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MS. ERBE:  This week on “To the Contrary,” who’s more electable as president: 
a white woman or an African-American man?  Then, children living life as the opposite 
sex: some parents allow kids as young as two to switch genders.  Behind the headlines: 
Carly Fiorina on how sexism played a significant role in her firing from Hewlett Packard.  

 
(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, gender versus 
race.  

 
Senator Barack Obama made his first trip to New Hampshire for a possible ’08 

bid for the White House.  But are Americans ready to elect an African-American 
president?  How about a white woman?  Senator Hillary Clinton of New York has hired 
several key political operatives in a seeming move one step closer to a presidential bid.  
Both are at the top of nearly every list as ’08 Democratic contenders.  A CNN poll shows 
two-thirds of Americans say they are ready for either a woman or an African-American, 
but pollsters advise voters are wary of admitting prejudice.  Both women and African-
Americans have run for major party nominations in the past, none successfully.  
Republican Senator Elizabeth Dole of North Carolina ran in 2000, as did conservative 
Alan Keyes in 2000 and 2004.  Also in 2004, Al Sharpton and former Senator Carol 
Moseley Braun ran as Democrats.  

 
So Irene Natividad, are Americans more likely to vote for a white woman or an 

African-American man? 
 
MS. NATIVIDAD:  They aren’t ready for either one because both are historic 

candidacies for which Americans aren’t prepared yet, so it will be the bearer of the 
African-American label and the bearer of the gender label that will make a difference as 
to whether will win or not.  

 
MS. HEALY:  Oh, I think America is ready, I think the choice between one of the 

other is a wash.  When you look at the group, I think ultimately it will be who America 
wants to lead them and who they will welcome into their living room.  

 
MS. SOSA:  I actually think whether it’s gender or race – are the American voters 

ready for a change is definitely an open question, but I’m optimistic.  
 
MS. AU ALLEN:  Americans are ready for the right candidate: white, black, man, 

woman.  They’re looking for the person who will walk the talk, and it’s not going to be 
easy for any politicians. 

 
MS. ERBE:  Okay, but aren’t you troubled?  I have to tell you, I’m troubled by 

these CNN poll numbers.  The question was: are you ready for a woman president or an 
African-American president?  Sixty percent said yes, and we know that people tend to 



say yes when they think it’s the politically correct answer.  Forty percent had the gall to 
say no.  What is with this people?  (Laughter.) 

 
MS. NATIVIDAD:  You know, prejudice is very deep seated and nobody is ever 

going to own up, except for the 40 percent, that they are – they have reservations about a 
woman or a person of color.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Well, does that have to do with the pact that everybody was thinking 

Hillary and Barack Obama, and there were Republicans who may be thinking those are 
two I wouldn’t vote for just because of their party? 

 
MS. NATIVIDAD:  Well, it’s party and race and gender.  I mean, let’s realize 

that this is so historic.  When was the time where you had viable candidacies – viable 
meaning Hillary has the ability to raise the money, has a nation wide network, has 
standing within the Senate, in which she has served for six years; Barack Obama, far less 
experienced, but a national standing given his performance to date in a lot of public fora.  
So this is the profound difference: Americans will have to confront how they feel about a 
woman running a country or an African-American running this country.   

 
MS. HEALY:  But what about Colin Powell?  I think America was very much 

ready for Colin Powell – enormous disappointments when he didn’t run, and I think a 
great appreciation of Condoleezza Rice, a woman who is secretary of state, the premier 
position in the cabinet.  I think America has changed.  I think our young people are 
intolerant of any kind of group distinction like this.  I think that – 

 
MS. ERBE:  Yes, but they don’t vote in as large numbers as retired Americans. 
 
MS. HEALY:  No, I mean – but this is the kind of – some of these candidates 

would get the young people out.   
 
MS. SOSA:  And I think this is a symbol that the political process is (mature ?).  I 

mean, we’re talking again viable candidates.  Hillary has tremendous experience.  I think 
she’s a totally credible candidate.  People may not like her but I think she can definitely 
run the country.  And I want to bring another – Harold Ford’s campaign I think is very 
talent, because the same assumptions were made: he’s African-American, he’s in the 
South, he’s polling well but people are not going to vote for him.  Too young.  At the end 
of the day he was very, very close, this is Tennessee – 

 
MS. ERBE:  Yes, but it was still a 3-percentage point different in that race and he 

was a much better known, much – 
 
MS. SOSA:  But the polling was real, the polling was real.  I mean, at the end, 

what people said they were going to do is what they did.  (Unintelligible.) 
 
MS. NATIVIDAD:  You can’t extrapolate from a Senate race to a presidential 

just because the perimeters are so large in a presidential campaign.  Somebody who’s 



held office as an appointee is not necessarily going to have gone through the grueling 
campaign scrutiny, and so whether Condi Rice, if she were ever to run, could blossom in 
that process is something else.   

 
MS. AU ALLEN:  But look at history: except – in recent history, except for John 

Kennedy, no one had ever gone into the White House unless they have been a governor 
of the United States.  And Hillary Clinton, according to Maureen Dowd of the 
“Washington Post” – 

 
MS. ERBE:  “New York Times.” (Laughter.) 
 
MS. AU ALLEN:  Of the “New York Times,” sorry, “New York Times.”  Hillary 

has been the spouse of, and when she became a senator, she had, according to Maureen 
Dowd, she has been the senator of potholes and Obama has been the senator of great 
books.  So let’s not just look at these two candidates, but the other candidates who are 
waiting for the money, except that Hillary and Obama are drawing the oxygen out of the 
– 

 
(Cross talk.)  
 
MS. ERBE:  But the reality – 
 
MS. NATIVIDAD:  Since when was Maureen Dowd the expert on assessing 

somebody’s career?  A senator of potholes?  You’re supposed to bring home to your state 
certain benefits if you’re the senator representing that state, so I wouldn’t measure the 
viability of a candidacy based on some columnist’s – 

 
MS. AU ALLEN:  Well, you also have to look at what the accomplishments are.  

I am not a critic of Hillary Clinton here today – 
 
MS. NATIVIDAD:  She is considered a very good senator by her peers, 

Republican and Democrat, and – 
 
MS. ERBE:  But, Irene, I don’t believe for a second that she would carry the 

white suburban married women’s vote – 
 
MS. NATIVIDAD:  You don’t know.  
 
MS. SOSA:  That is to be seen.  That is to be seen. 
 
MS. ERBE:  Oh, I think I do know.  I think – 
 
MS. SOSA:  The Clintons are giants of American politics.  They are giant.  And 

she is a very clever woman.  I think she has tremendous amount of potential.  And I 
think, actually is just like George W. – everybody undermined George W.: he couldn’t do 



it, he wasn’t smart enough.  Look, he’s now into his second term.  I think Hillary is one 
of those that she is full of surprises.  I do like Obama too, so – 

 
MS. AU ALLEN:  But her record is going to be her detriment, because there is a 

long history – a long, deep-rooted history of Hillary’s philosophy, her proposals, and 
what she’s done.  And I think her opponents in the Democratic Party will pull them out.  
She doesn’t need the Republicans to do so.  

 
MS. HEALY:  I think the biggest issue is will Obama be the John Kennedy?   
 
MS. ERBE:  Meaning? 
 
MS. HEALY:  Well, I mean the guy, who, you know, he was a young man, he 

was in his 40s, he was a catholic, they didn’t think he could – who would vote for a 
catholic at that time?  And he surprised everybody.  And he turned out to be a good 
president.  So Obama has that sizzle.  He has it.  

 
(Cross talk.) 
 
MS. NATIVIDAD:  – but it’s two years ahead of the ball game and what you 

don’t want is to peek too early.   
 
MS. SOSA:  I’m going to say, as a Democrat, I wish Hillary had Obama 

personality and Obama had Hillary’s experience – (laughter) – and we would have the 
perfect candidate.  (Laughter.) 

 
(Cross talk.) 
 
MS. ERBE:  And that’s what everybody in Washington is looking to: a Hillary-

Obama ticket.   
 
From gender politics to gender identity.  
 
Gender variance: more parents and mental health advocates are allowing children 

of one sex to take on the opposite gender by in the case of boys wearing long hair and 
skirts, and in the case of girls, short hair and pants.  The “San Francisco Chronicle” 
reports children with gender variant behaviors feel intensely that they want to look and 
act like the other sex.  They prefer toys and activities typical of the opposite gender.  
Signs usually start appearing between the ages of two and four.  The Park Day School in 
Oakland, California, has thrown out gender differences entirely.  While more parents are 
finding support systems to help them, they still face critics who argue they are giving 
confused children too much freedom.  Some children allowed to choose the opposite 
gender do so only for a short period of time.  

 
Dr. Healy, it’s been medical practice up until now – I’m not sure if it’s continuing 

at this point, but certainly up until recently, a male child is born without a complete set of 



male genitalia, he is surgically altered to become a girl.  And John Hopkins did a study 
showing that most – almost all of the 27 cases they followed grew up to declare 
themselves men.  So what looks weird on the surface, allowing your two year old boy to 
decide he’s a girl – I mean, science doesn’t seem to really have a handle on this issue 
either.  

 
MS. HEALY:  I think you’ve put you finger on the core issue: science, medicine, 

biology doesn’t have a clear path how to go here.  And first I have to say that these cases, 
for example, children who are born with what’s called ambiguous genitalia, and the 
parents and the doctors have to decide which way to go, and sometimes it’s opposite even 
from the genetic makeup, but those are very unusual atypical cases.  One of my concerns 
is that we not get carried away with this and pretend that every boy who plays with doll 
and every little tom-boy of a girl suddenly is gender confused.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Okay, but we’re not – I think the parents in these situations who are 

allowing boys to change gender and girls same thing – what I saw described was a 
mother in Chicago who tried endlessly to stop her boy from complaining about, crying 
over, wanting to wear skirts, wanting to play with dolls, and she called it exhausting to 
try to convince him to be the boy that his body was.   

 
MS. HEALY:  You know, we don’t have a clear path, but my sense here is that 

you have to use some medical commonsense.  I mean, children are often playing different 
rolls all the time.  Let them get into puberty.  Let them see what happens when they go 
through puberty, and if you still have that sense, then you can see are we going to do 
something serious.  My concern is, people think you can just go in and take some 
hormones and suddenly have a sex change operation and you are the other sex.  You’re 
not.  It involves neutering both sexes.  You really become neuter: you lose your ovaries 
or you lose your testicals, you have to get artificial hormones.  The reconstruction, 
particularly of a girl turning into a boy, is not what you would call functional or 
cosmetically ideal, so these children will always be faced with being somewhat odd, 
looking somewhat different, not totally feeling secure that they fit in.  So be careful.  And 
you certainly want to be careful before you pull out the knife.  

 
MS. SOSA:  Yes, and we’re talking here about some extreme conditions; real but 

extreme.  But we know that the data shows that sexual orientation, particularly young gay 
males and females, have suicide rates that are quite high.  And I have to tell you, I have 
my kids in very progressive environments in schools in which are dealing with issues of 
sexual orientation in a very open way, and I find that my kids have a lot of mental health 
– that they’re very open and they accept many things, and I think it’s very healthy for 
them, but the politics are not there.  I mean, that’s the challenging part of how do you 
accept the reality of American society, the complexity of American society?  And as a 
parent you know that there’s all these possibilities that you have no control, because I 
don’t have control over my child’s sexual orientation.  How do I allow him to live in an – 

 
(Cross talk.)   
 



MS. ERBE:  But let’s make the distinction here that gender variance is different 
from sexual orientation.  

 
MS. :  Right. 
 
MS. SOSA:  But some of the things we were reading is that what you may think – 

your kid may be behaving one way, your boy playing with dolls doesn’t mean that your 
boy’s going to end up being gay, but doesn’t mean you have to torture him because you 
have to start shaping what – 

 
(Cross talk.) 
 
MS. ERBE:  But do you think it’s wrong, what these parents are doing, allowing 

their children to say I’m not a boy, I’m a girl and letting their hear grow long? 
 
MS. AU ALLEN:  But I think from two to four years old I think the parents 

should let the children to be who they want to be, and then, when they grow up into 
puberty there may be some discussion.  But what I worry about as an adult is that now 
there is at least some movement towards changing your gender on your census or your 
forms – 

 
MS. ERBE:  New York City allowed it (a person ?) – 
 
MS. AU ALLEN:  What I’m worried about is who is going to sleep next to me in 

a hospital room?  
 
MS. NATIVIDAD:  Oh, I worry about the parents who have to make some 

though decisions.  There are parental decisions involved in this that – I mean, it’s hard 
enough to parent, period, but to have to make a decision about the sexual orientation or 
whatever – the sex, the gender of you child, and at some point a parent does come in, or 
parents to make that decision is so very difficult.  Unless you sort of do what Bernadine 
was talking about, which is to sort of wait and weigh both the medical and the particular 
instances that are peculiar to your child.  

 
MS. HEALY:  Always think of the patient, and ultimately this is a long life.  The 

parents must be supportive.  They must be understanding on the differences of all of their 
children.  This is a sensitive issue; they have to help them in a sensitive way, but 
ultimately it is a different – I remember I was at Hopkins for years in my training and I 
dealt with a number of people who were undergoing transgender operations.  I remember 
one man who said he – for his whole life, he was in his 20s – for his whole life he felt he 
was a woman locked up in the body of a man.  And he was half way through the surgical 
procedures, he’d been on hormones, and guess what?  He’s liver became – started having 
an allergic reaction to the female hormones.  So these are dilemmas – 

 
MS. ERBE:  And what happened?  Did he live or did he die? 
 



MS. HEALY:  No, he went on, but he couldn’t use the female hormones, so he 
was never able to really have the – and he was sort of, surgically he was sort of half way 
there.  So these are very complicated issues.  You don’t want to automatically decide at 
age five that that’s the direction you’re going to put your child in.  For the right situation 
–  

 
MS. ERBE:  Yes, but wait a second. 
 
MS. HEALY:  I also have – 
 
MS. ERBE:  Wait, wait, Dr. Healy, then this is critical.  You don’t want to decide 

at five, but the kid – so what do you do?  You have a boy who says, “I’m not a boy, I’m a 
girl.”  You force him to be a boy, or you let him be a girl? 

 
MS. HEALY:  Well, I think you should start out by saying, you’re a little fellow.  

But you want to play with dolls; I’m not going to make a big deal of it.  Let’s just be 
natural.  Both boys and girls wear blue jeans anyway.  I mean, it’s not a question of girls 
wearing dresses all the time.  And just be natural, don’t make a big deal of it, and when 
they get through puberty eventually what will happen will happen and you will adjust to 
it, but don’t prejudge it.  

 
MS. ERBE:  All right.  Behind the headlines: women in corporate leadership.  

Carly Fiorina rose to the top of corporate America.  In 1998, “Fortune” magazine listed 
her as the most powerful woman in business and kept her there until 2004.  She started as 
a secretary and rose to CEO.  Her very public ousting as Hewlett Packard CEO and chair 
of the board in 2005 moved her to chronicle her career and the hurdle she’s faced in a 
book: “Tough Choices.”  

 
(Begin video segment.) 
 
CARLY FIORINA [Author – “Tough Choices”]:  That secretarial job ended up 

shaping how I approached every job; and that is, I put all my energy into the job I had at 
the time – I did that as a secretary – and I did the best job I could, and opportunity 
knocked.  And it has been that way all throughout my career.  I have not thought about 
the next job.  I haven’t planned for the next job.  I never planned to become a CEO.  I 
didn’t think I would become a CEO, but each job that came my way, I threw myself into 
it, and opportunity knocked.   

 
MS. ERBE:  You say in the book that one of your early bosses referred to you as 

the company’s token bimbo.  Tell me about that.  
 
MS. FIORINA:  Well, the very first time I became a manager – actually it was 

right here in Washington, D.C., that’s where my first jobs with AT&T were, and I had 
just become a manager for the first time and for me it was a huge deal.  I had three people 
reporting to me and I felt really responsible as a manager.  And this was in the early ‘80s 
and my boss wanted to introduce me to the team and to the new clients, and I guess he 



was joking, but AT&T had just signed a consent decree and committed to bringing in 
certain numbers of women, and he said, this is Carly, our token bimbo.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Could that be said today? 
 
MS. FIORINA:  Oh, I certainly hope not.  But in chatrooms in Silicon Valley, I’m 

still sometimes referred to as a bimbo.  So it’s not a word that has been banished from the 
lexicon.  

 
MS. ERBE:  AT&T at that time had just signed a consent decree.  Did you benefit 

from that? 
 
MS. FIORINA:  Oh, absolutely.  Absolutely.  Well, when I joined AT&T, they 

had something called the Management Development Program, and it was a program 
where you would have a variety of experiences inside the company, but it was kind of an 
up-and-out program.  If you didn’t perform on a job, you were very quickly shown the 
door.  And as a result of the consent decree AT&T was much more focused on making 
sure they were bringing a lot more young women into that program.  So, yes, it benefited 
me.   

 
MS. ERBE:  You were succeeded by a woman who has since stepped down and 

then replaced by a man.  Was there sexism in any of that? 
 
MS. FIORINA:  When I was fired from HP, which is what happened, it was a 

very abrupt, very emotional decision on the part of a dysfunctional board.  And the board 
was dysfunctional because people stopped talking directly about their disagreements and 
certain people decided they’d go talk to the press instead.  And when that happened, I 
spoke plainly to the board about the fact that this was completely unacceptable behavior.  
Some people don’t like straight talk.  And sometimes very straight talk from a woman 
feels different than straight talk from a man.  I think that’s just reality.  Setting aside the 
legalities for which Patricia Dunn is now under indictment, there are many people who 
clearly lost perspective and judgment and a sense of ethics in all of this.   

 
Because we don’t have enough women in positions of responsibility and 

authority, we always comment on the women as a group.  We never do that to the men.  
Recently we’ve had a number of male CEOs step down because of the scandal around 
backdating of stock options and yet nobody comments on the pattern that they were all 
men.  So I think part of this is we still have new habits to learn.    

 
MS. ERBE:  Recent surveys show something like 12 to 14 percent of board 

members in the United States are women.  Is that moving quickly enough for you?   
 
MS. FIORINA:  Well, clearly it’s not.  I mean, when 12 percent of boards have 

women – we’ve got a long way to go since we’re half of the population.  And I think it’s 
also true that corporate America in general, all up and down the ranks, has a long way to 
go.  So I think there are always statistics that can make us pessimistic.   



 
On the other hand, there are things that make me optimistic.  Since I left HP there 

have been a number of women CEOs appointed of major American companies.  And so I 
think one of the things I’ve learned throughout my life, and I think it applies to women in 
business as well: you have to be both realistic and optimistic.  Realistically there are 
barriers, there are prejudices, there are not enough women in positions of responsibility 
and authority.  And optimistically I think we continue to make progress as long as we 
continue to put pressure on the situation.   

 
(End video segment.) 
 
MS. ERBE:  So she says we continue to make progress as long as we’re putting 

on pressure.  Are women putting on that pressure?  You spent a lot of time in the 
corporate world.  

 
MS. AU ALLEN:  Yes, and they are putting a lot of pressure on themselves, but 

experiences like hers and Patricia Dunn and the five women in the last few years who 
have been fired and let go, shows that the paucity of women in these high positions put a 
spotlight on them.  When they were put into those positions, there was a lot of fanfare; 
when they were fired or let go, there was a lot of scrutiny as to what they did wrong.   

 
Enron’s failure was an Enron problem.  But Hewlett Packard’s failure was Carly’s 

problem, so we do want to make sure that we put enough pressure on us willingly, not 
because of social pressure.  Because Harvard Business School had their – 38 percent of 
their MBA graduate chose not to go to work, so it is not that every woman wanted to do 
so.  But the bottom line is, yes, we do need to get more numbers in so that when there is 
failure, we will not be magnified.   

 
MS. NATIVIDAD:  Oh, God, I could speak volumes on this.  (Laughter.)  First of 

all, let me just say, Carly Fiorina got fired fro the same reason most CEOs got fired: 
shareholder value – the value of the shares were not moving dramatically.  Second of all, 
there were 36 other CEOs who were fired the same year that she was, but you didn’t hear 
about them in the same way you did about her, so gender played a part.  The other part is, 
Hewlett Packard is huge.  The size of the company is such that anyone who heads it 
would be given attention.  But that said, there is sexism, undoubtedly, just by the way she 
is described, just by the way in which when Compaq and Hewlett Packard were going to 
be merged and she was going through that very difficult transition, two of her board 
members were the ones talking to the press about how they were opposing the merger 
and it’s not the right direction for the company.  That is a dysfunctional board.   

 
So, I mean, there were circumstances that led to her demise that I think are 

understandable given corporate structures, but there are also other factors which are very 
much gender related.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Well, I just – the fizz during these last few years, anyway seems to 

have come out of the women’s movement.  Is that true in corporate America, too?  



Because she said pressure needs to be kept on.  Are women in corporations and working 
with corporations keeping that pressure on? 

 
MS. NATIVIDAD:  There I will speak for the women’s organizations I’m 

familiar with, and they are.  Without that pressure – and a friend of mine who served on 
23 corporate boards, who’s now gone, Jane Sisco (sp), said to me there is no change 
without pressure and corporations aren’t exempt from it.  People would rather prefer 
status quo than trying to deal with something that’s (new ?).   

 
MS. SOSA:  Absolutely.  Corporate America is so conservative, and I think a 

figure that is very telling is that 12 percent – you said it’s up to 14 percent – of female in 
boards.  I mean, that’s – 

 
MS. ERBE:  Well, no, no.  Twelve percent – there are 12 percent of board 

members – 
 
MS. SOSA:  Exactly. 
 
MS. :  Yes, that’s correct.  
 
MS. ERBE:  She got that a little wrong actually.  It’s not that 12 percent of 

companies – many large companies, almost all at this point have at least one woman.  But 
they may have 15 board members.  

 
MS. SOSA:  Exactly. 
 
MS. HEALY:  Well, I think she said something that women ought to pay attention 

to: she saw a dysfunctional board, she saw something she had to clean up, which is not 
why she was CEO – she hoped these things weren’t going on and the men on the board 
probably just couldn’t handle a woman cleaning up that mess.  A guy could have done it 
better.  I think it was sexism.  I think she’s terrific.  I hope she moves on.  

 
MS. ERBE:  All right.  I’ve got to move on.  That’s it for this edition of “To the 

Contrary.”  Next week: evangelical teens as the new teen rebels.  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) 


