races.  Your anecdotal selection of 

races.  Everybody knew that there would be some people – look at Shays.  He went – he 

reversed himself on Iraq.  So what you’ve got to – look, if you are a party into self-

criticism, as you should be just like we have been, what you’ve got to look and see was 

there a pattern of Republican politics that people were reacted to. 

 

MS. WOOD:  Absolutely there was. 

 

MS. NORTON:  And if there were, what was central to that politics?  

 

MS. NORTON:  More spending, scandals and people didn’t like Iraq, but that was 

a backdrop, that was the backdrop. 

 

MS. SCHROEDER:  It was absolute power, and absolute power corrupts and I 

think we have this absolute power corrupting thing.  You keep seeing the same thing 

going over and over and over again, so I think the balance is going to be very – 

 

MS. ERBE:  All right quick last question.  Married moms split evenly 

Republican/Democrat in the ‘06 turnout.  They went by double digits for Republicans last 

time, what’s the message for married mom voters? 

 

MS. SETMAYER:  I think they recognize the absolutely corruption and also with 

the war in Iraq  you see that – well, corruption I think more so because women will look 

at men as being corrupt, power hungry and they turn to women and see them as outsiders.  

They’re going to come in and change that.  You don’t really see as many – how many 

women were caught up in corruption scandals? 

 



MS. ERBE:  Your thoughts on that. 

 

MS. SCHROEDER:  I thinks he’s absolutely right.  I think women –  

 

(Cross-talk.) 

 

MS. SCHROEDER:  – but I think women are also very concerned about the 

future for children and I don’t think they like debt.  I mean, you can see it over and over 

again.  They know they can’t run their family on debt and you can’t run the country on 

debt.  And I think they’re worried about the environment.  They’re worries about water, 

whether their children are going to inherit, and on and on.  So I would build on what she 

said. 

 

MS. SETMAYER:  Unfortunately, none of those issues came up in the campaign. 

 

(Cross talk.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  Behind the headlines: American Muslim women.  Since 9/11, 

Muslim Americans say they have come under fierce attack worldwide.  A recent USA 

Today poll found 40 percent of Americans harbor at least some resentment toward 

Muslims.  Many American women don’t even understand why a woman would want to 

wear a veil and submit to what looks like subjugation from a western perspective.  In her 

recent book “The Face Behind the Veil,” journalist Donna Gehrke-White tried to explain 

these differences. 

 

(Begin video segment.) 

 

MS. DONNA GEHRKE-WHITE:  When you get beyond the veil, they’re 

mothers: they want the best for their children, they want the best for themselves and their 

husband.  They don’t do it because they’re forced to – there’s some husband or some 

father or some other man tells them.  They do it because they want to. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Gehrke-White began interviewing Muslim women after 9/11.  She 

eventually pieced their stories into a book exploring the significance and the choice of 

wearing a head covering, or head coverings, as there are 77 different Islamic sects 

represented in the U.S.  

 

MS. GEHRKE-WHITE:  There’s the hijab, which is the traditional Arab – the one 

that most Americans are aware of.  But then you’ll see turbans and those are variably 

from Africa or it could be the converts using their own style.  Then you’ll have the 

flowing scarves.  That’s mainly from South Asia.  You’ll have the full burqa or the nikab, 

where literally the entire woman’s face is covered except for the eyes.  And again it’s the 

converts – they get so excited about the faith that they want to wear this full covering.  

And I know that is rare, but three women in my book either have worn it, are wearing it 

now, or have considered it. 

 



MS. ERBE:  One of the women in her book is Afeefa Syeed. 

 

MS. AFEEFA SYEED:  And I think more and more it has become not necessarily 

a political statement as much as it has become a social statement, which is to say I can 

wear this on my head but I can do what I need to do, I can do what I enjoy doing or what 

I’m passionate about.  And those are all about me.  It’s not about my head coverings and 

how I look, it’s about what I feel and what I’m interested in. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Afeefa Syeed began wearing a hijab as a teenager.  Today, she’s 

raising three boys while working in education and politics.  In 2003, she ran for local 

office.  During her campaign she says most people looked beyond her head covering and 

respected her as a political contender. 

 

MS. SYEED:  I wasn’t running for office because I was Muslim or because I was 

wearing the veil and once you make the issues be something that we can all relate to, you 

can get beyond it. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Deciding whether or not to wear a head covering is a very personal 

choice for Muslim American women.  Dalia Hashad, also profiled in the book, chooses 

not to wear one. 

 

MS. DALIA HASHAD:  Some people see Islam as a hijab and it’s not.  It’s much 

bigger than that.  It’s an outward representation and it’s an expression of faith, but it’s not 

the sole expression of faith.  I mean, what’s most important to me is how I practice my 

faith and what I believe really motivates me.  And social justice is the most important 

part of my faith.  And praying five times a day is something that gives me great inner 

peace, but what gets me up in the morning quite frankly is the ability to go out and to try 

to give back in a way that’s meaningful. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Muslim women’s political influence is growing in the U.S.  The first 

Muslim American judge of any gender was Zakia Mahasa of Baltimore, Maryland.  Just 

this September Ingrid Mattson became the first woman to lead the Islamic Society of 

North America, the largest Muslim group on the continent.  Even the first woman space 

tourist was a Muslim.  Some say this firsts show Islam is inherently friendly toward 

women’s leadership. 

 

MS. HASHAD:  Islam is the original feminist religion.  The thing is the principles 

haven’t changed and so people don’t understand the history, so they don’t understand that 

Islam is incredibly revolutionary.  When it was introduced, Islam provided protection for 

women that nobody else provided and rights for women that nobody else provided.  

Muslim women really have shown that they’re willing to roll up their sleeves and get to 

work on the really important issues.   

 

I think it’s also part of a reflection of the strength that it takes to be a Muslim 

woman in this society, especially a Muslim woman who wears the hijab, because you 

have to have extraordinary strength to do that, especially in the face of such 



discrimination and misinformation on the part of the public about what wearing the hijab 

means.  And so while many people think that those who choose to wear a head scarf are 

weak and they’re dominated by someone else, I find that these are the women who are 

amongst the strongest in our community.  

 

MS. ERBE:  Donna Gehrke-White has no plans to convert, but she says writing 

this book has changed her. 

 

MS. GEHRKE-WHITE:  The three Islamic beliefs that really have influenced me 

is, one, the emphasis on education.  I really take that into my life.  Two, the idea that you 

must be good to one another and again this is in Christianity, but it is emphasized.  The 

women I interviewed were very gentle and kind people, people that you would want to be 

yourself.  So that was very important.  The third is the idea that a woman can have 

balance, can have family, can have property, can have education, and it is possible, so 

these things that I take with me and so on following from Islam so to speak. 

 

(End video segment.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  So, Genevieve Wood,  the reason these women say that they wear a 

head covering are even to the point of just showing their eyes is to save viewing of their 

body for the men in their lives – their husbands.  Is that to you something that American 

woman could feel comfortable with in terms of seeing Islam as a liberating religion for 

women?   

 

MS. WOOD:  Well, you know there are all different forms of modesty, right?  I 

mean people always see the eyes, but I mean other women are modest without taking it to 

these extreme.  But this is a religion and this is a choice if they want to make, I’m okay 

with that.  But it’s an outward choice.  And people, it’s something you are demonstrating 

to the world and showing to the world and you can’t be surprised that people are going to 

look at you a little differently in a country where that’s not what most people do.  But 

overall I don’t think it’s a huge issue except that when you’re getting your diver’s license 

you have to take that off.  We have a way – you have to be able to identify people and 

you can’t infringe on our criminal justice system.  

 

MS. ERBE:  You’re talking about the court case where –  

 

MS. WOOD:  Right.  I mean, we have laws in this country.  If you want to come 

here and live and go by them, that’s fine, but you don’t get to make up new rules when 

you come in.  So that’s the problem I would have. 

 

MS. NORTON:  Bonnie, in recent decades at least we have built a climate of 

tolerance.  I hope we maintain that.  But I have to say to you – I have to be frank and 

honest because I must have been black too long: anything that looks like a badge of 

inferiority is not going to get me embracing it because it is justified by your religion or it 

is justified by your culture or so is genital mutilation.  So sure it makes me feel 

uncomfortable.  I also believe –  



 

MS. ERBE:  Are they setting other women back when they choose to cover 

themselves that way? 

 

MS. NORTON:  No, I believe you cannot change such deeply ingrained cultural 

habits that – let’s face it – do signal inferiority of women from the outside.  As an 

American, not only will I not be able to change it, there will be a reaction against me.  So 

therefore I applaud those women who have taken off the veil, taken off the head scarf as a 

model for other women.  For those who maintain it, I think it’s much more of a statement 

than it is a religious conviction.   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  For those who maintain it in America, it really – we from our 

Western perspective anyway, we’re all about the different ways of expressing ourselves.  

That veil and the cover-ups and the culture in those Muslim countries is extremely, 

extremely oppressive to women.  Women have honor killings where they kill – 

sometimes they take women from here if they dishonor their families however they think 

that she could just look at a non-Muslim and whatever their whim is, they send them over 

there and they kill them – women; they do this to women.  To hear some of the guests say 

that Islam is the original feminist religion is a little disturbing considering what we see 

now going on.  Women getting stoned and they have no rights; they’re chattel.  It’s really 

disturbing to me what Islam is representing outside of the Western –  

 

MS. SCHROEDER:  And you can have four wives and you can say I’m done with 

you.   

 

(Cross-talk.) 

 

MS. SCHROEDER:  I think there’s some very clear, bright lines.  I think first of 

all covering the face.  I just think for safety reasons, for everything else, you can’t allow 

that.  We don’t allow –  

 

MS. ERBE:  If you live in a hot climate, it’s going to get kind of hot in there. 

 

MS. SCHROEDER:  Exactly.  We don’t allow the Ku Klux Klan to run around in 

hoods.  Most of the states have an anti-hood law and we don’t allow masked men to go 

around.  

 

MS. NORTON:  That’s a little different. 

 

MS. SCHROEDER:  Yes, well, but we don’t let masked men and we don’t allow 

people to use that type of thing.  It’s a security issue in some ways.  If you want to wear 

the scarf, wear it, but why?  I mean, that’s what I don’t get.  What I really get upset about 

is imposing it on children.  I’ve been in some of the DC schools where little eight-year-

olds have been told by their parents they have to wear this. 

 

MS. NORTON:  Well, but they’re children.  



 

MS. SCHROEDER:  They’re teased.  They don’t like it.  They don’t want to be 

there.  And then if the school says no they can’t wear it, then the parents say, how dare 

you?  I honestly think to say that the child is voluntarily doing this is absolutely wrong, 

too, so I think that’s another –  

 

(Cross talk.)  

 

MS. ERBE:  And in Arab countries, the young girls don’t (adopt ?) the veil. 

 

MS. NORTON:  Remember 9/11.  I think Arabs who do that have to remember 

the signal they’re sending out to Americans who are afraid –  

 

MS. ERBE:  It’s also a nation of Islam does it, too.  Women in the nation of Islam 

also –  

 

MS. NORTON:  But I don’t want to confuse that.  Whoever does it, we have to 

understand that 9/11 is going to make it more difficult for Arab-Americans here, so 

what’s the point?  The point is a statement.  And I’m the last to say this – no statement 

ever to be made.  See this afro?  Now nobody has to make it anymore.  I’m for black 

women going to back to straightening their hair, doing all the kind of kinky things they 

do their hair.  But I have to tell you, when the black revolution came and black became 

beautiful, it was liberating to let your hair go nappy.  Now that that statement has been 

made nobody thinks it’s liberating.  You can do anything you want to.  I predict that we 

are seeing the beginning of that kind of transition among Muslim women.  After a few 

years, the scarf and the eyes – certainly in this country – will disappear. 

 

MS. WOOD:  I just think we have to be careful.  I mean, I agree with everything 

you said and you all said, but, you know, there are some people who think the Catholic 

Church is oppressing to women, too, and we don’t start making rules.  I mean, we do 

have religious freedom and if this women what to do it that’s one thing if they want to 

wear the scarf, but I agree –   

 

MS. ERBE:  Do they take other women back with them when they do that? 

 

MS. WOOD:  It’s not taking me back anywhere that somebody’s wearing the 

scarf. 

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  That was it for this edition of “To The Contrary.”  Next 

week the impact of immigration on the American healthcare system.  And please join us 

on the web for “To the Contrary” extra.  Whether your views are in agreement or to the 

contrary, please join us next time.   

 

 (END) 


